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CHAPTER ONE

Brooke gripped the bar’s
wooden edge until her knuckles turned white. Nausea and trepidation
washed through her human form. Not now.
Please. Not when her New Orleans pub, Armand’s, was filled
with Friday night locals. She couldn’t keep walking away from her
cover job. And she definitely couldn’t tell her customers the
truth.

Her mission was critical: protect innocent
humans from the Minare, a local clan of Fallen Angels. Who knew
dealing with a teenager would be the more difficult job?

The nausea grew stronger, churning in the
depths of her stomach. For one hopeful moment, she wondered if the
Shrimp Creole she’d eaten for lunch could be the culprit. A sense
of uneasiness snaked through her veins. No such luck. All signs
pointed to the distress call.

Images in her line of vision began to spin.
Gold, purple, and green Fleur de Lis emblems on the bar walls
blurred into a kaleidoscope haze. Oh, yes. She recognized this
feeling—the ole Tilt-O-Whirl-from-Hell. She shut her eyes, wanting
her equilibrium to stabilize, but the famed Mardi Gras colors
danced behind her eyelids.

Breathe. She inhaled
deep. Beer, tobacco smoke, and lemon polish overpowered her
nostrils.

The impending doom intensified. Your daughter is in danger. You have to go.

Panic churned inside her like a tornado.
She’d been afraid this would happen.

What was she supposed to do? Family and her
mission were mutually exclusive in her world. She couldn’t kick her
customers out. Her only option was to leave someone in charge.
Someone trustworthy.

Quinn, one of her favorite regulars and a
self-professed hippie, approached and plunked his shot glass down.
“Refill when you get a chance. Life treating you okay?”

Perfect. Quinn and his wife had helped her
rebuild the pub after Hurricane Katrina. They were good folks, the
kind of humans Brooke could trust her customers with.

She tilted the amber whiskey bottle and
poured. “I’ll make you a deal. Watch the place for thirty minutes,
and you can have all the refills you want.”

“Works for me. What happened to John?”

Brooke grabbed her keys and jacket. She
didn’t have time to get into the particulars. “Quit on me
yesterday, said he’s moving back home to care for his parents. I
haven’t had the chance to place a want-ad for someone new.”

“I’ll hold down the fort. Go do what you need
to do.” Quinn strolled behind the bar, his body moving in tune to
the Zydeco music coming from the speakers. On any other day, she
liked the New Orleans locals and their leisurely way of life. Just
not now. She needed to go.

She sprinted for the back exit. “Thanks. I’ll
be back soon.”

“Is everything okay?” he called after
her.

Not really. She
didn’t turn around, only said, “I won’t be gone long, thanks,” and
ducked out the back door to avoid further questions.

Brooke ran down the crooked sidewalk. Live
oaks draped with Spanish moss lined the narrow street filled with
shotgun houses. Fortunately, Alex only lived two blocks away. The
short walk made it easy to keep watch over him and Ella.

Darkness covered the sage-colored home with
black shutters, but the full moon’s beams slanted through a rear
side window. Brooke crept alongside the long narrow house, which
extended back for almost a city block. These old Mid-City homes had
more rooms than she could keep up with. Over the years, she’d
learned which ones she could easily peer through.

Peeking inside, Brooke saw Ella tiptoeing
across the study, headed straight for the cabinet.

Brooke’s neck went tight. Holy hell, this was
no false alarm. Ella was a mere twenty steps away from the cabinet.
Or rather, from disaster.

Where the hell was Alex? She shifted her gaze
left and right. He’d fallen asleep on the corner couch. Wake up,
damn it! Don’t let her unlock the cabinet.

Sixteen steps. Maybe Brooke should run to the
front door and ring the doorbell? No. By the time she reached the
doorbell and returned to the rear window, Ella could have the
chalice in her hands.

Maybe she could bang on the window? Not the
best option. Blaring alarms would wake the neighborhood and alert
Alex and Ella to her presence. The last thing Brooke needed was to
call attention. Not when evil forces lurked inside the Crescent
City, forces that wanted her loved ones dead.

Twelve steps. At least Ella moved slowly,
probably for fear of waking her dad. C’mon, Alex.
Wake the hell up.

Why wasn’t the room locked, like every other
night? Brooke and Alex had agreed to keep the cabinet locked until
Ella turned sixteen. Alex was a New Orleans cop. He left nothing to
chance. Usually.

Something sharp rubbed against her ankle, and
Brooke glanced down. The boxwoods scraped her every time. Just one
more hindrance to keeping watch on her family. She sighed. Keeping
watch. Being a Water Elemental in human form, watching—and the
occasional casual conversation—was all she could do. Nature’s
Elementals were tasked with protecting humans, not falling in love
with them and having a child. At least that’s what Universe, her
boss, had said. Then he’d punished her with the unthinkable for
breaking the rules—forbidden her to share a life with her human
family.

She shifted her feet and looked back inside.
Tingling jolts ran up her arms and across the base of her neck.
Five steps between Ella and all hell breaking loose. Brooke had to
do something without getting caught.

Universe had given
her dominion over water. If there was a hose nearby, something with
water she could access, she could bend the Element to her will. She
wrenched her head to the right so fast, her neck ached. No sign of
a water hose. Crap. And with no rain for three days, the ground was
dry as burnt toast.

Ducking out of view, Brooke tapped her hands
on the house siding. Wake up and protect our daughter! She tried to
maintain her breathing. Living on the outskirts of her own family
was enough to give her a heart attack. With Ella’s dogged curiosity
for the truth, Brooke was ready to have a stroke.

Brooke peered back inside. Zero steps. Her
heart plummeted into her stomach with a loud thud.

Ella reached for the rusted key in the
cabinet’s lock. No, no, no. Then she
turned it in the lock until it clicked.

Damn, even I can hear
that. Why can’t Alex?

Grinning ear to ear, Ella pulled open the
cabinet door. Brooke’s mouth went dry. She knew the contents by
heart. Stacks of her worn journals, varying sizes of pewter
dolphins and other aquatic animals, and a magnificent royal purple
chalice with exotic symbols etched in the cup. Inscribed on the
base, in gold letters, were the words Earth, Air,
Fire, Water. The four Elements, symbols of Brooke’s clan.
And half of what ran through Ella’s veins.

When the time came, Ella could drink from the
chalice. Drink and make her life choice—remain human or become an
Elemental to help battle the Fallen Angel clans. But not now. Not
tonight. If she drank too soon, without full knowledge and
reverence, she would lose the right to decide her future. Ella
deserved a normal childhood, a right to choose.

Brooke had battled Fallen Angels for
centuries. Universe created her kind and demanded it; she hadn’t
had the luxury of choice. But everyone deserved to have free will,
especially her daughter.

She watched Ella study the inscriptions on
the chalice base. Then the kid wrapped her fingers around the
stem.

Don’t do it, Ella.
Brooke plastered her hands against the window, ready to bang on the
glass. Maybe Alex would come up shooting. Maybe shrill alarms would
go off. Brooke didn’t care anymore.

Universe, please help me
here. Don’t let Ella suffer for my indiscretion. A pang of
guilt coursed through her. Did she even have the right to ask for
help? Ella, a half-human, half-Elemental child existed because
Brooke had broken the rules. But still, Ella was a child. Children
deserved protection, regardless of how they were conceived.

Ella closed her eyes and inhaled the aroma
rising from the chalice. It probably smelled of chocolate or
something else irresistible. That’s how it lured those who weren’t
ready. Brooke gasped. The cup was now inches from Ella’s lips.

Brooke’s fingers clutched the windowsill. She
couldn’t—wouldn’t—let this happen. Universe, my
daughter deserves to choose her future. Wake Alex up right now. If
you don’t, I’ll break the window. And I’ll tell Ella the truth,
despite whatever consequence you dish out.

“Don’t drink that!” Alex yelled, stumbling to
his feet. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”

Brooke gulped a mouthful of air and almost
choked. Thank you. She released her tight
grip one finger at a time. Relief washed through her and her
parched mouth regained its moisture.

“Why should I listen to you when you hide
things from me?” Ella asked. She’d used her best defensive voice,
one Alex claimed she’d mastered over the years.

He wiped his eyes. Then he stood taller, in
typical parent stance. “I’m trying to protect you. Don’t play with
things you don’t understand.”

“So tell me,” Ella said.

“Put the chalice back first.”

Brooke smiled. The man was an ideal
negotiator. Even if humans were off limits for love, she’d picked a
great one.

“No. Tell me about the cabinet. Why am I not
allowed in here?” Ella asked.

Brooke swallowed hard, but it didn’t help.
The lump in the back of her throat remained.

“These things are complicated,” Alex
said.

Ella brought the cup closer to her lips.
“Tell me. Or else.”

Holy crap! Brooke stared at them both. Could
this be the end of everything? Had all her effort to allow Ella a
choice, to protect her daughter from danger, been for naught?

“Put the chalice back,” Alex said.

Brooke held her breath. Please don’t drink.
Listen to your father. He’s a good man.

“Ella, I said put it down. Now.”

At his stern tone, Ella’s defiant smile
slowly vanished. Her chin quivered, and she suddenly looked like
the questioning child Alex described so often. A child, a young
woman, a half Elemental—all wrapped up in a wad of hormones.

“Fine.” Ella returned the chalice to the
cabinet but maintained her pouty face. “But start talking.”

Alex ran his fingers through his auburn hair,
as if he hoped to find answers hidden deep within the follicles.
“You turn sixteen next month. I’d planned to tell you everything
then. I wasn’t going to keep secrets from you forever.”

“Why sixteen? Why not now?”

He shrugged. “That’s how it’s done. These
aren’t my rules.”

“Then whose rules are they?” Ella arched an
eyebrow. “Does this have anything to do with my mother?”

Brooke bit her lip. Poor kid. The situation
sucked for everyone. Maybe that’s why Universe forbade mating with
humans in the first place.

Alex let out a heavy sigh. “Your mother is a
special creature.”

“Meaning?” Ella said.

He lifted his hands, almost in forfeit at
Ella’s quick verbal skills. “She has gifts which make her different
than you and me.”

“What kind of gifts?”

Alex shrugged. “She has a special connection
with water—”

“Water? What do you mean?” Ella’s neck turned
pink, as if someone had discovered her secret.

Could Ella have a special connection with
water, too? Alex hadn’t mentioned anything before now. Stood to
reason she would, she was half Elemental. But as far as Brooke
knew, no other half-breed children existed.

“Yes, water,” Alex said. “She was forced to
leave after you were born. You were, and still are, at risk of
being found by those who could harm you. I swore to protect you
until the time comes for you to choose.”

Ella stared at him for a long moment, and
then crossed her arms. “Choose what? Since when do I get to choose
anything? You force me to be home-schooled because you’re paranoid.
All I want is a normal life. I want to know what exists outside of
this three-block neighborhood.”

He looked away, something he always did when
he didn’t plan to answer. Brooke pushed away the guilt nagging at
her, begging for attention. No, Ella couldn’t attend regular
school. And that was unfortunate, but the Minare Fallen Angel clan
had sources everywhere. The risk of being found was too great.

“Do I even look like my mother?” Ella asked.
“You’ve never talked about it, but I must, right? I don’t have your
reddish hair or pale skin. Did she have brown eyes and olive skin,
too? What’s she like?”

A small smile crept across his face. “You’re
the image of your mother. She was beautiful, just like you.”

Brooke smiled and the warm flutter in her
heart spread down to her knees. “Don’t tell Ella so much that she
catches on,” she whispered to the night air.

When she began her New Orleans mission,
Brooke had purposefully chosen a mixed-culture appearance. To blend
in with the locals, she had dark hair, dark eyes, olive skin—traits
which could be attributed to Greek, Egyptian, Spanish, African
American, Creole, or any combination of thereof.

Ella twisted her fingers around strands of
her dark hair. She looked at the color as if trying to see the
mother she’d never known. The mother Brooke wished she could be.
Without consciously realizing it, Brooke began to twist random
strands of her own hair.

“Tell me more about my mom,” Ella said.
“Please?”

“When you turn sixteen, I promise.”

Brooke’s head pounded in agony. She wanted
Ella to learn the truth from both her and Alex. Have a family
sit-down and discuss the future. But Universe wouldn’t allow that
scenario to happen. Most likely, Brooke would return to this very
window on Ella’s sixteenth birthday. Watching. Again.

Alex’s eyes glowed warm and sincere when he
looked at his only daughter. “I want you to remember
something.”

“What?” Ella asked.

He reached for her hand and squeezed. “I know
you want a normal life, want to see more of the world. But
sometimes, we need to be careful what we wish for. Some things
aren’t what they seem. It’s my job to protect you.”

But I’d give anything to get my wish, Brooke
thought. The ache in her chest grew stronger when she saw them
embrace in a long hug. Alex, love of her life, and Ella, the
daughter she could never know as her own. Their arms outstretched
and formed a family bond, a human circle. One Brooke could never
enter.

 



CHAPTER TWO

Brooke clunked two shot
glasses down on the bar, grabbed the chilled Patrón, and tilted the
clear bottle to pour drinks for the regulars. Organization was the
key to managing a bar—and keeping her Elemental identity
well-hidden. Within this Mid-City neighborhood, nestled amongst
shotgun houses with fern-clad patios and canopies of live oaks, her
locals knew each other by name, ran a tab, tipped her well, and
didn’t cause trouble. Unlike the Minare Fallen Angels, who reaped
innocent souls and made dark dealings during witching hour.

The chimes to the Armand’s entrance made a
tinkling sound. Brooke glanced up, only to notice a somber Alex
enter the pub.

Alex? What was he doing here? Especially on a
Saturday night, when he knew the place would be busy?

He walked over to a corner stool and kept a
roaming stare of the place, probably to gauge their level of
privacy. A natural trait for a cop, Brooke had learned. He could
scan a new place and sense what didn’t belong within seconds, a
rare trait that spiked her attraction to him. Along with those
piercing green eyes that could penetrate her soul.

“She found the chalice,” Alex whispered.

Brooke’s throat tightened, but she forced her
facial muscles to remain stoic. She didn’t want her customers
knowing anything about her private life. To do so would be too
dangerous. She grabbed the Kahlua and mixed a White Russian for one
of her elderly regulars.

“I know,” she said, using her best nonchalant
voice.

Alex’s eyes widened. “You do? How?”

Stay casual. Not an
easy task, given her wrenching insides. She meandered to the other
side of the bar to pour refills and gather used shot glasses. If
her customers were occupied, she and Alex could talk without anyone
overhearing them.

Privacy was essential, and life in Armand’s
was never private. People honed in on the local gossip quicker than
she could say Tabasco. The secrecy of her
relationship with Alex had taken its toll over the years, but she
couldn’t risk anyone knowing she had a daughter, or that she loved
Alex with all her heart. In the public’s eye, they were
acquaintances. With her Elemental priorities, she wondered if they
could ever be more.

To regular customers, Alex was a neighborhood
cop who occasionally dropped by the pub—though usually when
business was slower. He’d rescued women and children off roofs in
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, saving dozens of lives in a
time of madness. A local hero.

She was the neighborhood bar owner, providing
a place where people could gather for company and comfort after the
weary work day.

No one could ever know they were together.
Not that they really were, in the standard sense. The Minare would
kill anyone she cared about without a second thought. She couldn’t
risk her customers’ lives, or especially those of her family.

“Brooke?” Alex prompted. “How’d you know Ella
found the chalice?”

His husky voice shook her from her thoughts.
She gave him a quick nod and walked through the place to make sure
everyone had their fill. The locals were busy debating who served
the best Oysters Rockefeller in the city (Felix’s was winning so
far), which gave her a few minutes to wander back to Alex and speak
freely.

“I stopped by your house the other night,”
she said. “If you hadn’t woken up, I was ready to bang on the
window.”

He stretched out his hand on the bar top, an
invitation to touch. Her heart thumped faster. Even if she touched
him back, she’d need to be casual. She darted a quick glance at her
customers to re-assess their privacy. No worries. The locals now
argued, with newfound enthusiasm, over the better place for lunch:
Galatoire’s or Irene’s. Both were amazing. This debate could take a
while.

Alex turned his palm up and opened his hand
to hers. With adrenaline thundering through her, she touched him
back. Cradling her hand in his, looking into his warm expression,
made all the rules between them fade—for only a moment.

“Sometimes I think I catch a glimpse of you
outside our house,” Alex whispered. “Then I figure it’s just my
imagination, my mind showing me what I want, rather than what’s
really there.”

“I wish things could be different,” she said.
More than you know.

A saxophone played outside the bar window,
and her throat went dry. She loved the musical personality of New
Orleans, the jazz backdrop to her port-city home. But tonight the
notes sounded lonely, haunting.

No sense rehashing the heartache of their
current relationship: estranged family with a twist. Best to keep
focused. And her customers were beginning to lift their glasses to
signal a refill.

“Want one of our specials?” she asked.

“Just beer,” Alex said. “I need to keep my
wits.”

She nodded, thrust her hand into the ice, and
uncapped a longneck. Time to get some answers.

“We need to talk about how Ella got so close
to the chalice. I thought you always locked your office door.”

Alex tossed a peanut shell into the garbage
can. “I do, but I’ve been running on five hours sleep a night.
Crimes have tripled, being October. Probably psychos gearing up for
Halloween, but who knows? I presume you heard about the city
councilman who was murdered.”

“Some of the regulars told me.”

“The TV-hungry politicians are cranking up
the pressure for us to solve these cases. I was wiped out after a
long week. Ella had gone to bed, and I just didn’t think to lock
the door this one time.”

Brooke bit the inside of her lip. She knew
Alex had to shoulder the responsibility of single parent, but they
had to keep Ella safe. That outranked everything else. It’s what
they had agreed on years ago. She couldn’t risk any mistakes
now.

“I’m sorry you’re running on empty,” Brooke
said. “Your house is safer than keeping the chalice here at
Armand’s. No one’s going to break into the home of an NOPD cop.
Just lock the door from now on, okay? Keep Ella safe.”

“I do. I had one slip up.” He shook his head.
“Not bad, when you have ten thousand rules for us to follow.”

She swallowed hard. No luck. The immeasurable
knot of guilt lingered in the back of her throat. The rules between
them, the inability to have the family relationship they wanted,
had done more harm than she ever could have imagined.

He smashed a peanut to smithereens. Then he
picked up another one. “I know you’re concerned for Ella. Can I
just say, though, that being a single parent sucks.”

Brooke took a deep breath. She needed to stay
calm, not give into temptation to argue over their past choices.
They’d made their choice. The important thing now was to keep Ella
safe.

“I know it’s hard raising Ella on your own,”
Brooke said.

“You know I’ll protect her. I’ve done so
since she was born.” He ripped a cocktail napkin into strips,
impatience seeping from every pore. “Lousy deal for a kid though.
Her own father keeping secrets from her.”

“You didn’t tell her who I was, did you?
Because you mentioned she looks like me.” Brooke’s cheeks flushed
warm again when she remembered how he’d called Ella beautiful, just
like her. But they had to be careful. Not tell Ella too much, too
soon.

Alex picked up two red swizzle sticks and
tied them into a knot. “No, Brooke, I didn’t tell her who you are.
She thinks you’re the nice neighborhood bar owner.” He took another
swig of beer. “These so-called rules are ridiculous, but give me
some credit. I do follow them for Ella’s sake.”

Guilt pounded through her veins. She hated
having to confront him like this, but she had to protect Ella. Even
though Alex was a cop and had seen crime at its worst, he’d never
seen what the Minare Fallen Angels were capable of. She hoped he
never would.

“I appreciate all your effort,” she said.
“Especially the single-parent part. I know it can’t be easy.”

He met her gaze with melancholy eyes. “Maybe
so, but I guess I’d hoped for more. I wish I had a wife who could
live with us. I wish Ella could know who you really are.”

She stared at him for a long moment, knowing
she’d broken his heart. This had to be why Universe forbade
Elementals from mating with humans. The choice resulted in too much
pain. Opposites might attract, but different species were exempt
from such tales.

“I’m sorry,” she finally offered, unsure what
else to say.

He shrugged and flipped a few dollars on the
bar, then stood up. “Yeah, well. I better get home.”

“Tell Ella hello for me.” It was a simple
enough request, the kind of thing normal families tell each other
every day. Except theirs wasn’t normal. She could never tell Ella
she was her mother. The most Brooke could ever do was keep her
distance and be known as a local business owner.

Alex’s green eyes flashed with warm affection
for a moment. “Sure.”

Then he weaved his way through the bar, and
she watched his handsome form disappear out the door.

###

After a busy Saturday night tending bar, she
grabbed her jacket and drove to the French Quarter. The Minare
tended to congregate near the Quarter, where they drew strength
from the black iron that flanked patios and homes.

Rain drizzled on her windshield, creating
amoeba-shaped pools that reflected green and red traffic lights.
After parking, she wandered down Royal Street. The narrow alley
didn’t have its usual crowds, but a few people gathered near bar
doors listening to piano players tinkling the keys with rhythm and
blues. The rain had tapered off, bringing autumn’s chill into the
air.

Then she spotted him—Cristos, one of the
higher-ranking Minare. Curled strands of blondish hair framed his
angular face, and those eyes—gray blue with hints of silver—could
mesmerize anyone. So could his muscular frame of broad shoulders,
thin waist.

Some things never changed. Fallen Angels
always chose gorgeous human shells, a means to attract their
victims. Strange he’d be out alone tonight, without any soldiers.
The Minare usually travelled in groups, following the wolf-pack
strategy for dominating the weak.

She kept her distance. After a few run-ins
with him in the past, she’d learned to watch and wait. No sense
going all gangbusters on his ass. Not yet, anyway.

He weaved between crowds of tourists, seeming
to have a specific destination in mind. She stayed on his trail,
even when he picked up speed. Without warning, he stopped and spun
around.

Shit. She ducked behind a club’s door. Had he
seen her? She waited, reminding herself to breathe.

Seconds later, she peered out. He stepped
into the Magic Vortex Club, one of the Minare’s favorite places for
soul collecting. Perfect. She went inside and hid behind clumps of
people snorting cocaine, while thong-clad strippers with deadpan
eyes gave lap dances to pudgy Italian men.

Brooke sighed. Was she wasting her time? The
place was wall-to-wall humans, all committing the seven deadly sins
in some form or fashion. These people were an easy buffet for the
Minare. No consent required; one touch on the shoulder and their
soul belonged to Fallen Angels. Innocents, on the other hand,
required some work. The Minare had to convince them to cross the
line into evil.

Like Cristos seemed to be doing now, with the
blonde near the stage.

Brooke shook her head. He did enjoy a
challenge.

The blonde gazed into his pensive eyes. He
cupped her chin in his palm. To anyone else, the scene would appear
romantic. Brooke knew better. There was tentativeness in the
blonde’s stance, a hesitation to leap toward evil. She could be saved.

Scenario one, walk over and break the two of
them up. Not the best option. Cristos would only grab the woman and
leave, making his victim more willing to go along with him. Best to
separate them. Talk to the woman alone.

Brooke scanned the club for something to
create a distraction. Aha! A fire alarm. The Minare hated fire and
water. She slipped over and pulled the lever. See how you like
that, Cristos.

Water sprayed from the ceiling sprinklers and
soaked everyone. True to his selfish form, Cristos ditched the
blonde and bolted out the back to escape. Brooke grabbed the
woman’s hand and pulled her out the front door. They made their way
past mobsters, bartenders, and women half-dressed in black
lingerie.

Brooke pulled her soaked hair back. “Are you
okay?”

The blonde nodded and looked around, seeming
puzzled Cristos had left her alone. “Thanks.”

Brooke took a step forward. “Listen to me
carefully. You don’t know me, but the man you were with can’t be
trusted.”

The woman frowned. “Why? He leave you during
a fire alarm, too?”

Brooke glanced at the woman’s left hand,
specifically the tan line around the ring finger. “You’re married,
right? And you’re thinking of having an affair?”

The woman’s face turned red. “Yeah, so? My
husband hasn’t understood me in years. Who are you, anyway?”

People began to huddle together, talking in
groups. An enraged Cristos sprinted toward them. Brooke had to act
fast. She opened the vial hanging from her necklace, and then
dribbled some holy water on the woman’s wrist. “I’m the one saving
you.”

Cristos yanked at the blonde’s arm to pull
her away. He immediately recoiled.

Good, the holy water was
working.

His eyes glowed with a fury that pierced
through the darkness. “Damn you, Brooke. Always meddling, aren’t
you?”

Brooke took a determined breath and told the
blonde, “You should go.”

The woman nodded and sprinted across the
flagstone street, her shoes clip-clopping as she faded from sight.
“Sorry things didn’t work out, my darling,” Cristos bellowed.

Brooke took a few steps back, ready to leave,
too. Cristos turned and cast a menacing glare. “Where do you think
you’re going?”

She stood strong and willful, even though she
wanted to pass out. Think, Brooke, think. Don’t
let him know you’re in a weakened state. A common side
effect of using her water Element was sheer exhaustion. Universe
designed Elementals this way to prevent abuse of powers in public.
Staying under the radar was the essential rule, except she had
nothing to defend herself with for at least fifteen minutes. She
hoped Cristos didn’t know her weakness.

Anger burned in his gaze. “I told you to stay
away from my targets.”

Her throat turned dry, craving water. She
tried to swallow but couldn’t. Cristos’s chiseled face radiated
wrath and something eerie she didn’t recognize. She remembered his
eyes being colder, something an attractive human shell couldn’t
conceal. Damn, he’d chosen a gorgeous body this time. The innocents
didn’t have a chance. Ugh. Focus. Stall him until
you can get away.

“You could’ve had your pick of sinners in
there. Why do you insist on going for the ones who have a chance of
redemption?”

Cristos smirked. “What a ridiculous
question.”

“Humor me.”

He tilted his head as if examining some
fascinating creature at the zoo. “For the challenge, of course. Do
you have any idea how boring it is for me to reap the seven deadly
sinners all the time?”

She cocked an eyebrow. “You’re complaining to
me about job satisfaction?”

“You said to humor you.”

His voice was sweet, like hypnotic music. She
needed to be on her guard.

“True, but you can reap high numbers in a
Mafia-run place like the Magic Vortex. Why go after someone
like—”

“Like the blonde you chased away?” His chin
clenched at the memory. “Because women like her must choose a path.
She has to do what all humans avoid—getting off the fence and
making a choice. If she chooses me, so much the better. Oh, and
let’s not forget the kiss.”

Keep him talking. I’ll
regain my strength soon.

“The kiss to seal the deal, of course.”
Brooke suppressed a smile. She could sense her leg muscles
regaining their power. All she had to do was stall him a few
minutes longer.

The longer Cristos babbled on, the quicker
her energy would return so she could leave. There were general
mores in place between their kinds. He wouldn’t kill her outright
without risking retaliation from every Elemental on the planet, but
there were things worse than death. And the Minare had a wicked
imagination.

His lips curled into a cunning smile. “Once
the innocent chooses me and we kiss, we share a drink of absinthe
for the Seraphim sacrament. Then she’s mine. The thrill is
indescribable. One might say it’s better than sex.”

Brooke sighed. “One of us is a sadist and it
certainly isn’t me.”

“I have reasons for my choices, as do
you.”

He stepped closer and brushed a strand of
hair off her forehead. She resisted the urge to vomit at his
touch.

“Why don’t you try joining my team?” he
asked, his tone as sweet as honey. “I’ll make sure you’re treated
well.”

Was he freaking kidding? Her foot muscles
finally cooperated, and she backed away. “Never.”

With a menacing gleam in his eyes, he stepped
forward. “Sweet little Brooke. You’re becoming quite a liability.
Don’t think for a second that you can avoid retribution for
interfering tonight.”

 



CHAPTER THREE

“What do you mean he hasn’t
shown up for work?” Terror mounted in Brooke’s heart. Something was
wrong—very, very wrong. Alex never called in sick. He wouldn’t miss
work or a stop at the pub to give her updates on Ella.

“Sorry, ma’am, he hasn’t reported in since
yesterday. My captain is pissed. We’ve got our hands full with
these Halloween nut jobs. You want to leave a message, in case he
checks in?”

“No, thanks.” She hung up and dialed Alex’s
cell. C’mon. Answer.

Nothing. Just ringing, then voicemail. “It’s
Brooke. Call me as soon as you get this, day or night.”

She stared at the phone. Could Cristos have
made good on his threat? Did he know about Alex and her? She’d been
careful to always treat Alex like an acquaintance in public. Hell,
that was all they could ever be, anyway.

The encounter with Cristos had proved
unsettling—enough so she’d hardly slept.

Chimes clanked on the bar door, knocking her
out of her reverie.

“Hello, Brooke.”

Ugh. Not now. Mercury, the messenger of the
Elemental world. That explained how he got inside the bar when they
were closed. He could pass through anything, even in human
form.

He was short, with an elf-like appearance,
and had a grin which could rival any village idiot. The human
shells he chose always made her laugh, but she wasn’t in the mood.
She needed to find Alex, not get more assignments.

“What is it?” she asked, fully mindful of the
irritation in her tone.

His lips parted into a smile and he
outstretched his arms. “You don’t look happy to see me.”

“Sorry, Merc. I have a lot to do. If you’ll
just give me the information, then be on your way.”

He walked to the bar and picked up a handful
of peanuts. “Great snacks, these are. Humans have their benefits,
don’t they? Of course, I don’t understand the whole Louisiana
crawdad suck-the-head-and-eat-the-tail thing. Gross.”

“Yeah.”

Why was Merc dragging out this conversation?
Say what needed to be said already. She had to find Alex. What if
he was trapped somewhere? She had the eerie sense his disappearance
wasn’t due to drug lords or car thieves. Cops had enemies, but at
least they were human. If Cristos did have him, the Minare could
get to Ella, too. Brooke couldn’t let that happen.

“You in a hurry?” Merc asked. “Because rumor
has it one of the Minare is stepping up to get more power. Universe
wants you to check it out today, ASAP. My sources say they’re on
Bourbon Street as we speak.”

She folded napkins and organized silverware
to keep her hands busy. “Anything else?”

It wasn’t that she disliked her work. Humans
were worth protecting. But at the moment, Alex and Ella outranked
everyone else.

Mercury adjusted his snap-brim hat. “I heard
Soren might be lurking in the shadows, ready to return to the
Crescent City.”

Her heart skipped a couple of beats. Soren
was the Minare leader, the leader of evil in the New Orleans area,
though he rarely stayed in one location for long. She hadn’t seen
him in over a decade—and their last encounter hadn’t exactly been
friendly.

“Soren rarely shows himself,” she said.
“Besides, I thought he was in Egypt. Cristos and Dominick have been
running things in New Orleans, so why would Soren return?”

Mercury smiled. “That’s what you need to
figure out. Universe wants to be kept abreast of any activity.”

She cleared her throat. “I’m kind of
preoccupied right now. My helper at Armand’s quit on me, Alex is
missing, and Cristos threatened me the other night.”

Merc pursed his lips. “You want me to tell
Universe you’re too busy to carry out his commands? If Soren is
back in the Crescent City, everything is about to get worse. He
takes no prisoners, Brooke. You know that more than anyone.”

“Damn it,” she muttered. He was right. And
she didn’t want Alex or Ella to be in Soren’s path of destruction.
“Fine. I’ll figure out a way. Anything else?” Please say no.

Mercury’s eyes shone with a mild distrust.
“You do remember your primary mission is to stop the Minare, right?
I appreciate your worry over the human love interest, but you need
to go to Bourbon Street now, find out about Soren today. Stay
focused—”

“I will. In fact, I’ll start right now.”

She hoped she sounded convincing. Elementals
were spread throughout the Earth to protect humans. Yet she was
supposed to track down Soren, the top ranking Minare? By herself?
Every other encounter with him, she’d had help from other Water
Elementals or colleagues. And even then, she’d had some close
calls.

Where would she even begin? Maybe she could
do a quick drive to the Quarter to look for Soren—an hour tops—and
then she could spend the rest of the day looking for Alex.

“Good. I’ll tell Universe you’re on board.”
Mercury sauntered toward the door, then turned around and smiled.
“Don’t you want to know about the threesome?”

Damn, would Merc ever leave? She often
wondered how her co-Elementals were doing in their various
stations. Universe had paired up Elementals across the globe, and
her clan covered the United States. Like her, each Elemental had
their stations and battles to fight. But did Merc have to share all
the details now?

She held back an irritated sigh. “Sure. How
is everyone?”

Mercury shrugged. “Phoenix is in New York,
irritating and fiery as always. Tempest relocated to northern
California, enjoying her cover as a wine connoisseur. Terran is in
Portland, blending in with a hippie crowd because there’s a new
clan of Fallen Angels out there.”

“Say hello for me,” Brooke said. Now go.

He tipped his hat and left, the bar door
rattling behind him.

She waited several minutes to make sure he
was gone. Then she locked the doors. Her regulars knew she had to
close the bar on occasion. She’d mentioned a sick relative once.
She hoped her customers would make the right assumptions.

Leaving to go hunt down Fallen Angels didn’t
seem a rational excuse to close a bar. Not even in New Orleans.

###

Family before humanity, Brooke rationalized,
knowing damn well Universe wouldn’t see things that way. Okay,
fine. She shouldn’t have turned the car around. And she shouldn’t
have parked in front of Alex and Ella’s house. Not when her
directive was to go to the Quarter to locate Soren and learn what
the Minare were plotting.

Still, she had to at least check on Ella,
especially with Alex missing. If she didn’t get answers, her work
would suffer. Wouldn’t it? She could check on things, and then hunt
for the Minare. Brooke smiled. Rationalization rocked. One of the
best things humans had invented.

She sprinted up the front steps and rang the
bell. Be casual. Brooke was simply
checking in on Ella, since Alex hadn’t been around lately. A
neighborhood acquaintance, nothing suspicious about that. Universe
wouldn’t be pleased, but Brooke wasn’t going to break the rules and
confess she was Ella’s mother. She was just checking on the kid. A
neighborly gesture.

The door’s chime sounded welcoming. “Who is
it?” Ella called from inside.

“Brooke, from Armand’s pub.”

Ella opened the door and half-smiled.
“Hi.”

She’s so beautiful. So fragile. Brooke wanted
to reach out and embrace her in a hug. If only she could tell Ella
everything.

But she couldn’t.

“I wanted to check on y’all. Your Dad hasn’t
been by the pub the last few nights.” She tried not to sound
alarmed. No sense scaring the poor kid.

Ella pushed a curly strand of dark brown hair
behind her ear. “Yeah, he’s been gone a couple of nights. Sometimes
he goes on assignment, but his precinct called me and said they
don’t know where he is.”

So he is missing.
Brooke put on her best poker face like she hadn’t already known the
news. “Are you okay? You should probably stay with a neighbor or
classmate. I don’t have much room in the loft above the pub, but
you’re welcome to stay with me.”

Images flashed across her mind: mother and
daughter giving each other pedicures, staying up talking, being
able to share family stories. The life I want.

Ella nodded. “Thanks anyway. Dad’s precinct
told me to stay with friends too. I’ve been staying at Kasey’s down
the street. I’m just back to get some more clothes. She’s more fun
than staying with another cop.”

Brooke felt a strange mix of relief and envy.
She wanted Ella safe. Staying at a friend’s was the best solution.
Yet the refusal sent trickles of pain through Brooke’s heart.
You should’ve known you couldn’t hang out
together. You’re wishing for a life you’ll never have.

“Are you all right?” Ella asked.

Don’t panic her.
“I’m fine. Listen, I know your dad has the tendency to be the
overprotective cop—”

“Ain’t that the truth.” Ella sighed with full
teenage exasperation.

“Just be extra careful, even at Kasey’s. Stay
close by. Alex didn’t want you to leave the neighborhood.”

Ella crossed her arms, and a hint of defiance
gleamed in her eyes. “Dad didn’t want me to do a lot of
things.”

“I know, but—”

“No, you don’t. You don’t know what it’s like
to be suffocated like this.” She turned her lips downward, in
full-pout mode. “He never lets me do anything.”

“He wants to protect you.” As do I.

Ella rolled her eyes. “He wants to keep me
locked away from any fun, but that’s about to change.”

Brooke’s pulse raced. What was Ella talking
about?

“What do you mean?” Brooke asked.

Ella’s pupils grew large, like she was
panicked from saying too much. “Look, I’m worried about him, too.
But this is my chance. Kasey and I are meeting up with some senior
guys tonight. Dad isn’t going to stop me this time.”

Brooke did her best to not exhale with
relief. At least Ella seemed preoccupied with boys, rather than
chalices and other dangers. Maybe teenage hormones were a good
thing.

“I won’t tell your dad about your date, but
you need to stay within a three-block radius. Don’t leave the
area.”

Alex had good reason for owning a house in
their Mid-City neighborhood, the same neighborhood where Brooke had
built her pub. Cemeteries bordered the area on all sides, and kept
the Minare away.

Ella reached up and plucked a brown leaf off
a dangling fern. “Look, I appreciate you stopping by, but you don’t
have to play the role of parent. Dad’s enough parent for an army.
Trust me. I’ll be fine at Kasey’s.”

Brooke’s stomach cramped. Ella’s response was
like being punched in the gut. Brooke didn’t have to play the role
of parent? She was Ella’s parent, damn it!

If only she could tell Ella the truth.

“Do you want me to have Dad call you if he
checks in?” Ella asked.

A sharp pain jabbed Brooke in the chest. This
was what their relationship would forever be—that of message
service and neighborhood acquaintance.

“Yes, and remember you can come by Armand’s
anytime. I’d be happy for the company.”

“Thanks.” Ella’s eyes gleamed with the kind
of gratitude one gives a good friend. Except Brooke yearned to be
more.

A few awkward seconds ticked by, painful
silence she wished she could fill with answers.

Stop stalling. You have work to do.

“I better go,” Brooke said, and she turned to
walk down the steps.

“Bye.”

Brooke heard the door’s lock click into place
behind her. Smart girl. Ella was a cop’s kid with a good head on
her shoulders. If anything was going to be Ella’s undoing, it would
be her curiosity and quest for the truth. And the headstrong
Elemental blood pounding through those delicate young veins.

###

Hunting down the Minare had never been easy,
not even in decadent places like the Magic Vortex. Brooke had
lucked out last week with Cristos. For the most part, Fallen Angels
avoided Elementals when they could, preferring to garner souls when
no one was watching, when no one would interfere.

Brooke tried to formulate a plan. She’d
searched every cobblestone alley from Decatur Street to Rampart,
then back again for good measure. She also explored Bourbon Street,
where Mercury had said they would be. No luck.

While the Minare usually avoided St. Louis
Cathedral—the whole fear of churches thing—most days, she could
spot them on Royal and Bourbon Streets, waiting and ready to prey
on tourists. Easy targets, tourists.

But it took a non-human to recognize another.
And she knew all too well how blissfully unaware humans were. They
thought they were alone in the Crescent City. The reality was
anything but.

Though perhaps, for today, humans were alone.
There were no Fallen Angels, not anywhere. Had Mercury been onto
something? If Soren was indeed in town, maybe the Minare had all
met somewhere and left the Quarter streets empty?

She made her way up St. Philip Street toward
Flanagan’s pub, where they served the best Bloody Mary in the city.
She’d tried to recreate the tangy recipe at Armand’s, topping off
the elixir with stuffed olives, stout beer and pickled green beans.
Alas, for certain things, there was no imitation.

She turned the corner and stopped. A gorgeous
man, brownish hair framing his chiseled features, stood near the
bar entrance. He talked on a cell phone. She examined his demeanor.
He had a confident stance and broad shoulders. Hmm, he could be one
of them. She’d need a closer look.

Keeping her gaze downward until she neared
the bar door, she then glanced up into two crystal-clear blue eyes.
Gorgeous eyes. Unfortunately, they belonged to Brad Pitt.
Literally. Damn, the Hollywood folk fooled her every time. Some
owned property in New Orleans and could be spotted in random
places. They were just as beautiful as the Minare were.

Brad offered a quick smile. On any other day,
she’d have smiled back. How often did she get a glimpse at someone
famous? Yet Alex’s disappearance gnawed at her insides, and she
didn’t know what to expect anymore.

###

Two days passed. Brooke had left so many
voicemails for Alex it filled his inbox, and now the voicemail
simply hung up on her. She watched his house, but no movement there
either. Ella must have gone to Kasey’s, so she was safe. But for
how long?

Where the hell was Alex? He couldn’t be…dead,
could he?

No. Someone at the precinct would know if
he’d been killed in the line of duty. He had to be alive.
Someone—or something—must have locked him away.

She’d checked every place they used to go
together. Then she checked all the standard Minare hangouts in the
Quarter.

But no Alex. Brooke cleaned up the tables in
Armand’s. Last call had been an hour ago, but she couldn’t bring
herself to go upstairs to her loft to sleep.

Wanting some clarity, she dipped her fingers
into a glass of water and swirled the clear liquid with her
fingertips. Seconds passed, but nothing. No feeling, no sense of
knowledge. What was happening? She could always sense things by
touching water. It connected her to her own Elemental, her higher
self. When the need arose, she’d immerse her hand in rivers,
streams, even the oceans to ask the dolphins and turtles for
assistance.

Yet she felt numb. Unable to concentrate. Not
knowing where to go next.

The bar door slammed. Mercury. And the scowl
on his face meant he wasn’t happy.

She set out a bowl of peanuts to improve his
mood. “What’s up?”

He shook his head like a stern parent. “What
the hell did you do, Brooke?”

“Excuse me? What I did was search every
street in the Quarter, even the Saint named-ones where the Minare
rarely go. No one was around. Then I had to work.”

“My sources say they were on Bourbon Street
two days ago, exactly where I told you they’d be. Then they had a
meeting Uptown. If you went to the Quarter right after we spoke,
how did you miss them?”

Brooke poured herself some ice water. She
didn’t want Merc seeing her face, which had surely turned crimson.
Damn it. She should’ve done what Universe wanted and looked for
Soren first, before she checked on Ella. Why did she always break
the rules? It only got her into trouble.

“You did go to the Quarter immediately after
I left, didn’t you?”

She swallowed hard. “I made one stop.”

Merc buried his face in his hands. “Damn it!
You went to see Ella first, didn’t you? By the time you got to the
Quarter, they were gone. Am I right?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.” She coughed and
tried to get rid of the tickle in her throat. Time to convince
Mercury she remained a reliable employee. “Tell Universe not to
worry. I’m planning on spending the entire day tomorrow scouring
the streets. I’ll find Soren. No harm done.”

Mercury sat down and grabbed a handful of
peanuts. “Not exactly.”

She felt her legs go wobbly. She’d hoped to
redeem herself by kicking her skills into high-gear so Universe
wouldn’t be upset.

“What do you mean, not exactly?” she
asked.

“Sam Swanson got sworn in as city councilman
today. Heard of him?”

Where was Merc going with these questions? He
wasn’t making sense.

“I’ve seen a few posters and billboards. He’s
the appointed politician for the councilman who was murdered. Why?
What’s that got to do with the Minare?”

Merc aimed and tossed three peanut shells
into the garbage can behind the bar. “Sam Swanson is an alias.
Universe has learned that it’s really Soren, in disguise. The
Minare master and commander got himself into public office right
under your nose, Brooke.”

She threw up her hands. “This is Louisiana,
Merc, the home of corruption and mistrust in politics. How could I
have known Soren would disguise himself and get elected? That’s a
brazen move for any Fallen Angel.”

Merc shook his head in disbelief. “With Soren
in political power, especially in Louisiana, he’ll be able to make
sweeping changes to the city landscape. He’ll likely start by
destroying all cemeteries and churches within five miles of the
Quarter, seeing as how those are the only things keeping him out of
your neighborhood.”

Brooke’s throat ached, a dry and brittle pain
that longed for water. If Soren did use his political power to
demolish those things which kept Fallen Angels away, he could take
over the entire city. Then he could come after her with nothing to
slow him down. Shit, shit, shit.

Merc glared. “Universe is furious with you,
as are the other Elementals. They’ve been pulled from their
locations, risking mayhem in their own missions, to ensure things
don’t get worse in New Orleans. They think you can’t handle your
job, Brooke.”

She stared at the wooden bar top, unsure what
to do or say. As divided as her attention had been—understandably
so, she believed—she prided herself on her work. How could she have
guessed Soren would go into the public eye? The Minare disliked the
press. They hadn’t tried anything this daring before. Like the
Elementals, Fallen Angels lived in secret amongst humanity. It was
the way things had been done for centuries.

Now they were changing. But why?

She cleared her throat. “When do my three
cohorts arrive?”

Mercury grabbed some peanuts and stuffed them
in his pocket. “Tomorrow morning. Universe wants the four of you to
figure out Soren’s strategy. No stalling, Brooke. No distractions.
Or—”

She held up her hand to stop him. “I know. Or
else.”

 



CHAPTER FOUR

Unmerciful morning sunlight
glared through the windows of Brooke’s loft above Armand’s. If she
hadn’t known better, she’d swear the blazing beams formed an
interrogation-style spotlight right on her face.

She fidgeted with her hands, a lame attempt
to keep her cool. Her three colleagues—Elementals of Fire, Earth,
and Air—had arrived. They gawked at her with suspicion, seeming to
question her loyalty without speaking a word.

Phoenix stuck a hand-rolled cigarette between
his lips, flipped open his pewter lighter and gave a wicked smile.
Instantly, the stick ignited. No lighter required. He just reveled
in being a show-off with anything flammable.

“I can’t believe you dragged my ass down to
bayou country,” he said, irritation etched on his angular face.
With hair that half-covered his eyes, he had an adolescent look
about him, kind of like a rebellious teen whose actions no one
could predict. “The Fallen Angel clans are growing. I’ve located
one of the Infernal League’s key hiding spots in Manhattan. Yet I
can’t move ahead because I have to help clean up your mess.”

Brooke’s mouth went dry and sent dry heaves
to her stomach. His words were harsh, but what she hated most was
they were true. No matter how many ways she sliced and diced her
reasons, he was right. She’d broken the rules. And her choices had
affected more people in her life than she could’ve foreseen.

“We work well as a team,” she said, eager to
remind them of happier times, centuries ago. “We each have key
strengths, but together, there’s a communal bond.”

She looked into three pairs of eyes. One
thing became clear. Nobody seemed interested in community right
now.

She turned to her Earth Elemental ally,
Terran. His hippie nature and down-to-earth spirit had been a
constant comfort over the years. “I’m sorry y’all had to leave your
stations and come here. But you can’t blame everything on me. How
could I know Soren would sneak his way into public office? Politics
in Louisiana is a game unto itself. They say half the state is
under water, the other half’s under indictment.”

No one laughed at her joke. In fact, all
three of them only narrowed their eyes at her.

Agonizing seconds ticked by. Finally Terran
ran his fingers over the talisman draped around his neck. Usually,
she could read his facial expressions. Yet his current poker face
made her question whether they could ever get past this moment.

Finally, Terran spoke. “Nobody can fault you
for missing Soren’s latest stunt—”

“Yes, we can,” Phoenix blurted out.

“Quiet,” Tempest said. “Give everyone a
chance to speak.”

A breeze flowed through the room. Tempest was
always the calming wind, the voice of reason. She personified her
Element more than anyone Brooke knew.

Phoenix’s cigarette tip glowed orange through
the ash. “Fine.”

Terran shifted his attention back to Brooke.
“It’s not like the Minare to risk being so public. I don’t blame
you for not knowing their strategy.”

Brooke reached for a glass of water to calm
her drying mouth. Then she steeled herself for more criticism. “So,
what are you blaming me for?”

“It’s not a question of blame. It’s whether
you’re in the game now, ready to concentrate. Even if the four of
us have a combined strength, the Fallen Angels are taking brazen
steps. Not just here, but in every city. I need to know you’re
ready to fight.”

“I want Alex and Ella safe, but I appreciate
we have a job to do. You can count on me.”

“Can we?” Phoenix asked, his heated gaze
seeming to search her soul for any weakness. “Because I’m not
getting in Universe’s bad graces like you did. Like it or not, we
follow the rules.”

She cringed inside. Things were bound to get
to this point, where she would have to choose between Ella and her
mission. Ella outranked everything, no questions asked. However, if
Brooke ignored her job, she might wind up being forced away from
New Orleans. Then she wouldn’t be able to help, or even see, Alex
or Ella. She couldn’t risk either.

“Yes. I’m ready to help.”

Phoenix smirked but said nothing. Terran and
Tempest only stared at her, seeming to wonder if she was telling
the truth. In her mind, she was. Time to help. If she followed the
rules now and they eliminated Soren, then maybe her colleagues
could help her find Ella later.

Brooke gulped another swallow of water. Win,
win. Right?


CHAPTER FIVE

Alex forced his eyelids
open. They felt so heavy, they may as well have been cinderblocks.
Blurred images and colorful arrays filled his line of sight. Had he
been drugged? Where was he? He attempted to lift his right hand and
wipe his face. Only it didn’t move. He couldn’t move.

What the hell?

Think. Listen. Figure out
what’s going on. Then get the hell out. Murmured voices and
shuffling feet echoed off the walls and rang in his ears. Was he in
a tin room? What was happening? Nothing was clear or
recognizable.

He snapped his eyes shut for a long moment,
an attempt to restore them back to a working state. Then his lids
flipped open, ready to scan the place and figure out where he
was.

The double-vision dissipated, thank heavens.
He sat in a chair, bound with ropes. About ten feet away, three men
stood, all about six feet tall. Two had nondescript features and
appeared zombie-like. The third glared at him, the one with blond
hair and bluish-silver eyes. Silver eyes?

“Hello, mortal.”

“Where am I?” Alex demanded. “What’s going
on?”

“My name is Cristos. Nice to meet you,
too.”

“What the hell do you want?”

Cristos gave a wicked grin. “Let’s just say
you’re my chance to get some payback.”

Alex clicked off memories of recent arrests.
Maybe this idiot was the brother of some druggie he busted in
recent weeks. Or the cousin of the wife beater he’d taken down last
month. “Payback for what?”

“Brooke.”

Brooke? How did this guy know about her?
They’d been so careful to not be recognized as a couple. She’d been
adamant about such things, all to protect Ella.

Alex clenched his chin, forcing himself into
poker-face mode. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Cristos shook his head, an evil gleam in his
eye. “Lying is so unbecoming to your kind.”

Your kind? What did that mean?

“Let me go,” Alex said. He struggled to move
but couldn’t.

Cristos laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“You’re like the bumbling cop in a bad TV
show. Ever notice they always demand to be released? Do you really
think I’m going to let you go? Come now, mortal. You and Brooke
managed a secret relationship all these years. I gave you more
credit, until today.”

Alex bit his lip and struggled to move his
legs. Maybe there was a way out of these ropes, some weak spot?

“What do you want with Brooke?” Alex
asked.

Pain throbbed deep in his chest. If this
bastard knew about Brooke, did he know about Ella? Damn it, he
needed to get free. Now.

Cristos cocked an eyebrow, seeming amused at
Alex’s attempts to escape. “Brooke and I have been at war for
centuries now—”

“So you’re a Fallen Angel,” Alex said.

Brooke hadn’t gone into specific detail about
her missions, but she’d hit the highlights. Alex just hadn’t met
one—before now.

Cristos fanned his hair back, like some
teenager trying to get attention. “Don’t my gorgeous looks give
that away?”

“Yeah. Right.” You creepy psycho.

Cristos narrowed his gaze. “I was given an
order, an assignment, if you will, regarding Brooke some years
back. She slipped from my grasp, and I couldn’t complete my
task.”

“So, what? You’re aiming for brownie points
now by trapping me?” Alex said.

“Something like that,” Cristos said. “My boss
has returned to New Orleans. You’re my chance to win back some
favor and defeat Brooke in the process. You, Alex, will change
everything for me.”

Alex pushed against the ropes once more, with
no luck. “You expect me to cooperate with someone, or something,
like you?”

The silver in Cristos’s eyes shifted to a
dark, stormy gray. “Trust me, mortal. You will cooperate. One way
or another.”

 



CHAPTER SIX

Soren Drake awoke with a
Cheshire-cat grin. City Councilman. Not bad. Humans were such
sheep. They’d appoint anyone with good looks. He tossed the silk
sheets off and took a deep whiff of air. Ah, fresh sinners with a
hint of chicory. Plenty of decadence out there for the taking, and
New Orleans was one hell of a command center. He should’ve left
Egypt ages ago. Taking souls here would be—what was the phrase
humans used?—a piece of cake.

Provided Brooke didn’t get in his way—again.
Two centuries ago, the bitch led an expedition to flood his newest
territory, one he’d intended to set up as a heathen
paradise—casinos, whorehouses, utter debauchery at his fingertips.
He’d spent a thousand lifetimes gaining Lucifer’s favor, enough to
get a chunk of land for his own. And that damn Elemental had to
come along and turn it into an ocean.

What goes around comes
around, Brooke. I’m going to turn your
precious city upside down. Just like you did to me.

He stood up and stretched. Last night had
been quite the workout—fucking three women against their will—and
he needed to keep his human body limber. He put on a snug-fitting
black t-shirt and faded denim jeans. Women seemed to respond
quicker to this combination, he’d found. They’d beg to get his
manhood by sunset.

He stepped through the double-hung window and
onto the balcony. Only in the Crescent City could he step through a
window as though it was a door. The architecture had a beautiful
nuance. Black wrought iron pulsed below his feet. He squeezed the
iron railing and cast a hungry glance at the meandering public
below. Such fools. Halloween this year would be easier than he
thought.

There was a knock on the door. “Master
Soren?” Dominick asked.

“Enter,” Soren replied, pleased his young
lieutenant had arrived on time. He turned to face the doorway,
keenly aware this stance let passing women stare up at his shapely
ass. Nothing like a bit of teasing to warm up for later.

Dominick entered the room and walked to the
balcony. “I am here for your instructions,” he said, keeping his
glance downward.

Soren smiled, pleased by the respectful
gesture. “The cop, Alex. Status?”

“Cristos has him secured inside a shipping
container near the port. He’s not talking.”

Soren rubbed his chin. “Not yet. But then
there’s the matter of his daughter.”

“Tell me what you would have me do, Master
Soren. Shall I kidnap the girl for you?”

The young. So eager. So brash. Soren turned
to admire the sunlight dappling the Mississippi River. He
appreciated the sense of time it took to do things in the Old
World, before airplanes, Fed-Ex and instant gratification overtook
everything. Good things come to those who wait. No need to rush.
His revenge needed to be perfect.

“No. I want to stay off the Elementals’
radar. Perhaps you could envelop her in your trust? Get her to fall
for you? Remember, she’s fifteen, a rebellious teenager just
waiting to be charmed.”

Dominick’s eyes widened. “Yes, of course. I
won’t let you down.”

Soren patted Dominick on the back. “Good. If
we can get her on our side, we can have it all. Brooke will bend to
our wishes, once she knows her kid is in danger. Meaning not only
will we gain access to New Orleans, but other territories as well.
Lucifer should’ve given me a larger piece of the pie to begin with.
But now we’ll get our chance.” Soren ran his fingers through his
long hair. “You know the old saying, don’t you?”

“About what?” Dominick’s youthful eyes turned
hazy, hiding what miniscule intelligence lay behind them.

Soren sighed. He’d been scavenging the planet
for far too long. These younger Fallen Angels didn’t know much
about the Old World, and they rarely remembered quotes used by
humans over the years. Didn’t they understand studying how humans
behaved was the key to trapping them?

“Master Soren, tell me the quote. I wish to
learn.”

While young, Dominick was talented and eager,
traits that went a long way amongst their kind. Soren could teach
the lad a few things, but if anyone could get to Ella, Dominick
could.

“There are many useful sayings, which I’ll
teach you in time. But in this particular case, there’s one which
fits perfectly,” Soren said.

Dominick stepped forward, almost a physical
assertion of his desire to learn. “What is the quote? I shall
commit it to memory.”

Soren gave a half-smile. “Keep your friends
close, but your enemies closer.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

At nightfall, Brooke and
her entourage made their way to Bourbon Street. She’d spent the
afternoon strategizing with her three colleagues, in between the
criticisms and questions regarding her loyalty. After what seemed
an eternity, they’d accepted her pledge to stay focused.

Now came time for action. No more divided
attention. Besides, Ella was safe at her friend Kasey’s house, in
the same neighborhood. Everything would work out.

The calendar had assured a full moon, but
apparently the moon wanted to play hide-n-seek. All she saw was a
pasty glow behind murky clouds. When they reached the center of
Bourbon Street, thick smells saturated the air: beer, whiskey, and
hints of rancid garbage and urine. She wriggled her nose in disgust
but said nothing. This was Bourbon Street, a peephole into
depravity, and therefore an excellent spot for the Minare to
increase their following.

They meandered past bars with open doors and
tried not to appear conspicuous while they scanned each club for
the Minare. Dozens of doorways all offered the same scene. Women
danced on tabletops and coiled their agile bodies around brass
poles, female impersonators shouted raunchy humor into microphones
for their evening performance, and brass bands played jazz while
tourists gulped down whatever the bartender plopped in front of
them.

After they passed the filthiest section of
Bourbon and came to where it shifted to residential, Brooke’s
shoulders relaxed and she took deep breaths of clean air once more.
She looked into the puzzled expressions of her colleagues with a
bit of satisfaction. Gloating wouldn’t earn her any favors, but
they had just walked the most decadent street on the planet and the
Minare were nowhere to be found. Soren getting into power wasn’t
entirely her fault.

“According to Mercury,” Brooke said, “Soren
has changed his strategy. Maybe Dominick and Cristos don’t hang
around Bourbon anymore, but their soldiers do even if we haven’t
seen any tonight.”

Phoenix didn’t seem convinced. “Don’t give up
on the Quarter so easily. Let’s try the next street over.”

“Royal Street. Follow me back to Dumaine and
we’ll take it across.”

Phoenix’s face turned red and practically
radiated impatience. “You said the Quarter is laid out in a grid.
Let’s turn here, on St. Philip, and we won’t have to double back
later.”

Brooke enjoyed a brief but quiet moment in
knowing something he didn’t. After all, New Orleans, affectionately
known as NOLA, was her territory. She’d learned the landscape and
its history as part of her job. A job she still did well, thank you
very much.

“The Minare avoid the saint-name streets. The
Quarter’s streets were named after French royalty, who were
suspicious and argumentative with each other. So to provide a
buffer between the French royalty names, the saint-name streets
were created. Holy names to break up the squabble, so to
speak.”

She expected some sort of retort from
Phoenix, but he simply exhaled a large puff of smoke. “Maybe we
should try a different approach. What you’re accustomed to isn’t
working. True?”

Damn, put in her place again by the show-off
fireball. Brooke looked to Terran and Tempest.

“He has a point,” Tempest said. “You said it
yourself, the Minare are changing their strategy.”

Terran nodded. “What have we got to
lose?”

“Nothing, I guess.” Brooke shrugged and they
turned on St. Philip to make their way to Royal. But deep down she
knew they’d never find the Minare here, not in a million—

Shit.

She stopped abruptly, causing Terran to bump
into her from behind. Guess she was wrong after all. A Minare
soldier was across the street.

“Uh, problem?” Terran said with a
half-teasing, half-irritated tone.

She couldn’t think. Couldn’t talk. Couldn’t
do anything except point one finger across the alleyway.

“What?” Phoenix asked.

“There,” Brooke stammered. Terran and Tempest
turned their heads to look.

A black iron staircase twisted and curved
alongside a yellow house. With the evening lantern-style street
lights, the stairway cast a shadow on the chipping yellow paint,
giving the appearance of two snakes intertwining with each other.
And there, seated on the second step, was Minare second lieutenant,
Dominick. With Ella.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Get the
hell away from my daughter. The shock had worn off, and
Brooke lunged forward, ready to rip Dominick to shreds. How dare
him. This latest move was nothing short of stabbing at her jugular
vein.

Adrenaline thundered through her body. She’d
get Ella out of harm’s way. Then she’d tear Dominick apart. Fallen
Angel or not. Wait until I pluck your wings with
pliers, motherfucker.

Brooke only got five steps forward before
Phoenix and Terran gripped both her arms. “No,” Phoenix said,
despite her flailing attempts to get free. “We need to follow
Dominick to learn where Soren is. Don’t screw this up.”

“Are you—?”

Terran cupped his large fingers over her
mouth.

“Out of your mind?” she finished, but her
muffled scream sounded unintelligible.

“No, we’re covering our asses,” Phoenix
said.

She looked at their muscular frames. With
work demands, strength came in handy. But right now, their strength
keeping her in check was nothing short of maddening.

Tempest stood behind her, guarding everyone
with a swirling breeze. “We need to work together,” she said, her
warm breath brushing against Brooke’s neck.

Terran loosened his grip. “We watch. We
follow. We protect. You have to trust us.”

Brooke searched his large brown eyes, eyes
usually filled with understanding and compassion. She could still
see hints of her favorite traits, yet a warning flickered in his
gaze. He, like Phoenix and Tempest, wouldn’t let her derail the
mission. In that instant, she knew better than to cross him.

“Fine.”

Glancing across the street, she saw Dominick
sling his arm around Ella’s shoulder and bring her into a hug. What
the hell? If Brooke didn’t know better, she’d think they were a
couple of puppy-love teenagers. But that couldn’t be. And where was
Kasey? Even if Dominick was Ella’s alleged date, where were Kasey
and her guy?

Phoenix glanced at the twosome and arched an
eyebrow. “Seems Ella isn’t objecting much.”

Brooke’s mouth went dry. “I need water.”

Terran used his large frame to block her from
running into the street. “We’ll get you some. But we follow them,
Brooke. We don’t go charging against Dominick like wild
banshees.”

“Understood?” Phoenix asked. Damn fireball
always did have to have the last word.

“Yes.” She clenched her teeth. The path to
Dominick’s undoing was to find Soren and stop whatever he was
planning. Besides, Ella would never choose Dominick. She was
probably under some form of lust spell.

No matter. Brooke would exact her revenge
when the time came. And what a revenge it would be.

###

A soothing breeze lifted off the river and
cooled Brooke’s face as she walked toward the Aquarium of the
Americas. After an exhausting jaunt across flagstone streets of the
Quarter and ducking around alleyways, she and the Elementals had
lost track of Dominick and Ella. Damn Fallen Angels were more
elusive than butterflies.

Terran suggested pairing into teams to search
for any hints of Soren. So, just like in grade school, they’d split
up by gender. Terran and Phoenix went to the North Quarter and
Uptown. Brooke and Tempest took the central Quarter and City
Park.

Brooke found it hard to concentrate. The need
to rip Dominick’s head off dominated her thoughts and spiked her
body temperature.

“Are you sweating?” Tempest asked.

“Let’s duck into the Aquarium for a bit. Give
me a chance to be near water and cool off in the air
conditioning.”

Tempest frowned. “We should probably keep
searching. Soren wouldn’t come here, would he?”

Irritation and sweat seeped from Brooke’s
pores. Tempest never went against the grain, and she always
followed the rules—to a fault.

“I need a break,” Brooke said. “Let’s go in
for a few minutes.”

Tempest appeared satisfied with this
response. Good thing. The aquarium wouldn’t be a complete waste of
time. Ella loved the place, so maybe she’d bring Dominick here too.
If so, Brooke could create a diversion to distract and separate
them. Then she could warn Ella about the monster she was with.

Brooke led Tempest up the winding stairway.
Blue-lit tanks created walls and arches that changed from one room
to the next, every alcove filled with aquatic life. Orange
clownfish with white and black stripes ducked and swam in and out
of sea anemones, yellow angelfish with sleek fins crossed the blue
tank with an effortless appearance, and delicate mauve seahorses
curled their tails and floated in the tank’s bubbles.

“This place is more beautiful than I
remember,” Tempest said.

Brooke pressed her hands against the glass
and stretched out her fingers to feel the cool water from the other
side. While she couldn’t touch it, the volume of her Element behind
the glass was enough to send a jolt of energy through her
veins.

Brooke kept an intense gaze on a bright blue
fish with yellow fins. “Aquariums are magical.”

“Same way I feel when the wind blows off the
Pacific. I guess it’s a natural way we connect to our Elements.”
Tempest glanced around, with worry and concern flashing across her
eyes. She appeared fidgety without a task at hand. Even her hands
shook. Taking even a few minutes for a break unnerved her. She
paused to look at a clown fish. “I wonder if the guys have found
Soren?”

And there she went, back to business at hand.
Ugh.

It wasn’t that Brooke disliked Tempest. Being
the two females on their team, they had things in common. She just
wanted to find Ella without Tempest slowing her down.

Brooke paused to admire a tank of community
fish. Different species and breeds, yet they all co-existed, each
one true to their nature without wiping out the other. If only her
own life could be that simple. Elementals and Fallen Angels had
been at war over innocent souls for countless millennia. Meeting
Alex had complicated things—having a half-Elemental daughter really
complicated things—but Brooke wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Deep in thought, are we?” Tempest asked.

Brooke debated giving a non-committal answer,
but decided to open up instead. Why couldn’t she and Tempest become
closer allies?

“Let me ask you something,” Brooke said. “You
travel the coast for wine sales, you’re surrounded by those who
live well, drink well, and live by the ocean. People are more
laid-back near water. Haven’t you ever met a human you were
attracted to, someone you wanted to have a life with?”

The green tints in Tempest’s hazel eyes
darkened with fear. “None I acted on.”

Go ahead. Ask
her.

“Why not? You look stunning no matter what
you’re doing, whether it’s going surfing or dressing up for a
party. Men adore you.”

Tempest’s brows narrowed. “Sex isn’t allowed
with humans, and I don’t want to be banished, thank you.”

“Technically, sex is frowned upon. Mating,
aka having kids, is what’s not allowed.”

“One leads to the other, right? It’s best to
stay away from the whole package.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes,
watching sharks and stingrays navigate their way through enormous
tanks. A tension hung in the air, the kind of awkwardness where
talking about the weather becomes appealing.

“Why did you break the rules with Alex?
Weren’t you afraid of what Universe would do?” Tempest asked.

Relieved Tempest had spoken first, Brooke
racked her brain for the best way to explain. “Alex is different. I
never intended to fall for a human, but I did. Things seemed too
perfect for it to be wrong.”

“And you didn’t use protection.”

“My fault, yes, but I wouldn’t do it any
differently. I have Ella.” Brooke paused a moment. “I am sorry for
what my choice did to our team, making y’all come here to help with
Soren—”

“Soren needs to be stopped, like the other
angel clans we’ve been tracking. And Phoenix may give you more hell
for it than you deserve. I’m fine with helping out. My only
question is, how did you let yourself fall for a human in the first
place?”

“Alex is a cop. He’s a protector, just like
us.” Brooke grinned so wide her cheeks hurt. “When I first met him,
he was outside the pub, trying to help a little lost boy who’d been
bullied by some older kids.”

“Kids can be cruel,” Tempest said.

“Yes, but Alex was so sweet. He gave the kid
his phone number, told him about a neighborhood gym that taught
karate, even went to the older kids’ houses and gave them a talking
to, and said they’d better not bother that sweet kid anymore.
Seeing him so tender, so caring with a child, the man made my heart
melt.”

Tempest’s lips turned slightly upward,
showing a hint of a smile. “I’m not saying he’s not nice, but you
knew the rules. No procreating with humans.”

Brooke glanced around. They were alone near
one exhibit, so they had privacy. Was there any way to explain her
feelings, her reasoning for breaking the rules? Or would it
resemble a bird trying to explain what flying feels like to a
caterpillar?

She decided to try. “Look at the tank over
there. Dozens of different breeds have to live together, like
beings on Earth. There’s the Minare, humans, Elementals, and so on.
Who says they shouldn’t have the choice to intermingle?”

“Choices are for humans,” Tempest said.

“You never asked why we couldn’t have them
too? Every creature deserves free will.”

Tempest shook her head. “I’ve always presumed
the protective nature we feel for humans was what drew me to one
person or another. But I never acted on my interest. Better to live
the way I do without risking banishment.”

Brooke nodded, her face nonchalant so Tempest
wouldn’t detect her pounding heart. She had been luckier than most
Elementals. Universe could have banished her to some desolate
place, never to see Alex and Ella again. Their current situation
wasn’t ideal, not by anyone’s standards, but it outranked the
alternative. Fortunately, Universe had listened to her pleas for
mercy and let her stay in the Crescent City surrounded by
water.

“You’re braver than me,” Tempest said.
“Better to do as we’re told and not upset Universe.”

Tempest had always been the good girl. Brooke
wasn’t knocking that role. Tempest had been an essential part of
the team for years. But someday, when she least expected, her
happy-go-lucky spirit was going to fall, and fall hard, for someone
else. Brooke could only hope she would pick the right person when
it happened.

Without Alex’s strength and spirit, Brooke
never would’ve lasted this long. She just needed to find him—and
fast.


CHAPTER NINE

Soren snapped his computer
shut and proceeded to jot down notes from his latest conference
call. Follow up on redistricting cemetery plots. Put out bids for
extending the city’s ironwork to the suburbs. Reap as many souls as
possible before the Elementals catch on.

Discretion was essential, and he’d been
fervent in its pursuit. While decorum would have him attend city
council meetings in person, there was no sense revealing his
location to the Elementals, or the public, just yet. Using his
natural charm had proven the better option, and today’s meeting had
been conducted via Skype session. All in the name of saving fuel
and cutting costs for government buildings, he’d argued. They’d
lapped up his utter bullshit like thirsty creatures in the
desert.

With his Skype video conference complete and
the threat of others watching no longer an issue, he slid his hands
over his long hair and his locks resumed their natural length. As
he touched each strand, the color transformed from dark brown—his
politician persona—to a shimmering silver. His true color.

Male humans seemed to respect it as an
appearance of wisdom and knowledge. Females seemed drawn to anyone
older. How the human race survived this long amazed him on a
continual basis. But at any rate, in his true state, he could go
unrecognized by his constituents in the Quarter, giving him ample
opportunity to finish more important tasks.

Now if only Brooke and her cohorts continue
running in circles like they had been, things would work out
perfect.

Soren heard both Dominick and Cristos
approaching before they knocked. Acute hearing was a gift amongst
their kind, one he used with fervor.

“Enter,” he said.

Dominick practically burst into the room. He
had a goofy grin and seemed eager to share what he’d discovered.
Soren looked to Cristos, who likely was growing impatient with the
young Dominick, and offered an understanding nod. Cristos had been
with Soren in the Old World, though he was one of the younger
generations then.

Soren gestured for them to sit down. “What is
the status on Ella? I take it you’ve made progress?”

Dominick gave a half-smile. “She trusts me
more and more, Master Soren. You were right. She has a deep-seated
rebellious nature, and I am providing her with a bond I don’t think
she’s had with anyone.”

“Does she suspect anything?”

“She’s too consumed with fear over her dad’s
disappearance.”

Soren stroked his hair. He liked the silver
color so much better. It was freeing. “Speaking of which,” he said,
turning to Cristos, “how is Alex, our favorite law enforcement
officer?”

Cristos kept his lips pursed and watched
Dominick for a long moment, as if he expected the young lad to
interrupt before he spoke. Soren noted the exchange before
prompting his key servant to stay focused.

“Cristos?” Soren repeated.

“Sorry, Soren. Alex remains in the shipping
container. He’s tied with ropes, and my soldiers are guarding him.
He still won’t tell us what Brooke and the Elementals are planning.
I tried mind control, I tried threatening Brooke and Ella. He
didn’t respond.”

“Did you try inhabiting a body with an
appearance similar to Brooke’s? It could work,” Dominick
interjected. “Or violence? Humans will torture each other to gain
information.”

Cristos directed an imploring look at Soren,
one that unmistakably said: Please let me shut
this kid up. Fortunately, Cristos knew better than to act on
his impulse. Soren offered an empathetic glance but nothing else.
He couldn’t have his key lieutenants squabbling over irrelevant
things.

“Dominick, Elementals can see us even if we
are disguised like them,” Soren began, in what he hoped was an
attempt to teach the young one.

“But I’m not talking about an Elemental. I’m
talking about the cop.”

“Silence, now!” Soren bellowed with an
impatient glare. Rage and fury pounded throughout his body, and he
could hear his own pulse. “Do not ever interrupt me. Ever.”

Dominick’s eyes widened, his pupils like
saucers. Obviously the boy wasn’t used to correction. But manners
had to be taught. Cristos kept his eyes downward, in what seemed a
struggle not to laugh. It stood to reason. Dominick still had
plenty to learn. Some growing pains were expected.

“As I was saying,” Soren whispered, “we
aren’t sure whether any adult human who has a connection with an
Elemental can recognize us for what we are. I would rather not risk
trying to trick Alex, only to find out he can see through us like
Brooke can. And for the record, torture is to be used only for
special occasions. We don’t do it without good reason, such as
getting rid of an Elemental. Understood?”

Dominick nodded, his body shaking.

“You may speak if you wish,” Soren said.

Dominick opened his mouth, but it took
several seconds for words to come forth. “I…I’m sorry, Master
Soren. I am excited to finally be at your side, and my enthusiasm
got in the way of my conduct.”

Soren shot a glance at Cristos, who shrugged
and said, “He’s young. A kiss-ass, perhaps, but trainable.”

Soren nodded. With age came wisdom. The old
human saying rang true. Dominick would learn in time. Meanwhile,
the kid could prove useful.

“I want you both to stay focused. As far as
the cop goes, maybe we shouldn’t keep him locked away much longer,”
Soren said.

Cristos raised both eyebrows. “You want me to
let him go?”

“Not completely. What if we allow Alex to
escape? He’ll likely take us to Brooke.”

Dominick’s brows furrowed. “But isn’t Brooke
within the cemetery district? Those areas weaken us. We couldn’t go
there, could we?”

Soren couldn’t suppress a knowing smile.

“Not unless—” Cristos said, with a
questioning look toward Soren. “Are you sure we want to do
that?”

“You remember the ways of the Old World, my
friend. Yes. Go to Alex. Perform the ritual. Then allow him to
escape, so we can trail him to the Elementals. Once they’re out of
the way, the entire city can be ours.”

 



CHAPTER TEN

Alex tried gritting his
teeth to withstand the pain. Then he screamed.

Cristos barely noticed, only glancing up once
with impatience. “Oh, relax. It’ll be over soon. Just pretend it’s
a tattoo.”

Alex struggled to get loose. No luck. He’d
been tied spread-eagled with ropes, his shirt removed. Silver
candles—he’d never seen silver ones before—illuminated the dark
room. And this creepy fucker had decided to play paint-by-numbers
on his chest. Using needles and blood.

Alex winced. You’re a cop.
Man up. He’d been conditioned to withstand many things, but
nothing like this. Pain seared through the skin, poured into his
muscles and rammed home in his bones. The agony was like nothing
else he’d ever encountered.

Details. Remember events to describe later.
Use your training.

He took a focusing breath. Play-Doh. He felt
like a wad of Play-Doh, and this evil bastard was reshaping him. It
was a ridiculous thought, but the only one close to describing the
excruciating sensation.

He couldn’t fight, couldn’t move, and
couldn’t save Ella or Brooke. If they were doing this to him, what
could they be doing to his family? Anger surged through him, and he
clenched his muscles.

Cristos sighed and withdrew for a moment. “It
hurts worse if you tense up. And it’s hard to focus when you keep
thrashing about. Please relax.”

Alex glared at him. “I thought your kind
didn’t practice torture on humans.”

Cristos tilted his head and cocked a smile.
“So, Brooke did tell you about us.”

Shit. Giving away what he knew wasn’t smart.
“I only meant—”

“I know what you meant. And for the record,
the need for torture depends on the occasion. This isn’t
torture.”

Alex looked down at the evil symbol burned
into his chest. Droplets of blood—his own—fell from Cristos’s
extended fingernail. “How do you figure?”

“It’s a ritual. I admit it’s quite painful
for humans, but once we’re done, you will be fine. Trust me.”

Yeah, right. Trust a
sociopath like you.

“We need to finish,” Cristos said. “Stay
calm.”

“Where are Brooke and Ella? If you’re doing
this to me, what’s happening to them?”

Cristos threw up his hands in exasperation.
“Doesn’t anyone listen? I just told you to stay still. We’re almost
done.”

Alex steeled himself for whatever this
bastard had in store. He let out quick, short breaths to manage the
pain, all the while memorizing Cristos’s face. Details were good.
Details would save him. He’d endure the rest of this ritual. Then
he’d find a way to break free to protect his family.

###

Alex awoke with a pounding headache. The
light bulb in the corner glowed with the harsh reality of
consciousness. What the hell happened? He tried to remember. Images
sifted in his mind, all of them random. Wait. He’d been captured.
Brooke. Ella.

Oh damn. Last night. With dread, he lifted
his shirt expecting to see Cristos’s handiwork. Weird. There wasn’t
anything there. No evil symbol, no dripping blood. Had it been a
dream? It couldn’t have been. He yanked his shirt off and checked
his entire body for evidence. There had to be something, right?

Nothing on his chest, upper arms, hips—wait.
He double-checked his right hip. Bingo. No symbol, no major flare,
only a tiny crimson signature: Cristos.

Great, just great. Nothing like a psycho’s
personal autograph tattooed into his skin. He rubbed it with his
hands. He pulled at the skin. It was still there. He glanced around
for something he could wash it with and noticed he was alone. Hmm,
strange. Even when Cristos hadn’t been with him, there had been
others to guard him. Now he was alone?

Time to escape. Maybe Brooke would know what
all this meant. He put his shirt back on and stumbled toward the
door. His calf muscles ached from being tied down last night.
Focus. He’d need every ounce of his strength to bust open the door.
And even then, he might be shit out of luck. But he wasn’t about to
stick around for Evil Tattoos and Psychos: The
Sequel.

He backed up a few steps from the door. Then
he charged with all his weight. To his astonishment, it gave way
easily and he tumbled to the ground. He squinted, trying to adjust
his eyes to the bright sun after being locked in the dark.

Freedom. And it
smelled like…pelicans.

He slowly stood up and glanced around, though
his nostrils knew where he stood. Cristos had kept him in the
container yard, near the docks. That explained the smell of pungent
water, decayed shrimp shells, and bird shit. He had to hand it to
these creeps. They’d picked a great place to keep him locked away.
Everyday criminals weren’t that smart.

But these guys weren’t human. Damn, now he
sounded like Brooke. He needed to shake this off. Find a phone.
Call his precinct. Cristos had swiped his cell phone, but at least
the bastard had left his wallet alone. Good thing. Cabbies don’t
drive for free, even for cops.

He meandered to the nearest cross street and
took a cab home. When he unlocked the front door and went inside,
no one was there.

“Ella? Honey?” He searched every room. Maybe
she’d been frightened or played it safe. He checked the closets. No
luck. He let out a sigh. Was she hidden in his locked office? He
moved down the hall to check.

Half of him wanted to find her safe and sound
lying on the couch. The other half hoped she hadn’t let curiosity
overtake her. But his wishes didn’t matter. She wasn’t there. He
reached for the cordless phone and dialed her cell number. It
didn’t ring, only went into an eternal pause with no connection. He
tried again, with the same result. Damn.

He grabbed his address book and thumbed
through the pages. Ella was smart. Even if he couldn’t reach her by
cell, she probably decided to stay with friends in the neighborhood
until he returned. He dialed the first number and waited as the
phone rang.

“Hello?” his neighbor two doors down
said.

Alex glanced toward the cabinet. Holy
hell.

“Hello? Anyone there?”

He opened his mouth to talk, but couldn’t
push any words out. The line went dead, but he didn’t care. Across
the room, the cabinet door had been ripped off and tossed on the
floor. Journals, shredded. Papers, strewn everywhere.

He looked to the top shelf and his heart
sank. The chalice was missing.

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Brooke poured beer into
two chilled mugs, topped them with a frothy head, and set them on
the bar. “There you go.”

Quinn, her favorite regular besides Alex,
winked and picked up his drinks. “You’re the best, Brooke. Those
Quarter bars never use the chilled mugs anymore. Life treatin’ you
all right?”

She shrugged and wiped down the counter.
“Seems everything I do, despite intention, is an exercise in
futility.” It was a general statement, one that humans could relate
to. Besides, her response sounded better than the reality:
chasing Fallen Angels had been a waste of time. I
still have no idea where Ella and Dominick went.

Miss Evelyn, another regular who loved her
White Russians, cleared her throat. “Life’s filled with futility,
cher. Every day I can drag this old body out of bed, that’s one
more day I’ve got on this Earth. As long as I’m on the green side
of the grass, I’m not giving up.”

“You’re an inspiration to the rest of us,”
Quinn said with a dimpled smile. “I hope I’m still up for
socializing when I hit the big eighty.”

“I have to cheer on my Saints,” Evelyn said.
“It’s more fun watching the big screen here than alone at
home.”

“You’ll always have a place here,” Brooke
said, once again appreciating the regulars for the bright moments
they provided in her ever-changing world. The locals also kept the
place busy, thanks to word of mouth.

Quinn had been the one to suggest the Fleur
de Lis décor. While an icon for the Saints football team, the Fleur
de Lis had transformed into a symbol of the city’s tenacity, a sign
for the unyielding spirit who would never give up—no matter how bad
things became. After Hurricane Katrina, the Fleur de Lis grew in
popularity, and Brooke felt a surge of pride seeing its insignia
plastered across the walls of her pub. Dr. John’s piano tunes,
along with his raspy Cajun voice, played on the overhead
speakers.

She might not have the traditional family—it
wasn’t even close to what she wanted—but New Orleans and this pub
had become her home, no doubt about it.

Time passed as Brooke poured and refilled.
Phoenix, Tempest, and Terran had left to hunt for Soren in Uptown
and Lakeview, hoping to discover more clues than they had earlier.
Her jaunts with them through the Quarter had acquired nothing but
sore feet. The aquarium with Tempest had proven futile, too. Even
though Soren had been elected to public office, for some reason the
public never seemed to know where he was.

How could that be?

A commanding voice boomed from the end of the
bar. “I’d like an absinthe. And make it snappy, will you? I’ve been
trying to get your attention for five minutes.”

His abrasive tone irked her, not to mention
his claim wasn’t true. She always kept an eye on the customers.
None had to wait long for a drink. Taking a resolved breath, she
turned to face what she envisioned would be an obnoxious
customer—only to see Cristos.

What the hell? How’d he get past the
cemeteries surrounding her place? Rules were in place for a reason.
The Minare drew strength from iron and became weakened by
cemeteries and churches. When had that changed?

Her breath caught in her throat. She forced
herself to swallow. Then she caught a quick glimpse of her
customers. No sense alarming them, but she needed to be prepared.
Had she known a Fallen Angel could stroll into her bar, she
would’ve made sure the Elementals had stuck around.

“How did you get here?”

“I have my methods. Now, some absinthe,” he
said. His tone was polite, yet condescending. Like women were meant
to serve and clean, and he expected them to know their place.

She glared at him but kept her tone
even-keeled. “We don’t serve the stuff. Perhaps you’d have better
luck on Royal Street. Besides, we’re a local neighborhood bar. Most
people enjoy the Quarter more.” Like your kind, you evil creep.

Cristos gave a sinister smile. “The Quarter
is overrated. I like it right here. Mid-City is beautiful, with
front porches, oaks draped in Spanish moss, and the gingerbread
homes. The area has its perks.”

Brooke’s thumping heartbeat seemed to slide
into her stomach, making her queasy. She wanted her colleagues
back. Leave it to fate, they’d hover over her constantly but be
gone the one time she needed them.

No. She could handle this. Distract him, keep
the customers safe. Be businesslike. Then find an excuse to get rid
of him.

“Would you like a beer to go? We have carry
cups. One of the few cities in the country that lets you drink with
open containers in the street.”

Cristos reached across the bar and grabbed
her arm. “I’d. Like. Some. Absinthe. Now.”

Brooke tried to shake him loose, but
something was off. Her brain dispatched all signals: Run. Fight.
Duck. Somehow, her muscles weren’t listening. Since when did Fallen
Angels have power over Elementals? The Minare could only use those
powers against humans, and even then it depended upon the human’s
state of mind.

Miss Evelyn set down her White Russian and
cleared her throat. “Excuse me, Mister, but you’re being quite
rude. Didn’t your momma teach you any manners? I’d have washed your
mouth out with soap and kicked your uppity little butt by now, if
you were one of my kids.”

“Stay out of this, lady,” Cristos snapped,
never once taking his intense gaze off Brooke.

Brooke tried to speak, but her mouth went
dry. Don’t hurt them.

“I beg your pardon, but you should let her
go. You don’t run things here,” Evelyn said, shifting her
position.

Cristos winked—a long, fluttering wink
directed right at Brooke—and he curled his lips upward into a
wicked grin. “Well, we’ll have to see about that, now won’t
we?”

Brooke swallowed hard and tried to back away,
but his grip kept her in check. “It’s okay, Miss Evelyn,” she said,
though at this angle she was forced to stare into Cristos’s gray
silver eyes and nothing else. Still, she needed to reassure her
customers that everything was safe.

“I don’t like him. I like Yankees more than I
like him,” Miss Evelyn said, her raspy voice filled with
disdain.

Brooke smiled at the old lady’s feisty
spirit. “That’s saying quite a mouthful. But don’t worry, this
customer was just leaving.” She leaned in toward Cristos, not
wanting anyone to hear her. “What do you want?”

“Stop pursuing us. Leave things alone. Manage
Armand’s like a good little barmaid, or you won’t be in charge of
anything anymore.”

Not a chance.
“Where’s Alex? I know you’re behind his disappearance.”

Cristos’s expression was one of feigned
innocence. “I have no further interest in him.”

Her muscles finally began to work, and she
wrenched herself out of his grasp. “No further interest? What the
hell did you do?”

“Nothing terrible. Consider it payback for
your meddling in my affairs.”

Damn stupid Fallen Angel. “Where the hell is
Alex?”

Cristos pointed toward the doorway. “I
believe he’s approaching us right now.”

She couldn’t resist the temptation to look.
Sure enough, as Cristos had predicted, Alex staggered through the
door and up to the bar. He looked worn and ragged, as though he’d
travelled across a thousand deserts without water.

“Are you okay?” she asked, not wanting to say
too much in mixed company. She poured him a beer and set the glass
down.

“Yeah.” Alex gulped a swig before casting a
menacing glance at Cristos. “Just peachy.”

“Hello, Alex,” Cristos said, his voice oozing
politeness. “Nice to see you again.”

The vein in Alex’s neck bulged. “Listen, you
pathetic—”

“Shh,” Brooke warned. “Customers.”

Alex clenched his jaw, and then took another
swig of beer. She hated to silence him, especially when she wanted
to take Cristos down too. But she couldn’t blow her cover. These
people needed to believe the status quo, that humans were alone on
Earth. If they knew otherwise, all hell would break loose.
Literally. The Minare loved humans in a panic, for it made souls
easier to reap. And until she learned how Cristos managed to get
past the cemetery barriers, she didn’t want to risk anyone’s life.
Especially Alex’s.

“You’d better hope we don’t cross paths
anytime soon,” Alex whispered.

“Aww, I’m insulted.” Cristos’s voice feigned
emotion, much like their kind feigned everything. Except greed for
souls, no matter the price.

Cristos needed to get the hell out of her
bar. Now. Yes, she needed to locate Soren. Right now, Alex was more
important. She’d had her battles with Cristos in recent decades;
she could deal with him later. Pouring a dark beer into a plastic
cup, she handed it to Cristos. “For you to take with you.”

Cristos pushed the beer away. “No thanks. A
pity you don’t serve absinthe.” He stood up. “I’ll be on my way.
Let you two lovebirds catch up on things.”

Brooke narrowed her eyes. Cristos wasn’t the
type to offer the gift of time. Come to think of it, he also wasn’t
the kind to pick a fight, like he’d just done. Was he changing his
strategy, now that Soren was in town?

“Bye for now,” Cristos said. He swaggered
toward the exit, only to trip and plummet to the wood floor with a
loud thump.

“Oops, I’m so sorry,” Miss Evelyn said,
tucking her cane back under her chair. “It must have slipped away
from me.”

Cristos leapt to his feet, rage flashing
across his eyes. Brooke’s pulse raced, and she reached for the
water tap. If Cristos wanted a war, she would be prepared to
fight.

But he didn’t. He glanced around, his wounded
pride taking in the number of witnesses, and only glared at the old
woman.

Brooke gripped the water faucet tighter,
ready to strike if need be. Keeping her powers secret was the rule,
but she wouldn’t let Cristos take any member of her
family—ever.

Cristos brushed the dust off his expensive
outfit, shot a menacing glance at Brooke, and walked out the
door.

“And learn some manners,” Evelyn called after
him, a smug grin on her face.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Brooke wanted to drag Alex
away to learn what happened, where he’d been, how Cristos had known
he would appear in that very moment. Yet she couldn’t. Leaving her
customers alone might welcome another Fallen Angel to show up and
harm those she loved. Talking openly with Alex in the crowded pub
wasn’t an option, either.

So, with the clock’s secondhand pausing
between seconds, she had to wait until closing. Thirty minutes to
go.

Alex sat hunched on the corner barstool while
she served drinks and chatted with locals about everyday things, an
attempt to make them think life was normal. Yeah,
right. Status quo, my ass.

Despite living through the Dark Ages, Brooke
hadn’t experienced a more excruciating thirty minutes in her life.
Finally, with the place quiet, she locked the doors. “I’m so sorry
about the wait—”

“Par for this crazy course. Don’t sweat
it.”

She took soft and delicate steps toward him.
No sudden moves or loud noises. Cristos had probably supplied
enough of those. “Are you okay?”

Alex rubbed an empty candle holder between
his hands, back and forth. “Forget about me for a minute. Have you
heard from Ella? I’ve tried her cell but can’t get through. I
talked to a few neighbors, no one has seen her.”

Brooke swallowed hard. How could she tell
Alex that Ella had hooked up with Dominick? She took a deep breath,
and then proceeded to explain the recent days’ events.

He seemed to absorb the information almost
methodically. He didn’t even blink. Perhaps his unaffected demeanor
could be attributed to the cop in him fighting for survival, but
she sensed something different. His shoulders appeared tense and
hunched up, like an abused animal that’d broken free and now
trusted no one.

“What did Cristos do to you?” she asked. Part
of her didn’t even want to know.

He stiffened. Then he fidgeted with the salt
and pepper shakers. “I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just find
Ella.”

“You need to tell me.”

“Maybe someday,” he muttered.

Translation: never. Exactly what had Cristos
wanted with him in the first place, other than to get under her
skin? Maybe to distract her from whatever Soren planned to do?

One thing was for certain, Alex was not in
the mood to open up. Not right now, anyway.

“Ella had planned to stay at Kasey’s,” she
said. “So imagine my surprise when I saw her and Dominick
together.”

His whole body bristled. “The bastard needs
to die. Technically speaking, it’s not murder. He’s not human.”

She shook her head. “We’ll deal with him
after we get Ella back. She’s under some form of trance with him,
I’m sure.”

“I guess we should start by going to Kasey’s
house. I called over there, but there wasn’t an answer.”

Brooke swallowed the lump in the back of her
throat. “I’ve walked by the house several times. The place is dark
and there’s a pile of newspapers by the front door.”

Alex’s jaw clenched. “First thing’s first. We
find Ella. Then we send all those Fallen Angels back to hell. Where
they belong.”

###

The hours passed. It was now two a.m. They’d
searched every place where Ella might have gone. No results. Brooke
struggled to remain awake, reminding herself she was a good mother
and needed to find her child. Maybe the Elementals had made some
progress. After all, once they found Soren, everything would fall
into place.

Alex said nothing, only sped forward into the
black night. Something in him had shifted. For one, he didn’t
usually drive this fast. She glanced at the speedometer: 85 mph.
And two, he seemed focused to the point of obsession.

“Maybe we should get some sleep and continue
our search tomorrow. Ella’s underage and couldn’t get into any
clubs at this hour anyway,” Brooke said, yawning.

Alex turned to her, his eyes wide. “Are you
saying we should quit?”

A surge of guilt passed through her. “No, I’m
saying we’ll have better luck tomorrow in the daylight.”

“Ella’s my daughter. I will find her.”

“She’s my daughter too.”

He glared at her, then turned back to face
the road. “Yeah, in theory.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she spat
out.

He kept driving, didn’t even look at her.
“Nothing.”

“Do you not understand everything I’m risking
to keep you and Ella safe?” she asked. “Technically I’m not
supposed to be in your lives. Universe let me stay in New Orleans
so I could watch Ella grow up. And because I’m useful in my water
missions. This city is surrounded by water. I’m doing everything I
can to protect you both.”

He swerved off the road, put the shifter in
park, and glared at her. “A lot of good that’s doing.”

She wanted to slap him. “What are you
saying?”

“I’m saying when I joined the force, I knew
the risks. Cops aren’t clerks. There’s an inherent danger to the
job, and I accepted it.”

Was this soliloquy going somewhere?
“And?”

His intense stare shifted into a pained
glance. “Things with us are different. We can’t live under the same
roof. We can’t even be seen as a couple. What’s worse, the rules
keep changing. Not only do I need to guard against murderers who
may kidnap and torture me, I have to keep an eye out for damn
Fallen Angels? What kind of life is that?”

Do you regret being with
me? The question welled up and tried to burst from her lips,
but she swallowed hard and shoved her self-doubt into its compact
box.

“The Fallen Angels don’t believe in torturing
humans, only Elementals, so at least you’re safe there.”

He shot her a cold glance. “I was kidnapped.
Now Ella’s missing. What if they torture her? What if they do the
same thing to her that they did to me?” He broke eye contact and
looked out the window.

“What did Cristos do? You need to tell me,
now.”

He gripped the steering wheel for a long
moment before turning the engine back on. “Let’s just focus on
finding Ella. I’ll tell you everything later.”

“Why do you keep avoiding this conversation?”
Brooke demanded. “Whatever happened, we can work through this
together.”

Alex shook his head, his lips pursed. “Don’t
you get it? We aren’t allowed to be together. That’s the
problem.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Four a.m. Damn. Alex could
barely keep his eyes open. They’d been out all night searching for
Ella. He’d scoured the city limits, the teen hangouts, even the
airport. No luck. And he had no idea how to find his little
girl.

He pulled off Veterans Highway in Metairie, a
suburb, and drove toward the lake. A long time ago, practically in
another life, he and Brooke often walked along the levee by Lake
Ponchartrain. For some strange reason, he felt drawn to visit the
place again as the ideal spot for them to grab some shut-eye. He’d
be able to park in an upscale neighborhood without anyone noticing.
Then, rested, they could resume their search.

Brooke sure hadn’t waited. She’d already
fallen asleep in the passenger seat. Dark strands of hair drooped
over her tender face. Traces of guilt curled through him. He
shouldn’t have taken out his frustration on her. She had enough on
her plate and didn’t need his antagonism.

But damn it, being with someone shouldn’t be
this difficult. All he wanted was for them to be a normal family.
If he couldn’t have that, a family living under one roof would
suffice. Yeah, right, fat chance on that one. The issue wasn’t even
Brooke. It was her cohorts, the Fallen Angels she had to fight,
Universe and the ever-changing rules. What would get in their way
next, some enchanted partridge in a stupid pear tree?

He glanced at her again. She slept so
peacefully, as if she knew things would work out. He didn’t share
her sense of confidence. He’d seen too much on the force. His
daughter was out there, alone. Or worse, with Dominick. Would the
bastard cut a symbol into Ella’s chest with blood like Cristos had
done to him? He shoved the thought away. No sense dwelling on such
images.

He parked the car and yawned. They needed
sleep. In the morning, they’d figure out what to do.

###

The smell of clover hovered in Brooke’s
nostrils, and she slowly opened her eyes. Where were they? The moon
hung in one end of the sky, and the sun—as if to argue—began to
paint pink and purple swirls across the opposite horizon. Pre-dawn
on the levee.

The grassy hill sloped upward and leveled out
to a flat surface before descending toward Lake Ponchartrain. She
sat up on the levee’s peak, with Alex asleep next to her. Had he
carried her to this spot, away from the car? Strange move, even for
him.

She could see for miles in all directions:
the vast lake to the north, blinking lights on the Causeway Bridge
to the east, smokestacks to the west, and residential homes to the
south.

Why had he chosen this spot? She’d been here
before, but it had been years. Sixteen, give or take a few months.
Ella had been conceived along these banks.

“Alex?”

He groaned.

“Alex? We’re at the levee.”

He opened one eye. “Yeah, I gave up and went
to sleep around four.”

“But why here?”

She awaited his answer. Say
things are okay between us. Tell me you don’t regret being with me.
Tell me you’ve forgiven me for all the baggage I’ve brought into
our relationship.

He rubbed his red-haired stubble, and then
sat up. “I don’t know. The levee seemed as good a place as
any.”

Typical man. Don’t go for the emotional, go
for the logical.

“What?” he asked, obviously confused.

“How do you feel?” she asked. There. Maybe
that would be enough of a hint.

“Fine,” he said, drawing out the syllable. “I
suppose we should get up and resume our search.”

She couldn’t take it anymore, these unspoken
words dangling between them. “Do you blame me for your life? For
Cristos taking you? For Ella?” She drew in a breath to keep calm.
“Because I’m honestly trying to protect you both. I’m sorry things
are complicated, I’m sorry they got to you, I’m sorry—”

“For the record,” he interrupted gently and
touched her forearm, “I don’t blame you. Sorry for snapping at you
last night. It’s just frustrating. Ella and I are on the fringes of
your life. Nothing’s about you and me. It’s about us and your
entourage. About you having to leave suddenly to go find some
master demon—”

“Fallen Angel,” she corrected, then
immediately wished she hadn’t.

“Semantics, honey.” He rubbed his eyes.
“They’re evil bastards regardless. I hate being unable to stop
them. Every cop has that one case, filed and tucked away, that he
never talks about. The one that got the best of him. I already have
a few of those rattling around in the back of my brain. I don’t
need for Fallen Angels to get the best of me, too.”

She wrapped her arm around his waist and
snuggled up to him, craving his warmth and strength. “I know you
may not understand all this, but we’ll get Ella back. I have faith
in us.”

He squeezed her tight. “Me, too. I’m just
worried.”

She leaned up on her side and stroked his
shirt. “As soon as it’s daylight, we’ll go find her.”

He smiled when she began to caress his chest.
“Remember the last time we were here?” he asked.

She could feel the heat flaring to her
cheeks. “You could say that.”

“I keep going over that night in my head.” He
reached his hand over to her cheek and stroked it, cupping her chin
in his hand. Electric shocks of pleasure rippled through her entire
body, and her face began to hurt because she couldn’t stop
smiling.

“Ella was our present,” she said. “I wouldn’t
do anything differently if I had to do it all over again. I’d
choose you, even though we’ve been through hell.”

He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and
pulled her closer to him. “It hasn’t been a walk in the park, but
truth be told, I can’t imagine loving anyone else.”

Yes. Those were the words her spirit had been
craving, and immediately her body followed suit. She lay
outstretched on the clover and tugged him as he rolled on top of
her. His eager kisses shimmied down her neck, near her ear, and
into the dip between her breasts before returning to her
ready-and-waiting lips.

Gazing up into his eyes—those intense,
passionate windows to the soul she’d fallen for all those years
ago—she knew they were still connected. Nothing would stop them.
She would fight to the death to protect this bond.

“What’s going through that mind of yours?” he
asked, his tone laced with flirtation.

“Just how much I love you,” she said, and
pulled him toward her.

Traces of worry formed on his face. “What
about Universe’s rules?”

She glanced around at the lavender clouds
beginning to form. She inhaled the green, fresh smells of grass
permeating the air, and watched clusters of stars twinkling
overhead.

How could something this perfect be
wrong?

“I can’t let my job duties slip again, but I
don’t plan to. I need this. I need us to be together before we move
ahead.”

He raised an eyebrow and superstition flashed
across his face. “So Universe isn’t going to cause some massive
flood right as we’re going at it?”

Hmm, he had a point. Sex was frowned upon
with humans, not exactly forbidden but not looked on with favor.
Conceiving a child was an act requiring consequence. Brooke knew
that all too well.

But she yearned for this union with Alex.
This would get them through whatever would come in the future. “I’m
willing to take the risk.”

He darted a harsh glance at the lake, as if
to tell the brackish water to remain intact. Then, deeming it safe,
he slipped a strong hand underneath her blouse. She arched her head
back and stared at the sky. He massaged her breast, and her nipples
instantly stiffened and trembled under his touch.

He leaned in to kiss her. She intertwined her
tongue with his, first with tiny circles, almost teasing, and then
venturing full into his mouth. Whew. What a reunion this was. She
didn’t know if it was the outdoor backdrop or that this opportunity
didn’t happen often enough.

He lifted off her blouse, gingerly helped to
unhook her bra. The cool pre-dawn air sent shivers through her.
They were alone in this quiet moment. Only the moon and sun,
nature’s opposites, could see them on the mile-long grassy
stretch.

She tugged off his shirt and traced the fine
hairs on his chest with her fingertips. Now she remembered why
she’d broken the rules in the first place. He was absolutely
beautiful, an amalgam of the best qualities humans possessed. He
was worth breaking the rules for, making a choice for.

He began to kiss her nipples and his talented
hands roamed down to unzip her jeans. Before he removed them, his
fingers traced tiny circles between her legs, sending jolts of
pleasure through her.

“Umm,” she moaned, and lifted her hips to be
closer to his touch.

He stopped for a minute. “Wait. Protection.
We can’t break all the rules.”

She hated that he had to be the one more
conscious of the rules than she was. Right now she’d get pregnant
ten thousand times over if it meant being connected to him once
more.

“Hurry,” she said, the sound of the water
splashing over the rocky shore adding the perfect amount of
aphrodisiac to the moment.

He obliged and she yanked his jeans and
boxers off in one tug. “Eager, are we?” he teased.

“Yesss…”

She bent and curved with his every move, in
synch like she’d never dreamed possible. This wasn’t a mistake or
untimely tryst. Both of them knew the stakes, and they’d chosen
each other despite the risks.

His thrusts brought her over the edge and
held her there in lingering pleasure. Right when she couldn’t
imagine being more in tune with him, he ignited her with his own
passion and they collapsed into each other’s arms.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Brooke lazily opened one
eye. The sun, now an orange ball high in the sky, warmed her entire
body. But not like being with Alex had. She smiled so wide, her
dimples ached once more. What a night, and long overdue.

She sat up and leaned over him, her fingers
tickling his abs to caress him awake. Oh hell. Oh holy hell. How
did THAT happen? Beneath Alex’s ribs, etched into his skin, was the
sinister autograph: Cristos. The blood mark of the ritual. A ritual
she hadn’t seen for centuries.

Forget caressing. “Alex?” She shook him until
he moved. “Alex, wake up. Now.”

He groaned but sat up. “What?”

She pointed to the spot below his rib cage.
“What happened? When did you get that?”

“I didn’t want to show you.” His face
appeared flushed and he pulled on a shirt. “That wacko Cristos did
it when I was trapped. I’ll get it undone at the local tattoo shop
once this is over.”

Get it undone? She stifled the scream wanting
to come out. If only he had told her about this sooner. Damn
foolish male pride.

“It’s not a regular tattoo,” she began. “You
can’t just get it undone.”

His pupils swelled, and his entire expression
shifted from sleepy to watchful. “What do you mean? Then how do I
get rid of it?”

“I’m not sure, but some things are beginning
to make sense now.”

“Meaning?” He sat bolt upright.

“It’s called the invocation of the soul. Some
call it soul reading.”

Crease lines formed on Alex’s forehead. “What
is it? How does it affect me?”

There were moments over the millennia when
she wished she was human, that she could shed her Elemental nature.
This was one of them. She had no desire to explain wicked dealings
the Minare embraced, especially to her loved ones.

The ritual, in earlier times, had been a call
for war against Universe. Her kind had been created to stop its
practice, to ensure humans never learned of its existence. Now Alex
was their latest target.

“Brooke? Tell me.” His tone seethed with
anger, and rightly so.

She took a calming breath before speaking.
“Soul reading lets Fallen Angels learn what’s in your private
thoughts. Cristos probably can’t see everything because he knows
you’re with me. Elementals can offset the mark’s effect, but not
entirely. He’s still able to get closer to you and your thoughts
than he ordinarily could. That’s why he was able to come into
Armand’s that day. The cemeteries probably weakened him, but the
mark allowed him to cope because you were nearby.”

Alex looked like a toddler who wasn’t sure
whether to laugh or cry. “So this thing in my skin, which hurt like
hell I might add, is some kind of psychotic big-brother way of
keeping tabs on me?”

She shook her head. If only he’d told her
earlier. Cristos had probably been tracking them since it happened.
She glanced in all directions and wrapped her clothes around her
body. The tattoo was more accurate than a cell phone’s GPS.

“Brooke? Tell me what this means.”

She reached out and touched his hand, hoping
some physical connection would be a gesture of support. Humans did
the same before telling bad news, right?

“The ritual hasn’t been performed since the
Old World. And—”

“And what?” Alex’s face turned three shades
of nausea-like green.

How could she explain without giving up all
hope? “I don’t know how to get rid of it. Elementals were created
to stop the Fallen Angels from using the ritual, along with other
evil practices, on humans. And we’ve succeeded. While Fallen Angels
still exist, they haven’t used the ritual in centuries.”

“Until now,” Alex said, sarcasm dripping in
his tone. Despite the bravado persona he’d built up as a cop, she
sensed his fear.

“Yes, until now. What I don’t understand is
that you’re a decent guy. A cop. Fallen Angels of all clans always
picked the most sinful humans to mark, those with the biggest
bounty, those who would help their cause. You don’t fit the
bill.”

She bit her lip, not wanting to say too much.
Cristos knew of her attachment to Alex. Had this been a personal
attack, a declaration of war against her kind? Despite her battles
with Cristos in the past, he didn’t usually embrace such harsh
tactics. Why start now? Was this because Soren had returned to New
Orleans? Or had the woman she’d saved that night been someone
special?

Alex didn’t even blink. “So I’m stuck with
this damn thing?”

Clearly, he was compartmentalizing. He didn’t
care much about wars between Fallen Angels and Elementals. He was
scared for himself. Understandable. He was, after all, human. A
human she’d grown to love.

“Let’s return to Armand’s. We’ll talk to my
co-Elementals. Maybe they know something. If they don’t know what
to do, then I’ll ask Universe. We can work this out.”

Alex took a deep breath. “I don’t even like
telling you about regular criminals I deal with, how psychotic the
human mind can be. I wasn’t about to volunteer grisly details on
this ritual or whatever you call it.” He glanced at the lake,
avoiding eye contact with her. “Then again, I didn’t realize how
screwed we are.”

“We haven’t lost yet. We’ll learn how to stop
Soren once and for all. Trust me.”

She hoped she sounded positive. After all,
they’d rekindled their love last night. They could survive anything
the Minare dumped in their way. She had to believe.

He didn’t say anything as they walked to the
car. But as they drove away, down a narrow street lined with willow
trees, her breath caught in her throat. Behind a tree, Cristos
watched them, his gray-silver eyes wide with curiosity.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Ella and Dominick walked
along Pirates Alley in the French Quarter, hand in hand. Even
though it was mid-morning, the street performers were in full form,
lining the flagstone path. Under the shadows of historic buildings
and art galleries, they played brass instruments, juggled fire, and
rode unicycles—anything to earn a few bucks for their
entertainment.

Everyone seemed happier, freer, here in the
Quarter. Why was Dad so paranoid about letting her see this area of
town? He always claimed it was too dangerous.

Now she could choose for herself, and she
didn’t think New Orleans was dangerous at all. She could hardly
believe such a world existed. This magical place had been in her
grasp all along. She’d just never been allowed to venture out to
see it.

Well, not anymore. Dominick was the ultimate
boyfriend. Not only did he look like a teenage model—gorgeous blond
hair and blue eyes—but he was considerate and charming, too. So
different than how Dad described boys.

When Kasey had to leave town with her
parents, Ella had been left with no place to stay. Dominick and his
dad offered to put her up at their fancy hotel suite. While
hesitant at first, she’d agreed to the arrangement. Staying in a
public place near Dominick was better than being with another
overprotective cop. Or worse, alone at her house.

Besides, Dominick had been a perfect
gentleman. He’d even insisted they stay in separate rooms so she
wouldn’t feel pressured.

They watched the unicyclist juggle flaming
batons from twenty feet overhead before his big finish, when he
leapt off the unicycle to the ground. Crowds clapped and cheered
for more. She couldn’t stop smiling and she clasped Dominick’s hand
tighter.

The temperature outside was perfect. The sky
was a cornflower blue, dotted with white clouds that resembled
feathers. She could so get used to this, despite the nagging ache
pressing into her stomach.

What happens if Dad never comes home?

She hadn’t heard from anyone at the precinct.
Granted, she didn’t want to stay with another overprotective cop,
but she’d left her cell phone number with the main precinct. She’d
told them to call her if they heard anything. And even though
Dominick loved using her cell for playing games, any missed calls
would get logged so she could see them.

It was like everyone, including Dad, had
forgotten about her. The thought made her throat go dry.

“You okay?” Dominick asked.

“Sure. Just thinking.”

“Wait here. I want to get you something.” He
darted inside one of the art shops surrounding Jackson Square.

She waited, admiring the tall black iron
gates flanking the garden. A moment later, he returned with a dream
catcher, a beautiful web of feathers, beads and charms.

“Dominick, you don’t have to buy me
things.”

He grinned wide, the most charming smile
she’d ever seen. “I want to spoil you, Ella. Besides, you seem lost
in thought today. A dream catcher filters the bad out of your
dreams so you sleep more peacefully. It helps process your
thoughts.”

Two days ago, he’d brought her purple lilies
to place on her bedside table. Now he’d bought her a dream catcher.
In the back of her mind, she wondered if a ring would be an
eventual gift. No, push the thought away. He’s
wonderful, but you have to take things slow. You don’t know how all
this works. It’s not like Dad ever let you date anyone.

“Thank you,” she said, and she gave him a
kiss on his cheek. He had the softest skin she’d ever touched.

“You like it, eh?” he teased. She loved how
he flirted with her, his teasing tone making her feel desired
without feeling threatened. She felt safe with him, something she
hadn’t expected after all of Dad’s warnings about the city and its
people.

She traced her fingers across the hand-made
item. “Look, there’s even a tiny charm of Jackson Square, complete
with a black iron fence.”

He tugged her hand and led them to a quiet
park bench. “I want you to know how much I care for you, Ella.”

Her stomach did a series of happy flip-flops.
“I like you, too.”

“I know we’ve only known each other a short
time, but I want you to meet my Dad. I want my family to know
you.”

Giddy blips of happiness pulsed through her.
“Sure. He’s so nice to put us up in the hotel. I’d like to meet him
and thank him in person. Can I meet your mom, too?”

Dominick’s face hardened. He set his hand on
her knee and clenched it for support. “My mom’s gone. I haven’t
seen her in many years.”

Ella’s throat felt parched again. Why did
that always happen when she didn’t know what to say? She’d grown
accustomed to always having a glass of water nearby for such
occasions, but now she didn’t have any.

“I never had the chance to know my mom,” Ella
said. Pushing the words out felt like talking through cotton.

He stroked her face with his fingers. “Then
you know how it feels, don’t you?”

She trembled under his touch, unable to say
anything. She simply looked up into his stunning eyes, with long
eyelashes. Long for a guy, especially.

His focused gaze didn’t waver, and he leaned
in for her lips. They were milliseconds away from kissing, from
their lips and tongues intertwining. She was ready. She was more
than ready.

“Did you enjoy the show?” an older guy
bellowed, a sudden intrusion into their romantic space. Dominick
cussed under his breath. What horrible timing.

She shielded the sun from her eyes and peered
up at the stranger. Oh, the street performer on the unicycle. “Yes,
I thought you were amazing. Particularly the part where you juggled
fire.”

“Yeah, well, fire can be a powerful tool.”
The guy glared at Dominick for a long moment before pulling out a
cigarette and flipping open his pewter lighter. Then he took a
puff. Wait a second. Had he even lit the thing? Maybe her
imagination was playing tricks on her.

“What about you, Skippy?” the man asked. “You
like the show?”

“It was decent.” Dominick clenched his chin
and frowned. He likely was pissed about their interrupted kiss.

The man smiled. “Decent, huh? Well, the world
needs more decency, in my opinion. Too many people trying to take
each other for all they’re worth. Know what I mean?”

She watched the two of them glare at each
other, and the hairs on her arms prickled. What was happening? Did
they know each other?

“Can I talk to your lady friend alone?” the
guy asked.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Dominick
said. He stood and pulled Ella up. “C’mon, babe. We better be on
our way.”

The man exhaled puffs of smoke. “Glad you
liked the entertainment. Y’all should stick around. Wait until you
see the encore.”

“We’re busy, thanks,” Dominick said. He led
her away by the hand, squeezing so tight it began to ache.

“Did you know that guy?” she asked, wriggling
her hand free.

Dominick kept walking. “He’s an old
acquaintance, is all. What do you say we go have some lunch, and
then I’ll take you to meet my Dad?”

“Sounds good. What’s your Dad’s name?”

Dominick looked behind them, and then glanced
in all directions before answering. “Soren. Soren Drake.”

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Soren stepped out first
onto the balcony of his hotel suite, followed by Cristos.
Horse-drawn carriages clip-clopped down the Quarter’s streets below
and the air reeked of stale beer.

Soren and Cristos gripped the black iron
railing and let the newfound strength surge into their veins.

“Feels great, doesn’t it?” Soren asked. “Our
conduit of power.”

Cristos tilted his head back and took in a
deep breath. “Sinners smell like rum and honey. I can’t ever get
enough.”

“Excellent, soldier,” Soren said. “Because I
have something I want you to do.”

“Anything. Decadent sloths? Murderers whose
hearts have grown cold? There are plenty of them here, ripe and
ready for the taking.”

Soren liked his soldier’s enthusiasm, but he
knew his old friend needed to twist the hearts of the innocent to
keep the game interesting.

“How’d you like to take down a pack of
innocents, all at one time?” Soren asked.

“I’d be honored. Who?”

Soren gave a wicked smile. “All the Catholic
High Schools in town are hosting a major event in City Park. I
think we need extra souls, those about Ella’s age, so she’ll feel
more comfortable once she’s part of our clan.”

Cristos didn’t say anything. Didn’t smile,
didn’t laugh.

“What?” Soren asked. “I’m giving you intel on
a huge pack of innocents. I even have a drug I’ve created to dope
up the water supply. Taking these teens will be easy. Don’t tell me
you’re not tempted by those short plaid skirts.”

“Soren,” Cristos said, biting his lip and not
looking up. “You’re talking about reaping the souls of children.
While I’m loyal to you and to the task of gathering others for our
clan, the Minare have always gained victims by attacking adults,
those of consenting age. But going after teens…”

“Getting soft, soldier? Having a blink of a
conscience, like before you fell from heaven?” Soren cursed himself
for staying in Egypt for so long. All this time, his top soldier
was growing a bleeding heart. Truth be told, Cristos had been
difficult to recruit, back in the day. But he’d proven himself a
decent soldier.

“I’m not going soft,” Cristos said. “I
understand why we need Ella, her being half-Elemental. But reaping
thousands of children, before they turn eighteen, well, the
practice seems beneath us. Give me any adult soul you want to reap,
and I’ll gladly obey.”

Soren clenched his hands around the black
iron rail. He let every ounce of his anger flood into his right
fist. Fury burned inside him; it had to be released. With a
tightened fist, he hurled a punch at Cristos’s face.

Cristos fell to the floor and covered his
cheek. “What the hell?”

Soren towered over him. “Let me make this
clear, soldier. I give the orders. You don’t make them up the way
you’d like them to be.”

“I didn’t mean to disrespect you,” Cristos
said, his voice hoarse from being punched in the gut.

Soren glared at him. “You will go to City
Park and capture the teenage souls as I requested. The more victims
I can wrangle up, the more power Lucifer will give me.”

Cristos wiped blood off his lip. “Capturing
thousands won’t be easy.”

“Dope them up. Rape the beauties if you have
to. I don’t care how you do it. Just get them for me. Are we
clear?”

Fear lurked in Cristos’s bluish eyes, but he
nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. And you should remember something,
soldier.” Soren extended a hand and pulled Cristos up.

“What’s that?”

“Humans equate hell with gnashing of teeth.
You and I both know gnashing of teeth is for sissies. If you ever
doubt my orders again, I’ll banish you to a place worse than hell.
Understand?”

Cristos stepped back a few feet. The
chicken-shit was probably scared. Good. Fear kept the system
working, not only for their clan, but for everyone.

“Yes,” Cristos said. “I understand.”

Soren clapped him on the back. “Good. Now go
do as you’re told. Dominick will be here soon with Ella. We have a
lot to accomplish before Halloween.”

###

Soren poured a stream of cane sugar into his
cafe au lait while waiting for Dominick to arrive with Ella. Damn,
this port city made great coffee. Better than Colombia, where he’d
spent fifty years. What a nightmarish hell that had been, not to
mention where it had led—Fallen Angels splintering off from their
one true tribe—the end of the Old World. Clans went their separate
ways, like humans had done with churches.

He’d collected those loyal enough to follow
him and set up base as the Minare clan in New Orleans. Perhaps he
had allowed Cristos to remain in power for too long. Soren had
thought Cristos could handle things, but maybe not. He saw a
demotion in Cristos’s future. A soft heart could not be forgiven.
And a bleeding heart for humans? Pathetic.

Besides, he had to stick to his task at hand.
If things went right, his plan to take over New Orleans and capture
Brooke’s half-breed daughter would play out like the perfect chess
match.

Checkmate, Brooke. I’ll
have Ella by Halloween.

He inhaled the chicory aroma and took a sip
of coffee. Damn, it was good. Glancing out to the window’s view of
the skyline, he couldn’t help but wonder if humans knowingly
designed the Superdome to look like a giant marshmallow, or had it
happened by accident? He’d have done things differently, but the
Crescent City would know his preferences before long.

He glanced at the clock. Dominick would
arrive any minute. Soren had taken measures to proof the room,
removing any evidence of Minare history or hints. To his nemesis’s
daughter, he would be the simple and endearing Dominick’s dad.

What a plan, he chuckled to himself.
Dad of the Year. Yeah, that’s me.

Footsteps echoed in his ears. Dominick and
Ella were near. He could sense it, yet stopped himself from opening
the door in anticipation. No sense giving away any secret powers.
Not yet, anyway.

Finally, there was a knock at the door. Time
for the fun to begin. Convince Ella she has a place amongst your
kind, and everything will go according to plan.

He opened the door. Dominick had his arm
draped around Ella’s waist in typical teenage fashion. She appeared
to enjoy his touch, and her eyes sparkled when Soren made eye
contact.

“Ella, this is my Dad. Soren Drake. Dad, this
is my girlfriend Ella.”

Dominick had the perfect voice inflection,
something that often took decades for young Fallen Angels to learn.
The kid was a regular protégé.

Ella’s face flushed pink when Dominick said
girlfriend. Oh yes, she’d be much easier to coax than her
mother.

“Mr. Drake, so nice to meet you.”

Her voice was smooth and calm, like water.
She was her mother’s child. Just not for long.

“Please call me Soren. No need for
formalities here.” He offered a huge smile and welcomed them
inside. “Dominick’s told me so much about you.”

“Dad,” Dominick said, his tone reflecting the
perfect amount of embarrassment. The kid was great.

“Well, you have bragged about her, son.
Except your words didn’t come close to describing her charm,” Soren
said. Yeah, he was laying it on a bit thick, but Ella probably
needed it.

“Thanks,” Ella said, blushing. “I appreciate
you giving me a place to stay. I didn’t want to be home alone.”

Soren reached for two Barq’s root beers to
give them. “That’s right. Your dad’s gone missing?”

Not any fault of mine, right? He suppressed a
grin.

“Yeah, and no one seems to know anything. I
stayed at a friend’s but she’s out of town for a few more days. I
get freaked out being alone in my house, and I didn’t want to go
stay with any of Dad’s friends.”

Rebellion suits you, little girl. Soren
gestured for them to sit down in the hotel suite.
“Understandable.”

Ella cleared her throat. “I don’t mean to
impose, but can I stay in the hotel for a bit longer? Just until
they find him?”

“We can, right Dad?” Dominick said. “You’re
always saying how we should help out when we have the chance.”

Soren smiled and could feel the heat rising
in his own cheeks. He could be painted as the good guy for once?
Hysterical.

“Absolutely. The place is yours for as long
as you need. Being a teen these days isn’t easy.”

“I wish my Dad was more like yours,” Ella
said.

Do you, now?

She lowered her gaze. When she glanced back
up to make eye contact, Soren noted the passion in her stare. What
a prize she was. She’d be the star of his team.

“Dominick told me about his mom. Sorry to
hear…” Ella began.

Soren nodded. “Thank you, Ella. We’ve had a
tough time of it.”

“Me, too.”

Soren did his best to appear surprised. He
didn’t want her to think Dominick had told him everything. After
all, he was playing the part of Dad, right? Human teens don’t tell
their parents every little detail.

“Did something happen to your mother too?”
Soren asked, feigning concern as best he could. Something would
happen to Brooke, but he used every ounce of concentration to not
reveal his thoughts.

Ella sipped her soda and placed it on the
table. “She left when I was a baby. Dad says she did it to protect
me, but who knows? Seems to me, the best thing a mom can do is
stick around. Since when is abandonment for the kid’s own
good?”

Soren jabbed a fingernail into the base of
his hand to stop from smiling. She was primed and ready to become
part of his clan. This should prove to be fun.

“I sure wish my wife could’ve been here to
meet you,” Soren said. Was he buttering her up too much? He
couldn’t tell, but she seemed to lap up every word like she’d never
been given encouragement in her life.

She buried her bashful face in her hands and
brushed her hair back. “I wish I could’ve met her too. I’ve given
up all hope of ever finding my mom.”

“You’ve looked for her?” Dominick asked,
complete shock in his voice.

Careful, kid. Don’t push
the young girl away. Keep her in your grasp.

Ella shrugged. “No one will give me any
information until I turn eighteen, then I can attempt to locate
her. My dad’s a cop but he won’t tell me anything.”

Soren offered a sympathetic nod. “The human
heart is always seeking its own truth.”

Where had the sappy quote even come from?
Dominick glared at him, and Soren gave a slight shrug. Yeah, that
last sentence was laying it on a bit thick.

Ella didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she seemed
intrigued. “So true.”

Hmm, truly surprising. Despite his brief
detour into lame conversation, she’d stuck around ready to hear
more. Ella was proving herself to be the perfect mix: rebellious
cop’s kid, in need of tender loving care. Stealing her soul and
commanding her forever would be far easier than he imagined. And
far more satisfying.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Brooke and Alex grabbed
some beignets and café au lait from Morning Call, a coffeehouse
more frequented by locals than tourists, and then drove away from
the levee and back into Mid-City.

She neglected to mention the one thing on her
mind that Cristos had spied on them at the levee. Alex had enough
to worry about. No need to add to his anxiety.

Damn the Old World ritual. The moment Cristos
etched the bloody symbol into Alex’s skin, Alex lost all privacy.
Tracking humans against their will, knowing where certain souls
would be at any given slice in time, had been the ritual’s original
intent. Specific souls could be located quickly and easily. Lucifer
possessed the list of desirable souls on Earth, and Fallen Angels
gained favor by tracking those with the biggest bounty.

But why Alex? Why now? Maybe Universe would
know. She could ask her Elemental colleagues for their insight, and
then they could approach Universe as a group. Ugh. That would mean
contacting Mercury, who wasn’t too pleased with her right now.
Still, it might be the only option to get some answers.

Alex parked the car in front of Armand’s. She
unlocked the front doors. It was early yet and the place was
closed, but when they went inside, Phoenix, Terran, and Tempest sat
waiting.

Her shoulders tightened at the silence.
Something was off. She could sense it, but with the other
Elementals in the room, the sensation was undeniable. Like static
electricity pulsing through her every pore.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Terran pulled up a chair. “You’d better sit
down.”

She clasped Alex’s hand. “Tell us.”

Phoenix packed cinnamon-scented tobacco into
his pipe. “Technically, the human shouldn’t be here.”

The veins bulged in Alex’s neck. “Listen,
don’t you dare try to tell me my place. Enough of this—”

“You can stay,” Terran said. “Phoenix, deal
with it. He’s Ella’s father.”

Phoenix blew out a ring of smoke like a
pouting child. “I save the girl from lip locking with a freaking
scumbag and this is the thanks I get? Fine. I’m shutting up. Don’t
worry about me.”

“We won’t,” Brooke interjected.

“What does he mean, he saved her?” Alex
demanded, dark concern clouding his gaze. “Saved her from
what?”

Terran bit his lip. “All due respect, Alex, I
need to you to stay quiet. You can listen, but I need to talk with
Brooke. No offense intended.”

Brooke squeezed Alex’s hand and gestured
toward a chair. “Please, Alex? I need to know what happened.”

She hated this part of her work. Alex was a
cop. He wasn’t the type to sit and wait.

Reluctant, Alex walked over and slumped into
a chair—though he kept a glaring eye on Phoenix.

“Tell me,” Brooke said.

Terran said, “Phoenix spotted her with
Dominick earlier. It appears Ella has, um…”

A few agonizing seconds passed as her
colleagues exchanged awkward glances.

“What?” Brooke asked.

“The hots for Dominick,” Phoenix said. “She
practically glowed with desire for the evil jerk.”

Phoenix couldn’t keep his own vow of silence
for long. Too much in his personality demanded getting the last
word.

Brooke tried to digest the news. “Are you
saying she’s staying with him of her own will? That’s
impossible.”

“Nope, it’s not,” Phoenix said.

Brooke bit her lip. “Ella knows better. The
lust spell she was probably under the other night should’ve worn
off my now. She’s my daughter, the child of an Elemental. She
should be able to sense the evil in him.”

“The hybrid child of an Elemental and a
human,” Phoenix said. “We don’t know how these things worked
because no other Elemental broke the rules like you did.”

Irritation coursed through her. Another jab
in his favor.

Terran sighed with impatience for their fiery
colleague. “Not until they kiss. Or she drinks from the chalice.
Unless she does one of those, she won’t have any clue what Dominick
is.”

“And they almost kissed today,” Brooke said
the words aloud, an attempt to decipher them on her own.

“I didn’t think you wanted your daughter
kissing a freak,” Phoenix said. “So I interrupted them.”

Brooke glared at him. “But if she’d kissed
him, she’d have discovered what he is.”

Phoenix threw up his hands. “Well, I guess no
good deed goes unpunished. I was trying to prevent her from falling
more in puppy love than she already was. I even tried to talk to
her alone, but Dominick dragged her off.”

Tempest stood and went to grab iced tea for
everyone. “We should stop this arguing and come up with our plan.
Find Soren, and you’ll find Ella. Destroy Soren, and Ella will be
safe. Along with the rest of the humans. Then all of us can resume
our missions. Let’s stick to the plan instead of bickering, shall
we?”

Brooke smiled and grabbed a cup of ice from
behind the bar. Tempest the peacemaker. With her around, there
wasn’t much they couldn’t accomplish. She kept everyone’s emotions
in check, kept arguments from flaring. She should go into politics,
rather than wine sales. Humans could use someone like her on their
side.

Terran nodded. “Since Dominick and Ella were
in Jackson Square, they’re likely staying somewhere in the
Quarter.”

“Ella was supposedly staying with Kasey,”
Brooke said. “I have no idea how she came to be with Dominick, on
her own. No one is home at Kasey’s house.”

Terran shrugged. “All the more reasons to
scout the Quarter again, see if we find them. If we get stuck,
we’ll send for Mercury and enlist Universe’s help. But I want to
try this first.”

Brooke looked over at a chomping-at-the-bit
Alex. The dagger-shaped stress lines between his brows spoke
volumes. Being a cop was in his blood. He didn’t appreciate his
place on the sidelines. She chose her next words slowly and
deliberately.

“Alex, I need you to stay here at Armand’s
while we search.”

The request sent painful pangs through her
insides, but she had to insist. For one, she’d sidestepped the
rules by being with Alex on the levee. Two, she needed to resume
commitment to her colleagues. And three, and most important,
Cristos could track them if Alex came along—a risk she couldn’t
afford to take.

Alex shot to his feet, his fists clenched at
his side. “I thought you said we worked together.”

So this is how a rubber
band feels, this being stretched in every direction. She did
want him with her. Yet she had to show commitment to her
colleagues. Surely he understood. Didn’t he?

“Alex, we are together. Cristos can track
you, honey.”

“What do you mean, Cristos can track him?”
Phoenix said. Tendrils of his pipe smoke curled above his head and
made a frown shape. “So he might be tracking him right now?”

“Calm down,” Tempest said, though concern
hovered in her gaze. “Let Brooke explain.”

Brooke wasn’t so sure she wanted the
spotlight, but it was better than being misinformed. She turned to
Alex. “I need you to show them.”

After a long glare, likely meant to induce
her guilt, he obliged and pulled up his shirt.

Terran’s eyes widened. “Is that what I think
it is?”

“Shit,” Phoenix said. “He has the mark.”

Alex pulled his shirt back down, but his face
remained red. “So you can imagine what I’ve been through. I need
all of you to find Ella. I’ll help if you allow me. Tell me what
you need. I can contact people in my precinct, put out alerts, do
whatever it takes. We’ve checked Kasey’s house, but maybe someone
should keep watch on it in case Ella comes back?”

Terran pulled his long black hair into a
ponytail. “We don’t want the city’s police involved. The four of us
will find out where Kasey is, and then we’ll find Soren, who will
lead us to Dominick and Ella.”

“Why won’t you accept my damn help?
Please…”Alex’s voice trailed off into hopeless silence.

Brooke reached out to hug him. “I’m sorry,
hon. For now, you need to stay here. I’ll find Ella and bring her
back. I promise.”

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Brooke couldn’t stop the
dread reeling through her insides. It nagged like a bug bite,
immune to ointment or relief. Where could Ella be? Why was her
daughter carrying on with Dominick? What the hell was
happening?

Brooke wanted to be with Alex. He didn’t
deserve to be left at Armand’s, stuck wondering where she and Ella
might be. He’d been her rock these past sixteen years. He hadn’t
asked to become a single parent, yet she’d forced the
responsibility on him. And for what, so she could protect humanity
from Fallen Angels? All relationships had their sticky points, but
theirs wasn’t in the standard playbook. She’d pledged loyalty to
her mission, but right now she only wanted him by her side, the two
of them finding Ella together.

Instead, she had to do her job. She and the
Elementals scanned the shipyards, jaunted across side streets in
the Quarter, and approached the winding Mississippi River. On any
other day, she’d enjoy the scenery. Not today.

“Does anyone else think this is a waste of
time?” Phoenix said. “We’ve searched the Quarter for Soren
already.”

“Got any other ideas?” Brooke asked. She
hated to admit it, but for once she agreed with Phoenix. Continuing
their search for Soren was a waste of time, and she wanted to be
with Alex.

Phoenix smirked at her sarcasm. “Yeah. We’re
Elementals, aren’t we? Let’s use some of our powers to actually
find the son of a bitch.”

Brooke glanced around at the half-filled
streets. “We’re not supposed to draw attention, remember? Humans
are afraid of things they don’t understand. That’s why Universe
didn’t want humans knowing about our talents.”

“I’m not saying you should part the Red Sea,”
Phoenix retorted. “But can’t you discreetly dip your fingers in the
river and communicate with any water creatures? We’re in bayou
country. Why not ask the crawfish to help?” He made no effort to
suppress a laugh.

She wanted to slap him on sheer principle.
But in truth, it wasn’t a bad idea. “Legend says the crawfish are
lobsters that shrunk when they followed the Acadians down to
Louisiana. But New Orleans folks tend to avoid swimming in the
river or the lake.”

Terran spoke up. “Seems to me the people here
do what they like. I say go for it. Any passersby will just think
you’re getting your hands wet. We need all the help we can
get.”

“We could try to find Mercury, maybe ask
Universe for info,” Tempest said.

Phoenix shook his head. “No. I don’t want to
bug the big guy unless we have to. C’mon, Brooke. There’s water
surrounding this city. Use it so we can find Soren.”

Brooke shrugged. “Okay, I’ll try.”

She led them to the moon walk, directly
across from St. Louis Cathedral in Jackson Square. Its tall
steeples arched toward a clear blue sky, a beacon for Fallen Angels
to stay away. Trying to remain inconspicuous, she descended the
steps toward the river. A little boy stood there, his cherub face
watching her. She winked but he took off running.

Focus. She dipped
her hands in the murky water, its sediment instantly tickling her
skin. Ripples formed and extended from her fingertips as she
swirled them in the lukewarm river. I need to
find my daughter. Soren may have her. Can you offer your assistance
and knowledge?

She waited for the water to turn cold to the
touch. Seconds later, the river became gel-like around her hand,
like a million aquatic creatures reaching out to squeeze her
finger. She took a deep breath and remained perfectly still.
Tell me, please.

Quiet moments passed. She focused on the
sounds and smells of the water, the waves lapping against the rocky
edge, the seagulls cawing overhead. The river was more than a means
for barges to come to port. It ebbed and flowed through the city
like a human’s bloodstream, relaying messages to those who could
listen.

Soren doesn’t have Ella.
Alex will have her soon, but she’s in trouble. Go to her
now.

“What?” Brooke asked. “I don’t
understand.”

The Elementals arched their eyebrows in
unison.

Soren is hiding out on
Toulouse Street. But he doesn’t have Ella. Go to her now, find
Alex.

The voices stopped, and waves of exhaustion
rolled through her. Her arms went limp. She tried to stand, but her
weary feet stumbled and she fell onto the pavement. Her palms were
scuffed from the abrasive surface. Using her power for even the
smallest bit of help had its price.

“You okay?” Terran asked. He held out his
hand to help her up.

Deep breaths. You know what
you have to do.

“Yes.” She turned back to the water and
whispered, “Thank you.”

“Well?” Phoenix asked. “You find out
anything?”

Brooke’s throat knotted up for a moment. If
she told the truth, they’d want to focus on Soren, not Ella. Brooke
knew she needed to protect Ella first. They could always go back to
find Soren if he was hiding out on Toulouse Street.

“We need to return to Armand’s. Soren may be
hanging out around there.”

Terran raised a suspicious eyebrow. “How
would he be able to get close to the bar? It’s in the cemetery
district.”

“I…I don’t know,” she stammered. She hoped
her face wasn’t turning red. She knew how to hide her powers from
humans, but she’d never been able to lie successfully.

“Don’t bullshit me,” Terran said. His intense
stare pierced through any armor she thought she had.

Restless, she shifted her feet. “Fine. The
water told me Ella was in trouble and she’s with Alex. Soren is
hiding out near Toulouse Street.”

“Liar liar, pants on fire,” Phoenix
sneered.

Brooke cast an angry glance. “What do you
expect? She’s my daughter.”

Tempest stepped between them, and a warm
breeze blew across their faces. “Enough. Why don’t you and Phoenix
go find Alex and Ella? Terran and I will check out the Toulouse
Street info. Gather two birds with one stone. Meet back at the
cathedral in two hours. Deal?”

“You’re putting me with her?” Phoenix said,
with the look of a chastised kid being sent to his room.

“Enough,” Terran said. “Tempest is right.
You’re both making me crazy. Seems fitting you should be stuck with
one another for a bit. Go find Ella and Alex. Meet us in front of
the cathedral in two hours. If anything goes wrong, send a
signal.”

Phoenix half-grinned. “So I can hurl fiery
darts across the sky?”

Terran didn’t smile. “You never did learn the
meaning of subtlety, did you?”

“And you always take the fun out of
everything,” Phoenix said. He turned to Brooke with a less than
enthusiastic look. “Come on, I guess we’re stuck with each
other.”

Stuck was right. She could’ve thought of a
million other people she’d rather be with. “Let’s go,” she said,
pivoting and heading toward Armand’s. Phoenix followed, his steps
slow and reluctant.

Before she could get far, she heard Terran
murmur, “So, think Phoenix and Brooke will kill each other before
the day is out?”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

To hell
with this. Alex gulped down his third RC Cola in a matter of
seconds. He’d never been one to sit still and wait. Why should he
have to start now? Just because of this bloody ritual thing in his
side? His daughter was missing. He had to do something. After all,
he’d tackled wise guys and drug dealers over the years. He could
handle a search and rescue mission for his own kid.

A twinge rolled in his gut. Brooke and the
Elementals told him to stay at the bar. Yet it was mid-afternoon,
and they’d been gone for hours. He couldn’t stare at the walls all
day. Cops don’t do such things. Besides, the waiting had made him
hungry. He could really go for a jelly-filled donut right about
now. Maybe Armand’s kept a secret stash?

“Screw that. I’m outta here.” He walked out
to his squad car and grabbed the radio. “Attention, dispatch?”

“This is dispatch. Go ahead.”

“I need to put an alert out on my daughter
Ella. She’s missing.”

“Has it been longer than twenty-four
hours?”

Damn, he hated rules and regulations when it
applied to him. “Yes, it has. Please find my damn kid. Put out an
alert to all units if they see her, okay?”

“Will do, Lieutenant.”

“Thanks, I’ll check back in. Out.” He turned
the radio volume down. Good. If his precinct buddies could keep an
eye out, he could do some searching himself.

Think. She’s a
teenage girl who believes she’s in love. Think,
man, think. It’s a beautiful day. Where would a teenage girl
want to go, one who’d been sheltered all her life? The park? The
Quarter? He hoped she wasn’t in a bar somewhere. As much as his
police unit tried, the city bars didn’t exactly help out where
underage drinking was concerned. If someone looked old enough, they
could drink without an I.D.

He searched City Park and Uptown, through the
Quarter and the Irish Channel, then around the Garden District for
good measure. No Ella. Damn it. How could he find her? Where the
hell had she gone off to?

His radio squawked. “Lieutenant?”

“Yes, any news?”

“One of the black and whites reported seeing
a girl who looks like Ella at the Lake Front. Some animal society
giveaway day is happening out there. He tried to get close but lost
her in the crowd. Thought I’d pass along the info.”

“Thanks. I’ll check it out.”

Of course. The annual dog-adoption event at
the Lake Front. He’d taken Ella every year since she was little.
And every year she’d cried all the way home because she couldn’t
get the puppy she wanted. Her allergies made it impossible. Yes.
She’d be at the Lake Front, no question. Anyplace with animals,
Ella would flock to. Now he just had to go get her.

His foot hit the accelerator. Twenty minutes
later, he made the windy turns onto Lakeshore drive. The beautiful
Lake Front, place of his youth, where he’d spent so many lazy
Saturday afternoons. Today was no exception. Cars tailgated and
parked along the lake’s edge, while dozens of billowy sails dotted
Lake Ponchartrain. On the other side of the street, grassy hilled
levees stretched out for miles. Levees did more than protect the
city against water. They were the city’s best known playground and
picnic spot.

After checking his rearview mirror, he pulled
over and parked. So far, he hadn’t been followed. Maybe Cristos had
better things to do. Alex shook his head and double checked the
area before stepping out of the car. Better safe than sorry.

On the levee, dogs of every breed sniffed
each other’s butts, rolled in the grass, and caught Frisbees in the
eager mouths. Others were being groomed or walked by their sponsor
agencies.

He pulled the jacket hood over his head to
stay unrecognized. The afternoon sun cast such a glare across the
levee banks, he accidentally approached two girls by mistake.
Everyone began to look the same, gobs of people all wanting a
dog.

Then he heard her laugh: sweet, innocent
notes of happiness in the air. His precious little girl.

“Dominick, c’mon, he’s such a cute puppy!”
She smiled wide as a golden ball of fur licked her toes.

Damn Fallen Angel, get the
hell away from my daughter.

A split second later, she turned and saw him.
“Dad? What are you doing here? Are you okay?”

Alex ran toward her, his fist clenched and
ready to punch Dominick to the ground, but the kid ducked into the
crowd.

“Dad?”

Forget Dominick. Alex had found Ella. She was
all that mattered.

“I’m fine, honey. You need to come with me
right now.”

“What? Why? I want you to meet my boyfriend.
His name is Dom—” She turned and looked around.

“Now,” Alex said. “We’ll talk about this at
home.”

She pulled away. “No. You can’t show up after
days of being gone and then tell me what to do. I’ve seen things. I
have a life now.”

He clutched her hand and pulled her closer to
him. “You’ve seen things? Don’t even start
with me, Ella Marie. Listen carefully. I’m glad you’re safe, but
honey, you’re in danger right now. I need to get you out of here.
Trust me and don’t ask questions. Understand?”

She frowned as only a pubescent girl could.
“No, I don’t understand. Can’t we hang around until Dominick comes
back?”

“No,” Alex said, and he pulled her toward the
car. Enough with gentle persuasion. Time to take a firm hand.

“Dad, what’s wrong with you?”

“Don’t start with me. I will explain
everything but I’m damn serious when I tell you we have to leave,
right now.”

He didn’t make an effort to hide the panic in
his voice. Maybe a little fear would spur her along. She seemed to
think she was having the time of her life. Yeah, right.

She sighed and stuck out her lower lip in
full pout mode, but at least she relented. He ushered her to the
car. The second they got inside, he locked the doors.

“Now will you tell me what’s going on?” she
asked.

He waited until they’d driven away from the
lake to respond. “I know how important young love is, but I promise
you. Dominick isn’t what he seems, honey. I want you to stay away
from him.”

“Why?”

He bit the inside of his lip. Never in his
life did he think he would be in this situation. Stay away from the
criminal element, the slackers, sure. He had those fatherly
speeches all planned. But stay away from Fallen Angels? Where was
the parent handbook for that one?

“I can’t tell you all the details,” Alex
said. “But I promise, he’s not who you think.”

“So you lied. You said you’d explain.”

He glared at her. “I’m telling you this for
your own safety.”

She watched him for a long minute. Was there
a tear behind her eyes, or anger? He couldn’t tell. To say his only
daughter kept him on his toes was the world’s biggest
understatement.

Ella turned away and watched the passing
scenery of cafes, oak trees, and eclectic homes. “I don’t know
where you’ve been or why you or your precinct buddies practically
forgot about me.”

“What are you talking about? I never stopped
looking for you. I’ve been scavenging the streets, along with
others, to try and find you.”

“Why don’t you want me having a
boyfriend?”

Damn, she had the ability to change the
subject faster than a criminal suspect did. Women and their verbal
skills.

“I don’t mind you having a boyfriend.”

“Just not Dominick.” She let out an
exasperated sigh. “I like him. He’s nice to me.”

“You don’t know what he wants,” Alex
said.

“If he was trying to get in my pants, why did
he insist we have separate bedrooms?”

“What? Where the hell was Kasey in all this?”
A pang shot through his stomach. He’d been worried about her safety
and well-being. Sexual activity hadn’t even crossed his mind. Until
now. Every muscle in his body tensed.

“Kasey had to go out of town with her
parents. She’ll be back soon. You weren’t around, and I didn’t want
to stay with one of your cop buddies where they’d keep me under
lock and key.”

“You’re damn right they would, and that’s
what they should do.”

Ella frowned. “Dominick’s dad offered to put
us up in a hotel. What did you expect me to do?”

“I expected you to follow my rule to not
leave the neighborhood. And you’re telling me you’ve been shacking
up in a hotel with this idiot?”

Ella rolled her eyes. “He’s not an idiot. And
you needn’t worry, he was a perfect gentleman.”

Alex gripped the steering wheel even though
they’d come to a stoplight. “And that’s supposed to make me feel
better?”

“I like him, Dad. I liked seeing the French
Quarter. You keep me sheltered and chained on our street.”

“For damn good reason,” he said. “Our
neighborhood is surrounded by cemeteries. They protect you from
forces you don’t know about.”

“So why not tell me? Why the secrecy? Don’t
tell me I’ll magically know things by my sixteenth birthday because
I’m not buying it. Dominick says you’re probably lying.”

Now Dominick was turning his own kid against
him? Alex pushed down on the gas and sped through the intersection.
The light hadn’t even turned green, but there weren’t any cars in
sight. Cops ran through lights all the time for less important
reasons. He couldn’t waste even a second.

“Great driving, Dad. How come you get to
break the rules and I can’t even know what’s going on?”

Her tone had grown abrasive, daring—almost
like a challenge. No doubt Dominick had nurtured her rebellious
side. Damn bastard.

Alex turned down their street and pulled into
the driveway to park. “Dominick isn’t what he seems. He’s dangerous
in ways you don’t know about.”

“You always say cryptic things like that.
Newsflash, Dad. I liked seeing the city. I liked being able to go
places. Why can’t you get off this danger kick?”

Alex shoved his car door open and got out.
“Because I’m your father. It’s my job to keep you safe. Now let’s
go inside.”

She huffed and grabbed her purse. “I don’t
see why you can’t just tell me the truth—”

“Because I can’t, so lay off it!”

She stared at him, wide-eyed and curious. The
eyes of her mother, with the same spirited tenacity. He
half-expected her to wield icy picks at him to get her way. Then he
remembered she didn’t know who she truly was.

“I’m not a baby anymore,” she said. “You
can’t keep me here forever.”

He pressed the remote to lock the car. “I’m
not planning to, only until November first when you turn sixteen.
You’ll understand more then.”

“Promises, promises,” she muttered, then
stormed past him toward the front door.

He gripped her wrist and turned her to face
him. “Hey, I’m still your father. Put the attitude to rest,
understand?”

Anger, envy, fear and concern flashed across
her eyes, teenage hormones and emotions dancing together. “Fine,
but I decide who my friends will be. You can’t stop me from seeing
Dominick.”

We’ll see about
that. Alex clenched his jaw to remain calm. He didn’t want
to get into a shouting match with Ella on the front lawn. After he
unlocked the front door and they were both inside, he set down the
keys and took a deep breath. Now came the time to be firm.

“I can and I will. You cannot see him
anymore. Period.”

She hurled her purse into a corner. “Why are
you being so mean to me? I wish you were still missing!” Her eyes
grew wide, as if surprised by her own words. Yet she didn’t
flinch.

Alex swallowed hard, attempting to get rid of
the large knot in the back of his throat. Her sharp words pierced
his heart. He knew she probably didn’t know what she was saying,
but it didn’t make the situation any easier.

He narrowed his eyes at her until she had to
look away. “Well, I’m not missing anymore. And I hope you enjoyed
your little freedom stint, because you’re not going to see the
light of day anytime soon. You’re grounded until your birthday,
Ella Marie. You aren’t to leave this house without me.”

Rebellion flared from her eyes. She had her
mother’s passion, albeit misdirected. “How is being grounded
different than my regular life? You keep me locked away where I
can’t do anything.”

He chose to ignore her whiny tone, her way of
picking a fight. “No phone, no TV, no computer. And no Dominick.
Understand?”

She didn’t say anything, only crossed her
arms and glared.

“Ella Marie, do you understand?” He kept his
tone firm. It had always worked in the past. Usually much quicker
than this.

Her eyes flashed with anger. “I hate
you.”

He swallowed hard. She
doesn’t mean it. She’s been corrupted by that asshole Dominick.
Handle the situation. You’re the adult.

He folded his arms across his chest.
“Congratulations. You’ve just added a month and some chores to your
restriction.”

Her mouth fell open, and she actually
appeared surprised he hadn’t backed down after her outburst. What
had Dominick done to her? She’d never shown such insolence before.
Curiosity? Yes. But she’d never shown such a brazen attitude. Alex
needed to put a stop to it, and fast.

“Why are you being so unreasonable about me
having a boyfriend? I’m not some prisoner on a chain gang you can
order around.”

He shot her a knowing glance. “No, you’re
not, but you are my daughter. I’m going to protect you, whether you
think it’s fair or not. Now put your things away and go to your
room. And get used to the view. You’re grounded for six weeks. I’ll
create your list of chores.”

“Dad, c’mon,” she said.

Her whining grated on his nerves like nails
on a chalkboard. He’d been through too much, on too little sleep,
to put up with it.

“You want me to add another month to your
restriction?” he snapped.

She shifted her feet and dropped her gaze to
the floor. “No one else’s dad acts like you do. Why can’t I
just—”

“Drop the damn attitude, Ella. I’ve had more
than enough.” He shot her a warning glance. “No more whining. No
bargaining. Go to your room this instant and don’t come out until I
call you for dinner.”

She refused to make eye contact, only picked
up her purse and stormed to her room. He stood there a moment,
unable to move. Was he shaking? He steeled himself to remain calm.
Since when had she become so antagonistic? Yes, she’d always been
curious, but he’d never had any real trouble from her. Even with
all the strange rules he’d been forced to impose, she’d been
willing to accept everything—until recently. What had changed?

He poured himself a shot of whiskey. Brooke
once mentioned that Fallen Angels could erase a human’s memories.
What’s more, they could target specific memories to restore or
fade. Had Dominick done it to Ella? Put a block on any good
memories Ella had of her life, of father-daughter moments? Or had
Ella gotten a taste of freedom and now would forget all the rules
Alex had instilled in her since birth?

He gulped the shot in one swig. It burned,
but had a good sensation. How was he supposed to cope for the next
two weeks? Until Ella’s birthday, things would be touch and go. One
thing had become increasingly clear, however—he’d make sure Ella
never saw Dominick again.


 


 CHAPTER
TWENTY

Brooke sprinted toward the parking lot.
“Let’s go back to Armand’s and find Alex. Maybe he’ll have
contacted Ella, like the water said. Then we need to be back in two
hours to meet Terran and Tempest.”

Phoenix shuffled his feet like a kid on the
first day of school. “I’m coming.” His enthusiasm left everything
to be desired.

After finally reaching and starting the car,
she hauled ass out of JAX Brewery parking and took Conti Street
toward Rampart, which would lead to Esplanade. There was a benefit
to the Quarter being in a grid. Take enough right turns, she could
always reach her destination.

Phoenix stared out the window, seemingly
uninterested in their quest.

“Any thoughts rolling around in that pyro
brain of yours?” she asked, hoping the slight jab would spur
conversation. Distraction would be a welcome pleasure right about
now. She needed to keep her mind off her worry for Ella.

Phoenix turned to Brooke, his face in full
sulk mode. “If you must know, I’m concerned about my own mission,
thank you very much.”

And it’s my fault you’re
here now. She shifted her gaze back to the road and turned
left on Esplanade. Lavender, dusty blue, and sage homes went on for
miles, all bordered with ornate ironwork.

Maybe she could put a positive spin on their
situation. “Universe has another Fire Elemental protecting New York
City until you return—”

“And that makes everything okay for you,
doesn’t it?” His pupils became large and black, circles of
impassioned anger.

She felt the back of her throat go dry. “I
didn’t mean to imply—”

“No, of course you didn’t.” He let out a deep
sigh, and the heat from his breath fogged up the window.

“Is there something you want to say?” She
gripped the wheel tighter. “Because we’re on a tight schedule, and
I’m trying to understand why you’re giving me such grief.”

He cocked a half-smile. Annoying twit was
likely pleased his antagonistic efforts were working. “Perhaps
because someone should.”

Excuse me? She
pressed on the accelerator to beat the yellow light at Bayou St.
John, and then drove under a canopy of oak trees toward Armand’s.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Universe certainly didn’t give you any
grief. Neither did the other Water Elementals. Sweet little Brooke
breaks all the major rules, has a child for crying out loud, and
everything goes back to being—how do they say it in Georgia?—just
peachy.”

A tornado of frustration coiled inside her.
“Are you so brazen to think I didn’t have consequences to my
actions? You have no idea—”

“No, you have no idea,” he retorted. His face
turned red and splotchy, a side effect of containing the Fire
Element. It was also a dead giveaway to his emotions, which he
often had trouble controlling.

“What did I do to precious little you?”
Brooke asked. “I’ve lived with the consequence of my actions every
single minute for sixteen years. Do you have any concept of what
that’s like? Sixty seconds ticking until a minute passes. Sixty
minutes trudging by to form an hour. Hours into days, and days into
weeks. In every unit of time, I can’t tell Ella I’m her mother. She
grew up thinking I’d abandoned her. Even if Alex explains how much
I loved her, she can’t know me as more than a barmaid.”

Phoenix rolled his eyes. “Oh c’mon, at least
she can know you. Poor Brooke gets all the sympathy.”

“What?”

If only she had a jug of water in her car.
Then she could wield it into ice picks and hurl frozen spikes at
his face. They weren’t supposed to put their powers on grandiose
display, but right now he deserved it. She glanced at the
speedometer, then at his car door. Hmm. He wouldn’t be hurt too bad
if she pushed him out, would he?

As if he knew her thoughts, he sat up
straighter. “Excuse you is right. It doesn’t matter the rest of us
followed the rules. The rest of us, who now need to cover your ass
I might add, get uprooted to come help you. If you hadn’t had a kid
to begin with, I’d still be in New York. And like the humans say,
there’s New York and then there’s everyplace else.”

She pulled up to Armand’s and parked. “You’re
giving me constant grief because you miss your home station? What
the hell? I’ve helped you over the centuries.”

He glared at her. “You helped for sake of the
effort, not because I broke the rules. I knew better than to fall
in love with a human. Hell, that’s why I chose—”

“Chose what?” She tilted her head,
curious.

He bit his lip. “Nothing.”

“You have a girl back in New York, don’t
you?” she said. If so, no wonder he was being such a hormonal
brat.

“We need to check in the bar for Alex. Let’s
go.” He opened his car door and got out.

She followed. “Wait, I’m right, aren’t I? You
have someone back home and you’re pissed at me for taking you away
from her.”

His face shifted into a scowl. “Wouldn’t you
be? For the record, she’s another Fire Elemental. I follow the
rules.” He paused for effect. “Unlike some.”

“Ugh, I’ve had it with you.” She unlocked the
bar front door and they walked inside. What the hell? No Alex. No
note. No nothing. For a moment she wondered if he’d been taken
again. Or perhaps called on duty for work?

Phoenix searched the side rooms and storage
area for Alex. “He’s not here. Now I see why you two are so
well-suited. Both of you ignore what others tell you.”

“Stop,” Brooke said. “Don’t you dare talk
about Alex. Understand?”

“Whatever. So what exactly did the water
creatures tell you?”

“That Alex had Ella, but she was in
trouble.”

“Well, they’re not here. That’s for certain.
Doesn’t your human lust monster live nearby?” Phoenix cocked a
grin. He enjoyed life at her expense far too much.

She didn’t dignify his comment with a
response. Instead, she meandered behind the bar and opened the
freezer. Stuffing several ice cubes in her hand, she spun around
and transformed them into frozen spikes, which she hurled across
the room. The pointed shards whapped the back of his head. She
didn’t bother to suppress her laughter. To hell with keeping her
powers under wraps. No humans were around. That had been Universe’s
reasoning with any grandiose display of Elemental powers. So what
if she became tired? Phoenix deserved every ice missile she threw
his way.

“Ow!” He ducked to avoid more spikes. “Oh no,
you don’t.” He wiggled his fingertips, and instantly a flame burst
from them and flew at her. She darted away from it, not wanting
singed hair.

“You deserved yours,” she said.

Phoenix’s eyes widened. “Are you freaking
kidding me? So do you!” He zapped miniscule balls of fire toward
her, his own private fireworks show. One burst of flame ripped past
her shoulder and left a mark.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” she said. Her pulse
raced and adrenaline pumped through her body. Time to settle this,
once and for all.

For what felt like hours, they shot fire and
ice across the bar, each ducking and aiming their Elemental
properties across the room. She curled her fingers around the
sink’s water sprayer, ready to send him into the street, geyser
style.

Until Mercury appeared. Just in time to get
his new hat singed with Phoenix’s fire arrows, while ice pickets
lashed at his knees. “Ahem.”

“Oops,” Phoenix said, retracting his arms and
crossing them against his chest. “Sorry.”

Mercury stood still a moment, his lips
pursed. “Universe told me to come here and stop you both from
behaving like children.”

Merc reached for a towel and wiped ash off
his clothes, then dried the water droplets from his knees. “Of
course, I insisted both of you were focused on the mission like you
should be.”

Brooke stared at the floor, unsure what to
say. Shame swelled inside her, especially when she noticed the
damage they’d done to the bar. Pieces of glass bottles covered the
floor where her ice picks had hit, and one bar wall had a large
burn mark above the Fleur de Lis symbol.

“Sorry, Merc,” she finally said. Phoenix said
nothing, just crossed his arms like a child who hoped the situation
would go away if he ignored it long enough.

Merc was only five feet tall in his human
form, but he stood tall and proud. “Listen up, you two. You’re both
going to be sorry if you don’t quit this stupid fighting and stay
on track.”

“We came here to look for Alex,” Phoenix
insisted. “Terran and Tempest are—”

“Terran and Tempest didn’t put me in the
middle of a storm like two toddlers arguing over who gets the
toy.”

Brooke glanced over at Phoenix, who appeared
as sheepish as she felt.

“It won’t happen again,” she said.

Merc did his best to glare, but given his
elf-like appearance, she found it difficult to not laugh. “If I
have to come back and stop you two from fighting again—”

“Then we both get time-out?” Phoenix said,
trying to lighten the mood.

Merc didn’t return the smile. “Then you both
deal with Universe and I’m out of this.”

“We’ll focus, Merc. Promise,” Brooke said.
And she meant it. She couldn’t afford to incur Universe’s wrath
over something as minor as Phoenix’s antagonism.

There was a long pause. “Agreed,” Phoenix
said.

“Universe has plans for you if you cause any
more trouble.”

Suspicion crossed Phoenix’s face.
“What…plans?”

Merc gathered his things to leave, and then
looked long and hard at his fire-signed hat. Then he gave a wicked
smile. “That’s for me to know and you to find out, inferno
boy.”

###

Brooke and Phoenix ambled up Bienville Avenue
to Alex’s house. They didn’t speak. Instead, she replayed the last
half hour in her mind, especially Merc’s warning speech. Damn,
they’d wasted half an hour arguing when they needed to be back in
the Quarter soon. Staying focused was essential. Why did she let
Phoenix get under her skin so often? Humans were the ones who let
emotions run out of control, not Elementals. Why had she been so
infuriated, ready to attack her own colleague?

They walked up the large stone steps to
Alex’s shotgun-style house and knocked. Clusters of ferns dangled
from overhead. Phoenix whisked the leafy strands away from his
hair, waiting patiently. Maybe their truce would last.

Alex answered the door, and his eyes gleamed
when he saw her. “Brooke.” He gave her a brief kiss on the lips.
She returned his kiss and then looked to Phoenix, fully expecting a
wise-ass comment, but he behaved for once.

“Where’s Ella?” Phoenix asked, his voice
clear and professional. She almost didn’t recognize it.

Alex invited them in. “In her room.”

Brooke sat on the IKEA sofa and admired the
side den wall, complete with photos of Ella every year since she
was born. Little girl with curls on Santa’s lap at the mall’s
holiday display. Big smiles with white teeth as she played on the
Gulf Coast’s powdery-white sand. Life’s moments, ones Brooke had
missed.

A sharp pang of regret hit her stomach.
Focus. Don’t obsess over the times you couldn’t be there for your
daughter. Be there for her now.

“I received a message from the river that
Ella’s in trouble.”

Alex chuckled. “She is, but not the way you
think. We had a blow-up a while ago. She’s grounded until her
birthday, and then some.”

Brooke tried to imagine herself in Ella’s
shoes. How confusing it would be, how growing up with only one
parent would make her feel half-complete. Not to mention being a
cop’s daughter. Alex had always been overprotective, but he had to
be—because Brooke defied the rules.

“Alex, why did you leave the bar? I told you
to stay.”

He returned to stirring a pot of something
tempting on the stove. “Red beans and rice. Y’all are welcome to
some if you like.”

Brooke looked to Phoenix. Maybe they could?
She never had the chance to spend time with Alex in his and Ella’s
home, the place Brooke wanted to be more than anywhere.

Phoenix didn’t blink. “We need to meet up
with the others in an hour,” he said. Then he kept an alert watch
out the window.

She forced away the disappointment and tried
to stay focused on why they were there. “Alex? Why did you leave
Armand’s?”

Alex scanned the spice rack, chose three
containers, and proceeded to liberally pour some into the red beans
and rice. “I know you asked me not to, and I’m sorry. I waited for
hours and couldn’t sit still anymore. One of our rookies saw Ella
near the Lake Front. Today was animal rescue day, something she
loves.”

“Did Cristos follow you? Have you noticed
anything suspicious?” Phoenix asked. He sat on the couch near a
window and peeked out through the curtains.

“Other than that bastard Dominick being with
her, no.”

Brooke walked closer to Alex and tried to
keep her voice low. “You can’t be sure where Cristos is concerned.
Are you positive you didn’t notice anything strange?”

Alex sampled a taste of the red beans. “Hmm,
delicious. Well, Ella’s attitude has been more brazen than I’ve
ever seen. That’s why her ass is grounded.”

“Can I see her?” Brooke asked.

Alex covered the pot and set the temp to
simmer. “Sure.”

He led her down the long hallway. Shotgun
houses came by their name honestly. A bullet shot from the street
could fly through the entire house easily. The hallway stretched
from the front door to the back, with all rooms extending out from
the main hall.

He knocked on the door covered with blue
butterfly stickers. “Ella?”

No response.

“Ella, stop your brooding and open up.” His
tone was louder this time, firmer.

Nothing. They exchanged a worried glance, and
he tried to open the door. It was locked. He reached on the door
frame and pulled down a mini-screwdriver. What was he doing? She
shot him a confused glance.

“For emergencies,” he explained, then jabbed
the screwdriver in the lock and shoved Ella’s door open.

Brooke’s heartbeat sped up. Ella wasn’t
there, only a room filled with clutter.

Alex hurled a fist around and punched the
wall. “Damn it!”

“What the hell happened? Where is she?”

He didn’t speak for several seconds, only
glared at her empty bed. “I have no idea, the alarm system is on.
If she snuck out, I would’ve heard loud sirens.”

He walked over to the window and shook his
head. “She used a magnet to fool the signal. Damn Fallen Angels
corrupting my kid.”

“Our kid,” Brooke said. I’m her parent,
too.

“Fine, our kid. But in terms of legality and
providing for her, my kid.”

Annoyance rippled through her. She pushed it
away, needing to stay focused. “What did happen? Did you go all
John Wayne on her?”

He glared. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“You sometimes play the role of
overprotective cop. She’s a young teenager, prone to rebellions on
occasion. She needs a few minor rebellions.”

He shifted his stance. “She doesn’t have the
luxury of rebellion. Damn Fallen Angels are chasing her. I’ve done
what’s necessary to keep her safe.”

Brooke’s anger clenched tight in the center
of her chest. They wouldn’t find Ella if they continued to argue
about parenting styles. She took a deep breath. “What, exactly,
happened today?”

He stared at the wall he’d just smacked.
Then, avoiding eye contact, he began to recount the afternoon’s
events.

Brooke sighed. “You can’t just forbid a
teenager from doing something.”

Alex threw his arms in the air. “Well, what
would you have me do? And oh, did I mention she and Dominick have
been sharing a hotel suite? What a lovely damn visual that
makes.”

Brooke swallowed the dry lump in the back of
her throat. “Please don’t take out your frustration on me.”

He let out a deep breath. “Sorry. This makes
me nuts.”

Worry coiled in the pit of her stomach. “Did
Ella sleep with him?”

Alex shrugged. “She says they have separate
rooms. I’m not sure if I buy it.”

Brooke gulped a breath of relief. “She is
probably confused and assumes she’s in love. You’ve kept her so
sheltered. I’m sure she just wants a break, but she’s smart. We’ll
find her. She deserves a little freedom.”

His eyes narrowed. “After her attitude today,
she deserves to be sent to a convent. I’m a cop. There are specific
courses of action and I follow them. I’m not going to have her
thinking it’s okay to date Dominick. Period.”

“When you let your testosterone go into
overdrive, you drive our daughter right into the arms of the person
you wanted to keep her from.” She kept an intense gaze on Alex,
though he couldn’t hold eye contact for long. “That’s why
forbidding something is the surest way to provoke someone. Look at
us. Elementals are forbidden to mate with humans, but when I came
to New Orleans I found you.”

Alex shook his head, almost in resignation.
“And look where that’s brought us.”

Pain seared into her heart. He was right, but
she refused to give up on their relationship. And she definitely
wouldn’t give up on their daughter.

She searched for the right words to say. None
came. To make matters worse, Phoenix busted into the room at that
moment.

“What?” she yelled. She needed to make things
right with Alex, the person who mattered. Keep Ella safe. She sure
as hell didn’t need any crap from Phoenix.

Phoenix shrugged. “I just thought I’d mention
that Cristos is standing on your front porch.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Brooke shot a we’ll talk about Ella later glance at Alex before she
turned and walked outside. What could Cristos want? Why was he
here?

The screen door squeaked when she opened it
and went onto the front porch. Phoenix hadn’t lied. Cristos stood
tall and looming, his head nearly touching the potted plants
dangling from the ceiling.

“Brooke,” Cristos said, with strange warmth
in his voice. Then he smiled.

Her shoulders tensed. Why the hell was he
being nice? “Cristos. What, um, are you doing here?”

“I came to check on—”

Alex threw the screen door open and charged
forward. “Get off my property, you psychotic jerk. What did you do
to my daughter?”

Brooke reached out and touched Alex’s
forearm. “Let’s just see what he wants.” She stared into Alex’s
eyes for a long moment. I love you, but don’t make Cristos angry.
Not when Ella is hanging out with Dominick. Then she turned her
attention back to Cristos, in hopes Alex would do the same.

Cristos remained unfazed. “I didn’t do
anything to Ella. She has free will, you know.” His long and
manicured fingers played with the cascading purple and white
flowers hanging from a bronze ceramic pot. “Perhaps if you weren’t
so overprotective—”

Alex’s fist clenched and he hurled a punch,
but Cristos dodged it and tumbled backward, breaking three geranium
pots in the process.

“I am not your puppet. Bring back my kid and
I won’t arrest you,” Alex said.

Brooke bit her lip to suppress a smile. Alex,
the protective cop. He couldn’t arrest a Fallen Angel. This was way
out of his jurisdiction, but her heart warmed and fluttered at his
effort.

Cristos, for some strange reason, played it
cool. He dusted himself off and stood up. “So, Brooke, this is the
kind of man you break the rules for.”

“Tell me where Ella is, you jackass,” Alex
said. He adjusted his stance, ready with clenched fists to hit
Cristos again. Where was Phoenix in this confrontation? Why hadn’t
Mr. Antagonistic himself come outside?

“I told you, I don’t have Ella. She has free
will to run if she wants,” Cristos said. “Which is more than some
of us ever had.”

“Listen up, you—”

“Alex,” Brooke warned. She didn’t want
another punching session. “Let me handle him.”

Cristos flashed a wicked smile. “Yeah,
Five-O, let her handle me.”

Alex rushed forward, but she put her hand out
to stop him. “I’ve got this, honey. Trust me.”

Alex frowned, but he stepped back. True to
his nature, he seemed ready to pounce at any moment. Such a
protector. She’d chosen her human well.

She cast an angry stare at Cristos. “And
you. Stop provoking him if you want to
talk to me. Got it?”

Damn, it was like mediating between two
kindergarten kids.

Cristos nodded and backed up a few steps. “I
want to talk to you. Then I’ll be on my way.”

“So talk,” Alex snapped from his corner
position.

“Alone.”

Brooke swallowed hard. Should she trust this
version of Cristos standing in front of her? His expression seemed
different. If she didn’t know better, she’d guess the sparkle in
his eyes was admiration. But such a thing was impossible. Cristos,
having admiration for her? No. Ridiculous.

“Alex, I’ll be fine. Go inside and check on—”
She stopped herself. No need to let Cristos know another Elemental
was inside. “Our guest.”

Cristos raised an eyebrow. “Guest?”

“None of your business,” Brooke said. She
walked over to Alex and whispered in his ear. “Please. Let me find
out what he wants. He could lead us to Ella. Go inside.”

Alex’s cold glare reflected everything she
knew his human mind was processing: anger, being trapped, and
frustration, unable to take the actions he was so accustomed to
taking. All made worse by his worry for Ella.

“I’ll be right inside,” Alex said. The screen
door slammed behind him.

Pain shot through her insides and cramped her
stomach. Focus. She couldn’t let Alex’s anger affect her right now.
She needed to know why the hell Cristos had shown up, what he
wanted. The Minare and Elementals didn’t socialize. Meaning he was
here for some specific purpose.

“What are you doing here, Cristos?”

She wasn’t sure what to expect. Was this a
trick? Did he want to get her alone so he could strike her down,
once and for all? The hairs on the back of her neck remained flat.
Her spine didn’t get any cold chills. Why not? Her Elemental
instincts should be kicking into high gear right about now. Was she
functioning on faulty equipment, or was Cristos not a threat at the
moment?

She breathed deep, the corner of her eye
catching where the hose mounted to the house. “Let’s go out on the
lawn for more privacy.” And where I have access
to water, should I need it.

“Fine.”

She followed him off the porch and onto the
lawn. The grass had begun to wilt in the cool October weather, but
the gigantic oak trees surrounding Alex’s house seemed unfazed by
the changing climate. Let’s hope I can follow
their example. Stay strong and sturdy, unrelenting.

“Cristos, what’s going on? Do you know
something about Ella you’re not telling us?”

He stepped toward her. There was a pain in
his glance, a sorrow flickering in those silver tints. “Ella’s not
why I’m here.”

“Is she okay?” Brooke didn’t expect a reply,
much less a truthful one. And she did want to know why Cristos had
suddenly appeared at Alex’s house. But Ella outranked
curiosity.

He cast a glance downward. “I honestly don’t
know.”

Why was he standing around, not telling her
anything? It didn’t make sense. Maybe she should try the cop
approach. Wait for the other person to speak, allow silence to
become the powerful force it can be. Someone always talked to fill
the void. Alex did it with suspects, right? The Minare probably
wouldn’t fall for such tricks, but what else could she do? Be
hospitable and offer him a cup of tea?

She waited. For what seemed an eternity. A
red Mini-Cooper drove past, weaving between cars parked on either
side of the street. A blue jay cawed from the top of a Cypress
tree. The sun ducked behind an azure cloud.

“May I ask you a personal question?” he said.
Finally.

She nodded and forced her mouth to stay
closed, so her jaw wouldn’t drop.

When he finally spoke, his voice was barely a
whisper. “Why did you break Universe’s rules? Weren’t you afraid of
the consequences?”

Why was he asking such a thing? Why now? Did
this mean he planned to break some Minare rule? Wipe the dumb look off your face, Brooke. Think. Answer. Put
rational thoughts together to form a sentence. It’s not that
difficult.

“Brooke?” he prompted.

“Sorry, just thinking.” None of her internal
alarms were going off. No panic, no feeling the need to escape.
Why? Shouldn’t her heart be racing to survive right now?

“Thinking about—?”

“I suppose I went with my gut, with what I
knew to be true. I loved Alex and he was worth getting in trouble
for. Mind you, there were consequences.”

Cristos nodded. “You were luckier than
most.”

“True, but I’d make the choice again. It was
the right thing to do for me at the time.” She gingerly took a few
steps to get closer to him. There was—dare she say it?—a connection
in the air between them, as delicate and unseen as a spider’s web.
“Why do you ask?”

“Because I think I might be—”

“Why is the freak here?” Phoenix yelled, his
tone loud enough to cross state lines. He slammed the screen door,
stormed up to Cristos, and then blew smoke in his face.

Damn, damn, damn! Phoenix always ruined
everything. The fragile moment between her and Cristos vanished.
He’d been on the verge of divulging something personal. He’d never
opened up before. And he likely wouldn’t again. Where understanding
and curiosity had warmed his gaze only seconds earlier, now rage
and defensiveness loomed.

“I see you’ve brought in the reinforcements,”
Cristos said.

She glared at Phoenix. He always screwed
things up in the worst possible way. “It wasn’t my call.”

Cristos raised an eyebrow, an honest reaction
of surprise.

“Where’s Ella?” Phoenix demanded. “We know
you freaks want her.”

“We’ve covered that already,” Brooke said.
She wanted to slap him. Why did he have to be mister macho all the
time? She needed to learn what Cristos was going to say, before
Phoenix screwed up the moment.

“I’ll be on my way,” Cristos said.

“Wait.” Brooke shoved Phoenix back and
followed Cristos. “What were you going to say? You thought you
might be what?”

He watched her for a moment, and a flicker of
their earlier connection returned. Then he bit his lip and glanced
back to where Phoenix, and now Alex, stood. “It’s not important.
I’d best be going.”

“But—”

“Forget it, Brooke,” he said with stern
reproach in his voice. He turned and began to walk away.

She had to try something. Anything. Get him
to open up. Maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t the monster she had
presumed, but Soren’s evil pawn instead.

“It’s hard living amongst humanity with no
end in sight,” she called after him. The statement was known by
both their kinds; maybe he would trust her if she admitted it
first?

He spun around, his eyebrows furrowed. Yet
curiosity flickered in his glance.

“Whether you’re a Fallen Angel or an
Elemental,” she added.

He curled his lips into a smile. For a
genuine moment, he appeared happy; happy without having claimed
innocent souls for his own. She wondered if he yearned for more
instances like these.

Stepping gingerly toward her, he leaned
closer to whisper something in her ear. She braced herself for
anything. Even if he seemed happy, she needed to be prepared to
defend herself.

“I’ll do my best to keep you informed on
Ella,” he whispered. Then he turned, walked away, and didn’t look
back.


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

After Cristos disappeared
around the street corner, Brooke returned to the house. Her mind
still reeled after their conversation. What was Cristos up to? Had
there been a point to him coming to Alex’s house, except to ask
about her breaking the rules?

She stepped across the grass to find Alex and
Phoenix waiting on the front porch. Both appeared to be chomping at
the bit, ready to offer their criticism. She didn’t give either the
opportunity.

“Let’s go to meet Terran and Tempest. We have
twenty minutes.”

Alex narrowed his eyes. “Do I get to come
along, or am I not welcome on this venture too?”

The sarcasm in his voice dripped with pain.
She could feel it coursing through her body, stopping at her
beating heart. “Yes, you can come.”

Cristos didn’t seem as threatening anymore,
so keeping Alex hidden wasn’t as important as mending her
relationship with him. Then again, the whole charade with Cristos
could’ve just been a trick.

Phoenix stood up. “How come Alex gets
to—?”

“Shut up, Phoenix.” She walked toward the
car.

Phoenix’s mouth dropped open. “Now wait a
minute—”

“If you want to come, you’d better be quiet
and start moving your feet,” she said, in no mood for his criticism
or questioning of her motives.

Phoenix gave a last glance around the outer
perimeter of the house, and then jostled down the steps. “Then
let’s go.”

Alex clenched his fists and followed. “What a
fun evening this is going to be.”

She started the engine and drove everyone
back to the Quarter. The silence looming in the car was
nerve-wracking, but she resisted the urge to speak. Seconds ticked
by. Car tires sloshed through puddles, vehicles swerved and honked
to jockey for position on the narrow streets, all these sounds
seeming louder than before.

“What did Cristos want?” Alex said, breaking
the tense silence between them.

“I don’t know. But something tells me he
won’t be a problem anymore.”

Phoenix smirked. “Why’s that?”

She hesitated before answering. “It may sound
crazy, but I think he…feels respect for me.”

For the next two minutes, she couldn’t hear
herself think. Phoenix laughed so loud, his cackles outdid the
decibel sounds coming from the street.

“What’s your problem, Phoenix?” she
asked.

Alex tore his attention away from the window
to stare at her with a questioning look, a look that wondered if
she’d lost her mind.

“He’s falling for you,” Alex said flatly. “I
could see it in his eyes.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Cristos is a Fallen
Angel. Our kinds are rivals. He only wanted to talk.”

“Bullshit,” Phoenix piped through his
cackling. “I call bullshit.”

“I hate to agree with fire boy, but he’s
right,” Alex said.

She gripped the wheel and sped faster down
Esplanade Avenue. Did she really have to deal with male human
jealousy in the midst of all this? Still, Alex had to be feeling
vulnerable after being told to sit on the sidelines, give her space
to talk to her enemy. He’d done all those things. She could grant
him some compassion for a normal human emotion.

“Maybe you’ve got a point,” she said. “But
I’m tired of being afraid. Afraid to let Alex come with us because
Cristos might follow. Afraid to overstep my bounds with Ella or
Universe will smack me down. It’s too much. Let’s find Ella, get
her safe, no matter what. Agreed?”

Alex nodded, but Phoenix shook his head.

She let out a full dramatic sigh, one she
hoped revealed her annoyance. “You have something to add or correct
me on, I’m sure?”

Phoenix flipped his lighter open and closed
it again. “You trust people too easily. You’re always willing to
break the rules. Rules are in place for a reason, Brooke.”

“Don’t lecture me.” She turned right on
Decatur Street and weaved between all the delivery trucks making
stops at this hour. She needed to find a parking place and meet up
with Terran and Tempest, her more level-headed colleagues.

“Someone has to,” Phoenix added with a
smirk.

“Leave her alone,” Alex said.

“Uh, no—mortal. I’m an Elemental. What she
does affects my mission. So, you’ll forgive me for not listening to
your stupid human advice.”

“Excuse me?” Alex clenched his jaw. His stare
practically hurled daggers in Phoenix’s direction.

“You heard me. I’m allowed to talk to my
co-Elemental any way I please. It’s not for you, a human, to
decide.”

“Enough already,” Brooke snapped. She
squeezed the car into a tight parking space between a Volkswagen
Bug and a Buick. “Phoenix, I don’t like you insulting humans. We
protect them.”

Phoenix unclipped his seat belt as they
parked. “We may protect them, but c’mon, even your cop friend here
has to admit, humans can be idiots.”

Alex shrugged. “Decent people keep me going.
They make the jerks worth dealing with.”

“No wonder,” Phoenix said.

“What does that mean?” Brooke asked.
Irritation surged through her body and she pulled the keys out of
the ignition before slamming her car door. “I’m a little tired of
you ragging on me. And what’s with the attitude toward
humanity?”

“I’m only stating the obvious. Let’s go find
Terran and Tempest,” Phoenix said. It was his way of having the
last word while pretending to sound strategic. Whatever.

“Fine.”

They walked in silence to St. Louis
Cathedral. In front of the church, Terran and Tempest sat on one of
the benches. Dozens of pigeons surrounded them, a common sight in
Jackson Square. Brooke smiled. Tempest always could talk to birds,
winged creatures that travelled on the wind.

“Hey,” Phoenix said, sprinting ahead so he
was two steps closer than Brooke or Alex. Showoff.

Terran wiggled his arm to shake off the
pigeon that had taken up residence there. “Any progress?”

Before she could speak, Phoenix filled them
in on the happenings, complete with his whiny sarcasm.

Terran scratched his head. “Do you really
think Cristos will back off? Seems like a trick, Brooke. One where
you should know better.”

Phoenix grinned ear to ear. Stupid jerk.

“I thought my sense of him was correct.” She
knew how contradictory her words sounded. They didn’t make sense,
not even to her. But she could read emotions better than her
colleagues, and she hadn’t been wrong.

“We still need to keep our guard up,” Terran
said. “Don’t screw this up because you’re losing it, Brooke.”

“Why don’t you Elementals stop insulting each
other so you can find my daughter?” Alex said. His face was red,
probably from holding his tongue so long.

“Donut Man thinks he’s one of us,” Phoenix
said, pointing an arm out at Alex.

Enough. Fire boy needed to be put in his
place. Brooke grabbed Phoenix’s arm and twisted it behind his
back.

“Ow! Will you cut it out?”

“I’ve had enough of your whiny outbursts.
Apologize, and cut the crap,” Brooke said. “We have important
things to do.”

“A little help, guys?” Phoenix cast a
pleading glance to Terran and Tempest, who only offered knowing
smiles.

Brooke wrenched Phoenix’s arm higher up his
back, almost twisting his shoulder. “You always want the last word.
Now’s your chance. Apologize.”

Phoenix struggled to get free but she kept
him firm in her grip. “Sorry,” he blurted out.

She yanked his other arm and shoved it behind
his back. “Be sincere.”

“Yikes, damn it Brooke. You’re lucky we
aren’t supposed to show off our powers in public.”

“I’m waiting.” She looked into Alex’s
grinning face and mouthed, “I love you.”

Alex grinned, crossed his arms, and
waited.

Phoenix yelped for a few seconds before his
muscles relaxed. Finally he said, “Alex, I’m sincerely sorry for
the things I said.”

Brooke smiled ear to ear and released him.
“Good.”

Phoenix stretched out his arms, a pouting
look on his young face. “You were always the thorough one, even
your water Element can seep into cracks no one knew about.”

“That’s because I’m good at my job,” Brooke
said, a surge of pride coursing through her. She was good at
her job. That’s why Universe had allowed her to remain in New
Orleans, keep it protected from all sides by water. It was high
time Phoenix remembered that.

“With that matter settled,” Terran said, “I
have an idea. We should each try contacting our Element extensions
to learn where Soren is. Tempest and I had no luck searching on
Toulouse Street.”

Brooke watched the pigeons warble and coo
around Tempest’s ankles. “Worth a shot, but where should we go to
contact all four Elemental properties?”

A breeze swirled, cooling down their backs
and balancing the air between them. Tempest closed her eyes and
offered her outstretched palms to the birds. Brooke, Terran and
Phoenix stepped in closer to conceal her actions. Alex waited,
trying not to appear conspicuous.

“We need a safe place to contact our
Elemental roots,” Tempest whispered. “Can you offer a suggestion
and assistance? We’d be grateful.”

Silent seconds passed, and the breeze
continued to gust. Alex gave Brooke a strange look, then he darted
his glance to the tree tops overhead. The leaves weren’t moving,
yet wind was blowing. Brooke mouthed, “Wind and Air Element.”

His eyes widened, almost like he hadn’t
considered other Elements and their effect on the world. She
guessed he’d grown used to her water powers only, for he appeared
stunned to see other Elementals in action. Maybe he hadn’t really
believed in the four Elementals until now.

Suddenly, the breeze stopped and Tempest
opened her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered. The pigeons sauntered
away, warbling and cooing their way down the stony path.

Terran, ever the gentleman, held Tempest’s
arm to sturdy her from exhaustion. “So, what did they say?”

Tempest brushed herself off and fanned her
face with her hand. “We need to go to St. Michael’s Cemetery.
Something special will occur when the four of us hold hands around
Gabriella Cage’s gravestone.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

The uneasiness intensified
as Brooke drove closer to St. Michael’s Cemetery. This was the
place where Tempest said they needed to be. Brooke’s co-Elemental
would never break the rules, so the message from the birds had to
be correct.

So why was Brooke’s throat becoming dry?
Cemeteries were sacred places for Elementals. If anything,
shouldn’t she feel relief?

Relax. Just go with the
flow. She inhaled and exhaled deeply three times to calm her
nerves. Relief didn’t come. Instead, a sense of ominous doom
saturated the dark night air.

Breathe. Everything will be
okay.

Oh, who was she kidding? Her insides were
doing flip-flops at an Olympic level. As much as she tried to
relax, she couldn’t.

Looking to her colleagues, she wondered if
they felt the same. All she could read in their expressions was
concern. What excellent poker players they would make. Alex kept
his stone-cop face on, making her feel like the only one whose
insides were an utter mess. How did everyone else do it?

She sped through the dark Carrollton Avenue
side streets, her car’s wheels jiggling across the trolley tracks.
She wished it was daylight, where she could see her favorite
neighborhood’s décor. Something about the wide porches overflowing
with potted plants and vegetables, neighborhood businesses on every
corner, the humans walking dogs and saying hello to passersby
without a care in the world—the place held a sense of trust. These
iconic things spelled home and comfort on most days. Just not
now.

She swallowed hard when they arrived at the
cemetery gate. An eerie-looking black iron fence surrounded the
place, its sharp spikes wrapped with Wisteria’s rope vines. Silence
hovered in the air, and the sound was louder than Bourbon Street
during Mardi Gras. Cemetery or not, the place seemed haunted. Not
to mention they were a week away from Halloween.

With a solid push, Brooke opened the gate.
The bottom rail caught on a layer of fallen autumn leaves, making a
scraping sound as they stepped inside. In the background, cicadas
and other evening creatures sung in the dark.

“You sure the birds told you to come here?”
Phoenix asked. His tone was strangely circumspect. At least he
wasn’t being his usual sarcastic self.

“Yes. We need to find Gabriella’s gravesite,”
Tempest said. Her flashlight’s beam cut through the darkness and
illuminated rows of granite crypts.

Brooke took special care to tread lightly.
These communes of the dead were safe places for Elementals,
shielding them from Fallen Angels. The least she could do was offer
respect in return. As she moved past each cross, cherub, and
angel-laden tomb, a sense of warmth flooded through her. People
continued to remember these humans long ago put in the ground.
Flowers, pebbles, candles, and other offerings kept the memory of
loved ones alive. Random oil lamps offered glints of light to read
the epitaphs.

Phoenix dipped his fingers into one candle’s
flame. “Who is Gabriella Cage anyway? I say we find her gravesite
fast and get the hell out of here.”

Tempest read each headstone they brushed
past, then shrugged. “The birds didn’t say. Only that we had to
find—”

“There it is.” Brooke’s mouth grew bone-dry.
Gabriella’s tombstone wasn’t what she expected, nor did it resemble
any other crypt. Placed near a grassy path in the back, seeming
abandoned by the rest of the cemetery, sat a child’s crib carved
from granite. The piece was almost two feet high and the sides
appeared eroded.

A baby’s grave? What did this mean?

Alex stopped short, bumping into her. When he
saw the granite tomb, his eyes widened. “Why would they send you
here?”

“I’m not sure.” Brooke stepped across the
grass and knelt beside the crib. With the fresh dew moistening her
knees, she traced her fingers across the faded letters of the
carved epitaph. “Gabriella Cage, beloved daughter of Morgan and Kym
Cage, October 1 – October 31.”

“She died on Halloween,” Phoenix noted. “But
we still don’t know who Gabriella was.”

Brooke brushed the gold and brown leaves
aside. A granite pillow on the inside of the crib held lettering.
“There’s a quote. May your talents continue to reign, in this world
and the next.”

Silence loomed in the air between them for a
long minute, and then the cicadas resumed their symphony.

“The year isn’t listed,” Terran said. “I’m
all for keeping an open mind, but what does this mean?” He reached
down to scratch his legs with fervor.

“You okay?” Brooke asked.

“Yeah, must have stepped through some poison
ivy.”

Brooke stared at the gravestone, then at the
reddening circle on Terran’s leg. “Something’s familiar. Where have
I heard of Morgan Cage before?”

Alex scratched his head. “Maybe someone’s
story featured in the press?”

“No, it’s something else.”

What the hell was it? The unanswered question
nagged at her insides like an open sore.

Tempest drew in closer. “Let’s join hands,
like the birds told us.”

Alex moved back a few feet and kept watch.
For a human, he’d more than proven his ability to be of use. Not
that she’d sought out those qualities, but it had been a nice
bonus. Brooke offered him a proud smile before stepping into a
circle of her own kind.

The Elementals then clasped hands to form a
ring of Earth, Fire, Wind, and Water. Each kept an intense gaze on
the gravesite, curious what would happen next.

Without warning, jolts pulsated through her
hands, into her wrists and up her arms. Flaring heat spread across
her back, and the hairs on her neck went erect. Whoa, did everyone
else feel that? A tingling sensation, like every cell in her body
had a renewed energy. Dormant aches and worries from earlier seemed
foggy now. Things seemed…clearer.

Terran glanced around before speaking. “I’m
getting heavy vibes through my feet and legs, probably from the
plants.”

“It feels like my chest is on fire,” Phoenix
said. “Not painful, just awake.”

“I think we’re each feeling something in a
different way,” Brooke said, “depending on our natural Elements.
Wait a second, that’s it!”

“What?” Tempest asked.

“Morgan Cage. I used to hear it whenever I
travelled to Europe to help Water Elementals there. Legend said he
was one of the most powerful Water Elementals in the world, but no
one knew where he came from, whose clan he was hooked up with.”

Phoenix narrowed his eyes. “And how does this
fit with the baby’s grave?”

Brooke gulped. Everything made sense now. And
yet, it couldn’t be.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked. Apparently he
recognized her freaked-out expression. “I…um…” Brooke released her
hands, breaking the circle of four. A cool breeze circled them.

Tempest stepped closer and put her hand on
Brooke’s shoulder. “You know why we were told to come here, don’t
you?”

Brooke nodded and gulped for air, followed by
hiccups from breathing too fast. Tempest always had been
perceptive. But damn, was she ever on target right now.

Phoenix ignited a cigarette he pulled from
his pocket. “Then tell us so we can do whatever it is and then get
the hell out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”

The hairs on Brooke’s neck snapped to
attention. Someone else was in the cemetery. She darted her gaze to
up the hillside. There stood Mercury, his silhouette form leaning
against an old Cypress tree. Its needles had turned brown, like
nature had put on her best autumn coat. Mercury’s expression
remained solemn, but he gave a quick nod. Permission granted to speak.

Brooke cleared her throat. “The rumor around
Europe was Universe had grown tired of the Elementals’ failed
attempts to wipe out Fallen Angels. This was back in the Dark Ages.
Humans were dying left and right, so Universe couldn’t afford to
banish any Elemental. They began to slack off because they knew no
consequences existed.”

“And?” Phoenix asked, like an impatient kid
wanting the storybook reader to go faster.

“Supposedly Universe assumed a human form on
Earth and became an Elemental to do the job himself. Elementals
reigned strong. Large groups of Fallen Angels were banished to the
edges of the Earth. Humans were safe.”

Terran leaned over and picked up some dirt in
his hand, as if trying to connect with it. “Why haven’t we ever
heard this story before?”

Brooke swallowed hard. “Perhaps Mercury
should answer that question.”

Phoenix leaned against a tree and exhaled a
puff of smoke. “But Mr. Annoying Geekhead isn’t here.”

Brooke grinned and pointed up the hill. The
blood drained from Phoenix’s face when he saw Mercury approach.
“Um, sorry for the name-calling.”

Merc shot him an arrogant smile. “No worries.
You’ll get your comeuppance.”

Phoenix gulped so hard, everyone could hear
it. “I didn’t mean—”

“Enough,” Terran said. “Let’s skip the
formalities for now. Mercury, can you tell us more about Universe,
and what it has to do with this grave?”

Brooke stepped across the grass and grabbed
Alex’s hand. “I only know part of the story. I want to hear the
rest.”

Mercury stared intently into their faces, one
at a time. Then he sat down and removed his hat. Oh, boy. Merc
never removed his hat. Whatever he was about to tell them would be
a game-changer. Brooke could sense the hackles on the back of her
neck go into overdrive.

“Universe came to Earth and assumed a human
male form,” Merc began. “Only he had the powers of all Elementals,
not just one. Morgan Cage became known as the Elemental no one
dared mess with.”

Phoenix nodded. “Some things never change. He
still isn’t someone to be messed with.”

Mercury flashed a knowing smile. “As you’ll
find out in time, fire boy.”

Phoenix’s chin clenched. “What does that
mean?”

“Quiet,” Terran said. “Phoenix’s an idiot, we
accept that. Please continue.”

Phoenix shot a pouting look at Terran before
continuing to listen.

Mercury cleared his throat and glanced at
Brooke. “The Fallen Angels, not to mention the humans, began to be
suspicious. Morgan Cage became too recognizable. The attention
would have blown his cover, so he took steps to fit in.”

“What steps?” Brooke asked, though she knew
the answer. She squeezed Alex’s hand and waited for Merc to
respond. Tell me. Say it out loud so I know it’s
real.

Mercury’s gaze was warm and empathetic. “He
married a human female.”

Brooke gulped for air. She was thirsty.

Alex’s brows furrowed. “Wait, I don’t
understand—”

“Morgan Cage took a human female, Kym, as his
wife. They consummated their bond and—”

“Gabriella Cage was their child,” Brooke
uttered, powerless to keep the words inside her mind anymore.
“Universe mated with a human and had a child. Just like me.”

Mercury lowered his eyes. “Yes.”

Terran, Tempest, and Phoenix stood
speechless, each one digesting the information.

“Wait,” Alex said. “If that’s true, why did
Universe give Brooke so much grief for being with me and having
Ella? Life hasn’t been a picnic with you Elementals, no offense.
Now we learn he went against the rules too?”

Mercury clasped his hands and rested them on
his lap. “The no mating with humans was more of a guideline for
centuries, for obvious reasons. Universe didn’t make it an official
rule until Gabriella died. And the rule was to prevent children, so
no little ones would be at risk.”

Brooke plunked down on the grass, her knees
feeling wobbly.

“You okay?” Alex asked.

She nodded. “It makes sense, I can’t imagine
losing Ella. Even though I can’t tell her who I am.” Anger surged
through her. “Wait a minute, was Universe going to tell Gabriella
about her heritage? If so, why can’t I?”

Merc cocked an eyebrow. “You’re not asking
the right question.”

What did Merc mean? Her throat turned to
cotton and she tried to swallow. Every drip of saliva had left her
mouth. She needed water, and soon.

“What is the right question?” she asked.

Alex rubbed her shoulder. “How did Gabriella
die?”

Merc’s eyes gleamed. “Now that’s the right
question.”

“So answer it,” Brooke said, too tired for
mind games.

“Soren Drake.”

Oh shit. Soren? Their Soren, who’d they’d
been battling for centuries? The Elementals appeared as surprised
as she was.

“How?” she asked.

Merc adjusted his hat in his hands. “Soren,
along with other Fallen Angels who eventually became clan leaders
like him, learned about Morgan’s powers. Many of their own were
being banished, so it wasn’t hard to figure out. Plus, as you said,
rumors of him ran rampant.”

“Soren killed Universe’s kid?” Alex
asked.

Merc nodded. “Once Soren and the others
learned Morgan had a family, it was simple. They kidnapped Mom and
baby. Soren demanded that Universe stop hunting Fallen Angels if
Universe ever wanted to see his wife and child again. Universe was
torn, split between two things he loved—”

“His family or his mission,” Brooke said.
Damn, everything was beginning to fall into place. Had that been
why Universe showed more mercy toward her? Letting her stay in the
same town, but forbidding her involvement with Ella? Because he’d
once been where she was now? Behind that stern boss persona,
Universe had really been empathetic?

Merc smiled. “Yes.”

“I wish I’d known,” Brooke whispered. She
clasped Alex’s hand tighter.

Terran took a quick glance at their holding
hands. “So what did Universe do?”

“When the time came for him to choose, he
chose his family. Of course the Fallen Angels didn’t believe him,
so they ransacked a few hundred human souls to see if he’d make
waves. He didn’t. He later told me it was the worst time in his
existence. After a few weeks passed and he hadn’t prevented their
attacks, Soren let the wife and child go, swearing they’d be safe
and sound at home.”

Uneasiness raced through Brooke. “Nothing’s
that simple, especially where Soren’s concerned. What
happened?”

Merc adjusted his position. “Morgan Cage, aka
Universe, went home to find his wife and baby slaughtered.”

A deep wail lodged in Brooke’s gut. For a
split second, she saw Ella’s fragile body cut open, covered in
blood. No. Please don’t let that happen to Ella. Brooke took a deep
breath and pushed the panicked image from her mind. She would never
let Soren harm Ella, even if she had to give her own life.

Brooke let out a sharp cry and buried her
face in her hands. “That’s terrible.”

Alex put a comforting arm on her shoulder.
“What happened afterward?”

Merc shrugged. “Universe never assumed human
form again, and he declared cemeteries protective places for
Elementals. New Orleans has more cemeteries per square foot than
many other cities, so Gabriella’s buried here. As is her mother,
just over there.” Merc pointed to the large granite cross on top of
another crypt. “Of course, he then forbade Elementals from mating
with humans.”

“But…” Brooke began.

As if Merc could read her mind, he said,
“Universe made the right choice to protect his family, but Soren
and the clans killed them anyway.”

Merc pointed to the four Elementals, her
included. “You all need to banish Soren, so he can’t do this to
Ella or anyone else. Universe knows the mission helps protect
everyone. That’s why he became so angry when you fell for Alex. You
presumed Alex’s safety outranked everyone else’s. What you don’t
realize is, when you protect all humans, then your own family will
be safe.”

So her mission and love weren’t mutually
exclusive? Her mind reeled so fast, she could hardly
concentrate.

“How do we stop these creatures from harming
Ella?” Alex asked. His chin was clenched and his fists were balled
up, ready to attack. “She can’t die—” His voice trailed off into a
thick silence.

Mercury glanced up the hill. The sun had
begun to come up, a fiery ball over the Cypress trees. “Soren’s
been searching for Gabriella’s grave for ages. He’ll attempt to
destroy it if he can. With him on the city council, now he’ll have
more leverage.”

Brooke swallowed a gulp full of shame and
regret. If only she’d stopped him from being elected to the city
council. But she’d gone to check on Ella that day. “Every choice we
make counts,” she murmured.

“What can we do?” Alex asked, ever the
task-oriented cop.

“Keep an eye on the cemeteries. It should be
easy for you, Alex, since it comes as part of patrolling. Soren
will look for a way to destroy the cemeteries so Gabriella’s grave
will become a memory.”

Brooke tried to process all the information.
“But what does he care if this grave exists or not? Gabriella Cage
is dead.”

Merc cast a knowing glance at Terran. “Want
to offer your opinion here, or do I have to give all the Jeopardy
answers?”

Terran ran his fingers across Gabriella’s
tombstone, and then rubbed the silt-laden soil through his hands.
He looked up, a pensive expression on his face. “Holy Ground?”

Merc nodded. “Correct. Gabriella might be
dead, but her gravesite is a source of mystical power. If the four
of you, together, can trap Soren and bring him here, you can banish
him.”

“How are we supposed to get Soren here? The
Minare avoid cemeteries,” Brooke said.

“You’ll find a way. Perhaps Cristos can help?
I hear he’s grown fond of you since performing the ritual on
Alex.”

Alex and Phoenix gave Brooke the I-told-you-so look. “Maybe,” she said.

Mercury stretched as tall as he could in his
elf-like form and put his hat back on. “I need to go. Soren knows
the grave and this holy ground will be his undoing. He’ll try to
destroy it. If you can get him here first, and use the four
Elemental powers, you’ll have him.”

“Can’t I just kill him with my bare hands?”
Alex said, anger seething in his voice.

Mercury shrugged. “Sorry, but no. Let the
Elementals manage this one. Besides, Brooke will tell you
banishment is worse than killing. Killing them only sends them to
hell, and Lucifer will send them right back, if he chooses. Then
we’re all back to square one.”

Brooke stood and rubbed Alex’s arm. “Alex can
help our efforts. We’ll find a way to get Soren, Merc. I
promise.”

Merc tipped his hat. “Sweet words I longed to
hear.” He turned and walked away, his five-foot shadow blending in
with those from crosses, pyramids, and cherubs as he weaved his way
out of sight.

Tempest sat down. “Anyone else
surprised?”

Phoenix didn’t say anything, just nodded.
Strange for the Elemental who had an opinion on every little thing.
Guess the news freaked him out too. Terran rubbed his hands along
the ground, seeming deep in thought.

Brooke gave a resolute nod to her team. “This
is good news. Now we know how to take Soren down.”

Terran wiped his hands on his jeans. “We
still don’t know how we’re supposed to lure Soren here. He’ll never
come willingly.”

Brooke nodded. He had a point. “Cristos might
know. I can’t be sure, but I think I should try to go to him. See
if he’s still in an intel-sharing mood.”

Alex stood. “I’ll step up the patrols for the
cemetery district. With Halloween approaching, crimes will increase
with or without Fallen Angels in the mix.”

“Good. So we’re ready.”

Terran exchanged glances with his Elemental
team. Then he said the words Brooke had hoped for all along. “We’re
with you. Until the end.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Soren inched his manicured
hand across the base of his neck. The short and tiny hairs grazing
his collar felt strange, not natural and free like his long hair
did. To make matters worse, he wasn’t on Skype anymore. Damn
bureaucratic government insisted he attend the city council meeting
in person, a request he hadn’t been comfortable with but seemed to
have no choice.

He darted a wary glance around the room.
Humph. A bunch of stuffy-looking humans squeezed into chairs too
tight for their pear-shaped bodies. The men appeared to have one
foot in the grave, while the women wore collars buttoned all the
way to their necks. They’ve probably never seen
themselves naked. He let out an impatient sigh.

“Do you have something to add?” a red-haired
woman asked. She looked like a reincarnated carrot.

“I’d like to propose we clean up our potholes
and our cemeteries. The cemetery district land is sinking, and my
research tells me there is abundant land for gravesites on the
North Shore. We could overhaul the broken-down cemetery district.
I’d recommend—”

“Who on Earth have you been talking to,
rookie?” A cherub-faced man with pudgy ears struggled to sit
forward. “We can’t just dig up all these tombs and move them. There
are legalities here. Next of kin would need to be contacted. Can
you imagine the administrative nightmare? Now, I appreciate your
new enthusiasm, but what you propose would be an impossible
feat.”

Impatience pumped through Soren’s veins, but
he kept himself in check while memorizing the man’s demeanor. A
thousand bucks said the guy was a pedophile. You’ll be next on my victim list, buddy.

Soren took a deep breath to maintain
composure. “Nothing’s impossible. Why wouldn’t we want to expand,
build out? Isn’t that what other cities are doing? Why should we
lag behind?”

Carrot lady fiddled with her earring. “But
our city’s below sea level. It’s different.”

“I think New Orleans is overdue for a
beneficial change. Doesn’t anyone want to try?” He forced himself
to pause while he met the gaze of eight confused humans across the
table. This is your test. Don’t blow it, people.

The men frowned and didn’t bother to answer.
Such cowards. No wonder they led lives of quiet desperation. But
the women didn’t seem eager to speak up either, a trait he found
strange. Women always responded to him. Why wasn’t his usual charm
working on this bunch of misfits?

He couldn’t give up. Racking his mind for
some other approach, he noticed a pretty brunette pull her chair
forward. Damn, what a magnificent woman. Certainly a rarity in this
group. He hadn’t noticed her until that moment, thanks to a chubby
man who’d blocked her from view.

“Maybe you could write out a detailed
proposal of your plan,” she said. “Cemeteries do tend to be
crime-ridden areas. We could approach the changes from that
angle.”

Hello, beautiful.
She had dark brown hair that resembled silk, and her slender legs
stretched to heaven. Her words didn’t have a trace of doubt or
cynicism. Such a unique creature.

He looked to the other council members.
Technically, he didn’t need their approval. Soldiers and
unsuspecting humans on Bourbon Street would become his army. They
could increase violent crimes in cemeteries until public outrage
forced the city council to agree. But it sure would save time if
the council accepted his proposal now.

“I’d be happy to submit a proposal for the
council,” Soren said. “Forgive me, but your name is?”

“Nancy Bergeron.” What lovely eyes she had,
hazel with tints of green.

“I can email you my research documents
tomorrow. How does that sound to everyone?” he asked. Maybe the
others would go along, since one of their own hadn’t shut down his
idea.

Carrot top frowned. “Create your proposal if
you want. Just know you’re not likely to get anywhere.”

I’ll get my way in this
city, with or without your help. Bitch.

“No harm in trying, right?” he said, keeping
things congenial, the human method for getting what he wanted. He
winked at the brunette. Her eyes widened, and then she offered him
a sexy smile from her pouty red lips. Hmm, she could become quite
useful. Quite useful, indeed.

When the city council meeting ended, Soren
sauntered over to offer his affection. In return, she could provide
what he wanted. A fair exchange, something not used much since the
Old World. When fair trade ruled all.

Like all women before her, she wasn’t
difficult to read. Her lips curled into a smile when he made jokes,
her eyes lit up when he offered eye contact. Such a simple method
to soliciting women. Why had most men never figured it out? All he
had to do was listen, seem intrigued by everything she said, and
pretend to care about who she was. So easy. She’d plead for his
manhood by nightfall.

“May I walk with you?” he asked, keeping the
bass tone in his voice. Deep voices signaled protection for women,
a known trait he always took advantage of.

She brushed a rebellious strand of hair
behind her ear. “Sure. I’m parked in the lot behind the
building.”

He offered his arm. When she wrapped her
manicured hands around his muscles, sheer pleasure jolted through
him all the way to his groin. My, my. She is a
perfect specimen.

###

Soren forced his eyes open and moaned. The
harsh morning light streaking through the window and across his
hotel suite didn’t help what was shaping up to be a Grade-A
headache. He’d need to have a word with housekeeping. How difficult
was it to keep the curtains drawn? They always opened them when
they cleaned, and he’d stumbled in too late last night to remember
to put them back.

He clutched the mattress and heaved himself
into a sitting position. Damn, what day was it? Hangovers always
presented this problem. They robbed brain cells. He staggered into
the shower, where images of last night flickered back into memory:
dark curly hair, enormous breasts, and the smell of jasmine in her
cleavage. Conservative brunette on the city council by day, a woman
with fire between her legs by night.

Whew, what a dame she’d proven herself to be.
They’d wined, dined, and stumbled into random alleys for a good
fuck. Damn, had he really gotten laid on top of a trolley? While it
moved?

She’d been worth the headache. Reluctantly,
he washed her smell off his skin before stepping out of the shower
and getting dressed. Dominick and Cristos would arrive for the
breakfast summit soon. Soren made a call to room service to send up
croissants, fruit, and coffee. Then he popped two aspirin and
reviewed the agenda. It was time to step things up with his top two
soldiers. There were souls at stake.

Thirty minutes later, platters filled with
breads, cheeses and fruit lined the table, along with two steaming
carafes of café au lait. Despite his pounding head, Soren heard
Cristos and Dominick long before their footsteps reached the
door.

“Enter,” he said, rubbing his temples to ward
off the pain. What he wouldn’t give to return to Egypt where his
favorite goddess-like masseuse existed. Oh well,
can’t have everything.

Cristos opened the door and attempted to walk
in first, only Dominick side-stepped him and cut ahead.

“Eager, are we?” Cristos said, making no
attempt to hide his disdain.

Before Soren could offer the lad correction,
Dominick folded his arms and leaned against a wall. “You’re not in
a position to judge me, Cristos.”

The animosity between them hung in the air
like a bad stench. Soren ran his fingers through his hair. Crap. He
didn’t need their attitudes, not when they had things to do.

“Get some breakfast. I want updates from you
both,” Soren said.

Cristos reached for a croissant and sat down.
He shot a warning glance at Dominick, who took an exceptionally
long time to fix his fruit plate.

“Are you ready to start the meeting?” Cristos
asked. “You’re taking longer than a teenage girl in front of the
mirror.”

Soren choked back a laugh. No, he didn’t need
his lieutenants squabbling, but he had to admit, Cristos was right
on target with that comment. The young took decades to manage their
vanity.

Dominick lifted the tongs and put one last
strawberry on his plate. “Better to act like a teenage girl than a
traitor.”

“Silence,” Soren hissed. Damn it, why did
they pick today to squabble? He had a killer headache. Cristos had
offered humorous commentary, but Dominick’s retort carried
significant consequences. Division in the ranks was the last thing
he needed. He ought to clunk their heads together, if only he had
the energy. May as well settle it verbally and move on with the
meeting.

“Enough of the dissension,” Soren said. “I
want this resolved right now. Speak, Cristos.”

Dominick stuck his fork into a strawberry and
looked up. “How come he gets to go first?”

Soren leapt out of his chair and wrapped his
thick, angry fingers around Dominick’s scrawny neck. “Shut your
mouth, young one. Cristos outranks you. After he’s spoken, you may
have your turn. Until then, show some damn respect.
Understand?”

Dominick’s eyes bulged with fear and
surprise. He strained his neck to nod.

Soren released his grip, leaving Dominick
coughing for several seconds. “I’m sorry, Master Soren.”

Soren glared at the youngster for a long
minute. The kid had grown brazen after doing so well with Ella. Too
brazen. A serious lesson in respect would soon be in order.

“Accepted. Now be quiet.”

Soren turned to Cristos. “Speak.”

Cristos took a deep breath. “Well, as you’ve
witnessed, Dominick’s been a thorn in my side.”

Soren’s muscles tensed, which only fueled the
pain rattling in his brain. “You know I hate that cliché.”

“Apologies.”

“Tell me why he dares to call you a
traitor.”

Cristos chewed a bite of his croissant for
what seemed far too long. Was this a stalling technique?

“I’m waiting,” Soren said. He so wasn’t in
the mood for this.

“The kid gets on my nerves. He wants to be
the one calling the shots. That’s my job. Seriously, Dominick and I
can resolve this spat on our own. Shouldn’t we be discussing our
upcoming tasks?” Cristos asked, though something was amiss on his
face.

Soren pinched the top of his nose to ward off
the sinus pain. Damn, these human shells and their sinus issues.
“Yes, we should. But Dominick’s accusation carries serious weight.
Do you have anything to tell me?”

“I’ve always done my job and remained loyal
to you,” Cristos said. “We should move forward, not waste
time.”

Cristos appeared sincere, yet his pupils had
swelled into black saucers. Fear. Despite
the bravado, Cristos was frightened, which only meant one thing: he
was lying.

Soren’s skin prickled with irritation. The
hairs on his arms stood erect as he clenched his fists. He loved
human liars, but lies uttered from Fallen Angels sounded like nails
on a chalkboard. Time to learn the truth.

“Dominick, you may speak if you wish.”

Cristos shot the kid a threatening look.
“Don’t,” he whispered.

Dominick narrowed his eyes. “I can’t keep
quiet. You tell him, or I do. Master Soren needs to be aware of the
situation.”

What situation?
And why are my soldiers being so
secretive?

Cristos’s jaw clenched. “We should
focus—”

“Too bad you didn’t feel that way yesterday,”
Dominick said. “Master Soren—”

“Stop,” Cristos said. Then he swallowed so
hard, everyone could hear. “I’ll tell him.”

Something was definitely wrong. Cristos had
the look of a child who’d been caught with his hand in the cookie
jar.

Soren rubbed his eyes, forcing himself to
stay awake. “Speak, Christos. Enough with the stalling.”

Cristos’s chin began to tremble, and he
couldn’t make eye contact.

Oh shit. This was
worse than Soren presumed. “What did you do, soldier?”

“It’s really nothing,” Cristos began. “I went
to spy on Brooke and Alex.”

“That isn’t a bad thing.”

Dominick scoffed. “Tell him the good
part.”

Cristos bit his lip. “I’m having a problem,
Soren. For some reason, which I can’t explain, I feel drawn to
Brooke. It’s like an undertow, I feel compelled to be near her, and
when I was, I opened up to her more than I ever have. I even
mentioned that I’d keep her posted as to Ella’s whereabouts.”

Soren blinked twice, unsure if he’d heard
correctly. Maybe his hangover was affecting him? “Excuse me?”

Dominick sat on the edge of his chair with
the self-satisfied look of a tattle tale. “Cristos is the one
sabotaging your mission. Oh, and did I mention he stole the chalice
from your hotel suite and hid it in Brooke’s pub?”

“What?” Soren’s muscles pulsed with anger. He
shot an accusing stare at the soldier he thought he knew. “Is it
true?”

Cristos sat up a bit straighter. “No. Yes.
Well, it’s complicated.”

“Silence!”

Soren’s hands balled into fists as he
digested the news. Then he leapt out of his chair, gripped Cristos
around the neck, and hurled him up against the wall.

“How could you betray me? You backstabbing
bastard!”

Cristos coughed but couldn’t move. “I…I think
the feelings started when I performed the ritual on Alex. Etching
my blood signature into his skin, it’s almost like I can feel the
passion he has for Brooke now. Whatever Alex feels, a part of me
does too. I’m sorry, Soren. You know I’d never willingly defy
you.”

Soren shoved his hand upward on Cristos’s
neck, pinning him to the wall like a donkey. An accurate
description, for Cristos had been a true ass.

“You already have
defied me,” Soren said. “What were you thinking? Were you planning
to tell Ella our plan, give away our strategy, because you’ve gone
gooey-eyed over her mother?”

“I would never willingly defy you,
Soren—”

“Bullshit. You’re a traitor.” He threw a
solid punch at Cristos’s gut.

Cristos bent over and coughed, then struggled
to stand. “I swear I’m not. The ritual did something to me, but I
remain loyal to you…to the Minare.”

Soren stepped back, wanting a closer look at
his top colleague. His former top
colleague.

“I’m no longer convinced of your loyalty,”
Soren said. “Ritual or not, your actions will not be
tolerated.”

Hope flickered in Cristos’s eyes, as if he
saw a way to make amends. “I know, and believe me, nothing this
careless will ever happen again. I pledge my allegiance to you,
Soren.”

“Empty words, soldier. So, what am I to do
with you?”

Cristos was wide-eyed and shaking. “I’m
loyal—”

“Shut your mouth.” Soren thrust a swift knee
into his groin. “It’s time you learn to listen.”

While Cristos moaned and bent over, Soren
debated what to do. He couldn’t afford to lose a key player this
close to Halloween, yet his top soldier had to be dealt with. Any
desire to help the Elementals, whether intended or misdirected,
would ruin everything. Cristos must be punished. Something severe,
yet time sensitive.

Soren smiled and pushed his forearm against
Cristos’s neck, securing him against the wall. “Dominick?”

“Yes?” the kid said, utter obedience in his
tone. At least someone knew how to
behave.

Soren flashed a knowing grin at Cristos.
“Bring me the dark blue vial from the small fridge.”

Cristos began to struggle. His eyes widened,
and daggered-shaped lines formed between his brows.

Soren shoved him back into place. “Don’t you
fucking move.”

“Please, Soren, no. I promise I won’t cause
trouble again. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Good. You’ll drink the potion and accept
your punishment.”

Cristos cast a nervous glance toward the
fridge. “Please. You know me. I was with you in the Old World. I
know I’ve disappointed you, but I’ll atone for my actions.
Please.”

Dominick brought the vial over, and Soren
snatched it out of his hand.

“What is it?” Dominick asked.

Soren considered sending the kid out of the
room. This matter was between him and Cristos. However, Dominick
could benefit from witnessing the harsh act. It might even prompt
him to behave more.

“Just a sprinkling of Hell on Earth,” Soren
said. He kept his tone lighthearted for effect, like a sadistic
Mary Poppins. “Wouldn’t you agree, Cristos?”

Cristos nodded, his chin trembling.
“Depending on where you send me, yes.”

“Send him?” Dominick asked.

Soren glared at the young kid. If Dominick
watched, he’d learn the importance of obedience. “It’s a banishment
serum. There are many hellacious places on this Earth to send those
who don’t do as I say.”

Dominick’s eyes grew wide and his lips formed
an “O” but he shut his mouth and backed away. The kid was learning.
Slowly, but at least he was learning.

Soren shot Cristos a fuming stare. “Now,
drink it.”

“I’ll shut off all contact with Brooke and
Ella, I promise.” The pleading cries in his betrayer’s voice
sounded shrill.

“You’re damn right you will. But right now,
you’ll drink the serum.” Soren uncapped the vial.

“Soren, I beg you—”

“Drink it.” Soren stepped closer. “Drink it
or I’ll shove it down your gullet.”

Cristos curled his lips downward into a
frown. With a heavy sigh, he reached for the vial. “How long will I
be away?”

“For as long as I deem necessary,” Soren
said. “Betrayal isn’t a small mistake.”

“I am truly sorry, Soren.” Hope and pleas for
mercy burned in his eyes, followed by the dull haze of resignation.
He took the vial and drank.

Soren stood back, made the sign of the cross
in backwards order, and pressed two fingers against Cristos’s
forehead. A flash of light came and went. Then he was gone.

Dominick lost his balance and stumbled
backward. Apparently the kid hadn’t seen teleportation before. Made
sense, the Minare needed to fit in and it’s not something they ever
did in public circles.

“Are you all right?” Soren asked.

“Fine, Master Soren.” His entire body
shook.

Soren let out an irritated sigh. “What is
it?”

Dominick gulped in some air. “I promise I
will always do as you ask. I hope to never disappoint you like
Cristos did.” The lad thought a moment. “Where did you send
him?”

Soren gave a mischievous smile. “Antarctica.
Freezing his ass off while smelling penguin shit should change
Cristos’s tune in no time. You’ll see.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Brooke let out a long
yawn. The last few days had drained every ounce of her energy. But
she couldn’t fall asleep now, not while she was driving. As she
drove away from the low-lying areas of the cemetery district, her
mind reeled from what Mercury had told her and the Elementals.

Who would’ve thought Universe mated with a
human and had a child? Turns out the rules had been put in place
for a valid reason, not just a way to cut Elementals off from the
human world they were meant to protect. All this time, she had
presumed Universe didn’t understand her. And yet he had.

She cranked up the air conditioning. Maybe
the blast of cold air would keep her eyes open long enough to reach
Armand’s. There was no way she could work the pub until closing
tonight, and she’d closed the place too often in recent weeks.
Halloween was approaching. New Orleans people were in the mood to
go out and celebrate this time of year. No more stalling. She’d
have to put the word out to hire someone, someone she could
trust.

One glance in the rearview mirror confirmed
what she’d suspected. The Elementals had fallen asleep, though Alex
remained awake in the passenger seat. They’d been searching for
Soren the last few days, with no luck. How could a new politician
stay so incognito? He hadn’t given any interviews to the press, at
least not in person. The one time she thought they had a lead on
his location, it turned out Soren had rerouted his laptop’s IP
address to disguise his whereabouts.

Would she ever be able to find Soren, stop
him from taking over the city? Stop him from getting to Ella?

Alex stroked his chin and stared at the
passing oak trees. “Once we get back to Armand’s, I’ll put out word
to patrol the cemeteries.”

“Good idea. At least they’re all close
together.”

Alex yawned. “True. It’s easier to focus our
efforts on a compact area. We’ll need to be discreet, though.
Psycho Soren is capable of anything.” The veins in his neck bulged.
“If he hurts Ella in any way, I swear I’ll kill him. No matter what
the elf lord said.”

She chuckled at his comment on Merc. “I won’t
let any harm come to Ella.”

“What about the missing chalice?”

Her heart thumped loud within her chest. With
all the chaos, she’d momentarily forgotten about the chalice.
“We’ll stop Soren before anything happens.”

Alex didn’t appear convinced. “Soren’s not
the only one you need to worry about. Dominick could easily
persuade her to drink from it. And if she touches the stuff before
her sixteenth birthday—”

“I know.”

Brooke pushed her foot down on the
accelerator. She didn’t need him to remind her of how things
worked. She knew the consequences by heart. They’d hidden the
chalice so when Ella turned sixteen, she could choose—remain human
or become an Elemental. Both options gave Ella a future, whichever
path she wanted.

But if Ella drank from the chalice in the
presence of another life choice like the Minare before she turned
sixteen, she would be forced into servitude by the dominant force
in the room. Brooke knew Ella wouldn’t drink from the chalice of
her own volition, but what if Dominick or Soren forced her? One
swallow and Ella would be theirs for eternity, or until the
Elementals found a way to break the old ways.

“I’m not about to let that happen,” Brooke
said, determination echoing in her voice. “Ella deserves to have a
choice. I could’ve let her drink from it years ago and ensured her
fate as an Elemental, no questions asked.”

Alex nodded. “True.”

“But I didn’t want an indentured servant. I
wanted a daughter who could choose her own way. I’m not about to
let the Minare take away Ella’s free will.”

Silence lingered for a few seconds, and thick
tenacity hung in the air. Brooke gripped the wheel and skidded to a
stop in front of Armand’s. “Her birthday is the day after
Halloween. We’ve managed to keep her safe this long. Come November
1, Ella will drink in our presence and be able to pick what life
she wants: Elemental or human, her choice.”

“Let’s hope she can resist until then,” Alex
said. “I still think the convent is a viable option.”

“She gets her passion from me.” Brooke
grinned and pulled the key out of the ignition. “So let’s make sure
Soren and Dominick don’t get the opportunity to corrupt her.”

Phoenix opened his eyes and tapped Terran and
Tempest. “Are we back?”

“We’re at Armand’s. I need y’all to find out
where Cristos is hanging out so I can talk to him. Meanwhile, I’ll
call the hiring agency. Maybe they can send someone to cover the
bar for a few nights. I’ll catch up to you at noon at St. Louis
Cathedral?”

Terran rubbed the sleep from his eyes. It had
been a long night—and predawn—for everyone. “Yeah. Meet you at
noon.”

Alex gathered his car keys. “I’ll start on
the cemetery patrols. Keep me posted every few hours, okay?”

“Will do, thanks,” Brooke said, smiling at
his protective nature. He’d been a great father. She’d done what
she could from the sidelines, helping protect their daughter. That
asinine dictator Soren had no right to barge in and ruin Ella’s
life. Not now. Not ever.

###

Brooke snuck upstairs to catch some sleep
before meeting the Elementals. She’d spent thirty minutes calling
staffing agencies. Everyone promised the best resumes would come by
email, but unfortunately they couldn’t send anyone for interviews
before tomorrow. Ugh. By wild chance, Quinn’s wife Liz had offered
to watch the place. Brooke had bartered free drinks with them in
return. It was better than remaining closed another night.

After an hour’s nap, she drove to the
Quarter. At mid-morning and twilight, St. Louis Cathedral cast a
majestic shadow across Jackson Square. Now, with the noontime sun
directly overhead, there was only a small patch of shade, which
made the enormous church’s shadow look stilted.

She sat on a bench, closed her eyes in the
warm sun, and waited for her colleagues. But before full relaxation
could reach every muscle in her body, Phoenix’s grating voice
filled the air. “I tell you, man, something’s strange about
this.”

She opened her eyes. Terran and Tempest
trailed behind Phoenix. “We don’t know for certain,” Tempest said.
“He could be on a secret mission. Our kind does it, why not Fallen
Angels?”

Brooke put her hand above her eyes to shield
the sun. “What’s going on?”

Phoenix crossed his arms. “Something’s
happened.”

“What?”

Terran shrugged. “Cristos has left the city.
We’re not sure why.”

“Left? With next week being Halloween?”

Phoenix nodded. “Exactly. It doesn’t make
sense, does it? I’m telling y’all, Soren’s up to something. Maybe
he sent Cristos away for acting gooey-eyed over you.”

Brooke bit her lip. “First of all, Cristos
didn’t go gooey-eyed. Second, why would Soren send one of his top
soldiers away?”

“We’re not sure, but he’s not in the metro
New Orleans area. The birds confirmed it for me,” Tempest said.

Strange. What was Soren up to? This should be
a time for him to build up his army, not send them away.

“What should we do now?” Phoenix asked. “We
can’t find Soren. Ella’s still missing. Cristos has left, so there
goes our chance of getting help. Universe’s kid is buried in a
cemetery. Have I left out anything?”

“Shush!” Brooke said. “We keep the cemetery
news quiet, remember?”

She darted a quick glance around. Only a few
staggering tourists were close enough to hear, and they seemed far
more focused on standing upright after a wild night of bar-hopping.
Good thing. She didn’t need curious humans added to their list of
problems.

“Who’s going to hear us? Or believe us?”
Phoenix’s whining grated on her nerves more than ever. Lack of
sleep didn’t help.

Terran slugged him in the arm. “The Minare
have spies everywhere. Keep it under wraps.”

“Fine,” Phoenix said, rolling his eyes. “What
the hell do we do now? Go help Alex patrol the cemeteries?”

Brooke didn’t know, but they couldn’t quit.
They had to keep moving. The sun shifted overhead, causing a warm
ray of light to shine on St. Louis Cathedral’s iconic
architecture.

“Come with me inside the church.”

They followed her into the silent sanctuary.
Stained glass windows—a myriad of greens, blues, and purples—tinted
the light streaming through the church and onto the pews, casting a
colorful glow over the pews.

“We’re here. Now what?” Phoenix said.

“Will you keep quiet?” Terran said. “Let her
think.”

“I don’t see why we’re wasting time in here,
when Soren is out there.” With a pouty look, Phoenix shuffled over
to a wooden pew and sat down. The entire row creaked.

Brooke took a deep breath to clear her head.
Inhale, exhale. Repeat. She reached out and dipped her hand in an
alabaster bowl held by an angel statue. Holy Water. Please. Help us. How can we find Soren when Cristos has
disappeared? I ask for your assistance.

A distant flute began to play near the choir
loft, most likely someone rehearsing for a concert. She waited and
swirled her hands in the water until it turned gel-like, like it
always did before giving an answer.

Brooke listened for several seconds, and then
narrowed her eyes. “Come again?”

She strained to hear the answer once more,
but the voice had left.

“Find out anything?” Tempest asked.

Not ready to respond, Brooke glanced upward.
Victorian-style Catholic symbols and images covered the arched
ceiling, with crystal chandeliers dangling every ten feet or so.
The church was magnificent, a heartbeat to the city that remained
as iconic to New Orleans as the water that surrounded her favorite
city, her home.

Phoenix gave her a knowing look. “Yes, it’s a
beautiful church. But it’s nothing compared to St. Patrick’s on
Fifth Avenue. So can you tell us what the damn water said so I can
get back to New York?”

When she didn’t say anything, Terran leaned
against a pew and gazed at her. In those eyes, the eyes of the
colleague who understood her most, was a readiness to help her.
“What did you find out, Brooke?”

“Cristos has been banished, because of
me.”

Phoenix gave a half-smile on his pubescent
face. “Told you.”

“So you did, but I’m not in the mood for
gloating.”

Terran shot a glare at Phoenix before keeping
their conversation focused. “Without Cristos to offer any insight,
what makes you think we can find Soren now? He’s not anywhere on
Toulouse Street, which is what the water originally said.”

Brooke dribbled some Holy Water on her
sleeves. Maybe a semblance of its wisdom would remain with her,
even if it soaked thru her rayon shirt.

“Brooke?” Terran asked. “What should we do
now?”

She swallowed the dry cotton feeling in her
mouth. “I have no idea. And time is short.”


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

Soren brought muffaletta
sandwiches and a cooler of Barq’s Root Beer out onto his hotel
suite balcony, where Dominick waited. Tourists wearing Bourbon
Street t-shirts strolled along the alley below, gobbling up
trinkets and beads as if such things could improve their lives.
Such stupid sheep.

“Isn’t Ella joining us for lunch?” he
asked.

Maybe he should wait until she arrived, offer
the polite gesture. No. Screw that. He was hungry.

Dominick popped a root beer open and took a
swig. “She wanted to be alone but sends her apologies.”

The hair on Soren’s arms stiffened. “Alone?
Is there anything I should know about? Are we still on track for
Halloween?”

Dominick took a big bite of his sandwich and
proceeded to chew far too slowly. Like a damn cow chewing its cud.
Hurry the hell up, kid.

Dominick finally swallowed. “Everything’s
fine, she just wanted some space.”

Shit. Every time he assumed Dominick had
grown smarter, the kid opened his mouth and confirmed otherwise.
Soren had heard of being wet behind the ears, but the kid had a
damn water park back there.

“Kid, when a woman says she needs some space,
it means something is wrong.”

Dominick looked up, his eyes round and filled
with surprise. “She didn’t seem angry, perhaps a bit concerned
since I haven’t kissed her.”

Soren buried his face in his hands. Had
Cristos taught the kid nothing when they’d gone soul hunting? “What
did she say?”

“She wanted me to kiss her, but I backed
away. I told her I respected her too much.”

“Good thinking, but she may not buy the
respect excuse much longer. Humans are evolving in that
regard.”

“I don’t want to disappoint you,” Dominick
said. “What would you suggest? Perhaps I could kiss her without
making it too intense? Then she wouldn’t know the truth about
us?”

Soren shook his head. “I’d rather not risk
it. Her being a half-breed, we’re not sure what she’ll feel. I
don’t want her scared off.” He thought a moment. “Have you already
asked her out for Halloween night, on a date?”

Dominick’s mouth was full, but he shook his
head no.

“Why the hell not? Soldier, are you with the
program?”

Did no one respect what it took to lead the
Minare, to take a clan of angels tossed out of heaven and lead them
into something great? Such a feat required skill, tact, and a lot
of patience. Soren was running out of all three.

“Of course I’m with the program, sir,”
Dominick said, his hands shaking so much that he almost spilled his
drink. “Trust me, Ella wants to spend Halloween night with me. I
simply haven’t asked her yet.”

Soren glanced to the heavens in frustration.
Cristos, I hope you’re freezing your ass off and learning your
lesson, because I need you back here. His top soldier had only
been gone a day, which wasn’t long enough. Tomorrow perhaps, with
some conditions in place, he would allow Cristos to return.
Provided the traitor had learned his lesson.

Soren took a breath and attempted to keep his
patience. “Women like to be asked out in advance. Don’t ever
presume she will want to spend time with you. Ask her for an
official date. Tell her you have a special evening planned. Do it
soon, so she knows not to book anything else.”

“Oh, of course,” Dominick said.

The kid really did
have a lot of growing up to do. “Good,” Soren said. “After we
finish lunch, bring her some flowers and get it done. Tell her you
want to take her to one of those Halloween balls in the Quarter.
I’ll spring for your outfits and all the trimmings. Let her know
how much you long to spend a great evening with her. Use that
youthful charm you are so capable of.”

Dominick nodded. “Yes, Master Soren. Then,
after our date, I should—?”

Soren chomped on a bite of pastrami. “Bring
her to me before midnight on Halloween. I’ll take care of the
rest.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

Ella tugged the goose-down
pillow to her chest and breathed in the flowery-meadow scent. Hotel
linens smelled better than ones at home. She didn’t even have to
make her bed. Who knew such wonderful places existed? She could
totally get used to this. Before now, she’d only read about hotels
and places to see in New Orleans. Now she was living it, including
the two most beautiful words she’d discovered in recent weeks:
room service.

She clutched the pillowcase. How dare Dad try
to stop her from living a normal life. What kind of father doesn’t
let his kid attend school? She’d had to do home-study courses while
staying inside. Humph. First, he’d gone missing. No one at the
precinct even contacted her. Then when he came back, he’d become
Mr. Grumpy, telling her who to date and who her friends should be?
Not gonna happen.

A familiar ache throbbed in her stomach.
Guilt. She shouldn’t have yelled the part about wishing Dad was
still missing. She’d crossed the line with that one, and she hadn’t
even meant it. But he’d acted like such a control freak! Protective
or not, why act so harsh and commanding? Being grounded for six
weeks, with extra chores?

The longest he’d ever put her on restriction
was two weeks, and that was ages ago when she’d spray-painted his
motorcycle pink so it would match Barbie’s. Now it was six weeks
because she had a boyfriend? What the hell’s up with that?

Someone knocked on the hotel door.
“Yeah?”

“It’s Dominick. May I come in?”

“Just a second.” She smoothed her hair with
her hands and pulled the fluffy comforter around her. “Okay.”

He stepped through the doorway carrying a
vase filled with lilies and irises. “Brought you these.”

Seeing Dominick’s handsome face made the
guilt pangs and memories of Dad slip away. She couldn’t have asked
for a better boyfriend. Why would Dad object so much to someone who
was such a gentleman?

“They’re beautiful,” she said.

He set the vase on the table beside her, and
then pulled up a chair close to the bed. “You okay? We missed you
at lunch.”

“Yeah, I needed to rest. It’s nice to be
missed, though. How’s your Dad doing?”

Dominick’s gorgeous blue eyes twinkled as he
smiled. “He’s springing for us to have a night on the town.
Halloween night, we’ll go to the Haunted Ball in the Quarter, grab
a scrumptious meal at Tujaque’s, stroll the streets by moonlight.
What do you say? I’d be honored for you to join me, Ella.”

The hairs on her arms went up, and a cool
draft tickled the back of her neck. Oh my God! Talk about the
perfect way to celebrate her birthday. This time, Dad was wrong and
she was right. Dominick was the best thing to ever happen in her
boring life, and now she’d get to spend her birthday weekend with
him. Ha. I’m certainly not going to spend it
being grounded. Take that, Daddio.

“I’d love to.” She reached out and grabbed
Dominick’s hand. Touching his skin sent jolts of pleasure through
her, so much so she became dizzy. “Whoa…”

Concern shone in his eyes. “You all right?
Here, let me prop up a pillow for you.”

His body was only inches above hers as he
fluffed the pillow. She reached for his hand and pulled it to her
breast.

“Ella—”

“Kiss me.” Excitement raced through her. She
could hear her own pounding heart.

He frowned. “I, um…”

Her mouth went dry. Why did that happen every
time she felt uneasy? She tensed her shoulders. “You told me I was
pretty yesterday. Don’t you want to kiss me? We didn’t get our
chance that day in the Quarter.”

“You’re beautiful.” He removed his hand from
her breast and stroked her cheek instead. “Of course I want to kiss
you.”

“Then why don’t you?” She swallowed hard, but
it didn’t help her parched throat or her self-esteem.

He appeared scatterbrained, as if he had no
idea what to do. Didn’t he have cable? She was new to this kissing
thing too, but she’d seen enough love scenes on TV to fake it.

“Dominick?” she prompted.

In a flash, he smiled. “Halloween night.” His
voice was giddy, like he’d made a major discovery.

“What about it?” she asked. And why not kiss me now?

“I want our first kiss to be perfect.
Something so romantic, so special, nothing else can compare.” He
stroked her cheek and lifted her chin, so it was only millimeters
from his face. “We have an incredible evening planned for your
birthday. Come Halloween night, you’ll see exactly how much I’ve
wanted you.”

Impatience nagged at her heart, but damn he
was good. She’d waited this long to enjoy herself, why not wait a
few more days for an incredible kiss on a moonlit night?
And if I’m lucky, maybe even more. After all, Dad
won’t be around to stop me.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

Soren handed Dominick a
credit card. “Take Ella out for the day. I want you to charm her,
spoil her like a princess. Trust me, kid—being a cop’s daughter,
she’s not used to finer things. Not on his salary.”

Dominick touched the plastic means of money
with his fingertips. “Yes, Master Soren. Anything else?”

“I presume you’ve made dinner reservations
for Halloween? Tujaque’s, correct?”

“Yes. Finest crawfish etouffee in the city,
I’m told.”

Soren grinned. “You bet your ass.”

“I appreciate you paying for all this.”

“Think nothing of it, kid. I want Ella to get
used to dining out. Why don’t you take her to lunch today at one of
those fancy places, maybe Irene’s or Galatoire’s? The kind of spots
where they feed you six courses and people wait on you for
hours.”

Dominick raised an eyebrow. “You want me to
stay away for today?”

Soren tried to suppress a smile. The kid had
grown smarter, for certain. “Yes. I want to see if Cristos is ready
to return. This issue is between him and me.”

Dominick’s face went pale. “Oh.”

“No sibling rivalry, kid. We need Cristos
back for Halloween.”

“Master Soren, not really. We could do so
much more without him. I could get you ten thousand loyal subjects.
By nightfall, if you wish. What if Cristos betrays us again?”

Soren nodded. Some sibling rivalry was to be
expected of his troops, and Dominick had been the local favorite in
recent hours.

“Don’t worry,” Soren said. “I’m going to
ensure Cristos knows his place.”

“But—”

“Enough.” Soren shot him a stern glare. “The
decision is final. Now go.”

Dominick glanced toward the fridge and
frowned. He obviously remembered the penalty for breaking the
rules.

“Yes, Master Soren.” He slipped out the door
as it creaked closed.

Soren picked up the phone and dialed room
service. “A pitcher of café au lait and two shrimp po-boys,
dressed, please.”

“Yes, sir. We’ll have those up in about
twenty minutes,” the female voice said.

“Good.” He hung up the phone and prepped a
table for two. Cristos would likely be frostbitten for the first
few moments. Hot coffee and warm sandwiches would be a good welcome
home gesture. Now came the difficult part. Had Cristos learned his
lesson?

After room service delivered lunch, Soren
closed the door and shut the curtains. He made the backwards sign
of the cross and spoke, “Reverse that which happened. Return to me
now.”

Light erupted through the room, then
immediately vanished. Cristos appeared against the wall where he’d
originally been sent away. He collapsed to the ground, shivering.
“Brr…I…brr…”

Soren pulled a blanket from the closet and
handed it to him. “Use this. I’ll get you some coffee.” On any
other day, Soren wouldn’t play servant. But truth be told, if he
let Cristos pour the coffee now, it would spill everywhere. No
sense dirtying up the hotel suite.

Cristos looked up, his eyes icy pale, and he
nodded.

Soren handed him the steaming cup. “Drink.
There’s food too, for when you’re hungry.”

Cristos shook his head, then clutched both
hands around the warm mug and drank. “I…sorry…”

With his best wicked grin, Soren asked, “So,
how was Antarctica?”

“Freezing.”

Cristos glanced up, his chin quivering with
remorse. Genuine remorse this time, not just upset he’d been
caught. Good. Perhaps the brief banishment had worked like Soren
had hoped.

Soren helped him stand, and they moved over
to sit at the table. “The question now, soldier, is can I count on
your loyalty from here on out, or do I need to send you back?”

“No,” Cristos bellowed, fear ringing in his
voice. “I’m loyal to you. Don’t send me back, please.” He pulled
the blanket tighter around his shoulders and took another gulp of
hot coffee.

Soren stared at his trembling lieutenant. “Am
I to infer you’ve learned your lesson? There won’t be any more
traitorous acts on your part?”

Cristos kept his eyes lowered in respect.
“I’ve gained a better understanding of my careless actions. My
indiscretion upset you, and I’m truly sorry, Soren. You need not
doubt me again. I am sorry.”

Soren glared at him. “Fine soldier, you’re
reinstated. But know this. If I think for one second you’re on the
verge of betraying me, I won’t hesitate to hurl you back into the
desolate and icy cold—for eternity.”

Cristos’s hands trembled as he reached for
his sandwich. “I won’t disappoint you. Thank you for bringing me
back after only two days.”

A sense of pride swelled inside Soren, the
kind of feeling he guessed a parent would feel when seeing their
child perform in the school play. He’d trained his top angels well.
Respect and gratitude were required at all times. In reality, he’d
missed Cristos, his old friend who’d been by his side for so
long.

“I’m glad your attitude has changed,
soldier,” Soren said. “You do realize, your banishment was briefer
than deserved?”

“Yes,” Cristos said. “Tell me what you need
from me.”

His expression radiated pure obedience. The
banishment had changed his tune quite nicely. Ah, Antarctica in
winter, Death Valley in summer, such places were so convenient.

Soren took a bite of his shrimp po-boy. The
tangy tomato gave perfect zest to the spicy breading on the shrimp.
Damn, he loved New Orleans.

“I do have one thing I want you to do,” Soren
began. “I’ve been considering your actions. The past is past, but
we could still use this—attraction, or whatever you call it for
Brooke—to our advantage.”

Cristos raised an eyebrow. “How?”

“She’ll be off her guard around you.”

“I suppose.”

“Then I have your next assignment,
soldier.”

“Anything, Soren. I’m ready to prove my
loyalty.”

Soren grinned wide. “Kill Brooke and
Alex.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

Brooke weaved between
tables carrying a tray of empty glasses, beer bottles and wadded-up
napkins. All her regulars, along with some people she didn’t
recognize, were in Armand’s tonight, celebrating Halloween week.
The Elementals had made themselves scarce, researching a tip on
Soren’s hideout.

Quinn stepped aside for her to get behind the
long bar. “Liz enjoyed playing bartender last night. We’re leaving
for San Francisco tomorrow morning. Otherwise she’d help you out
more if you need it.”

“No problem. Tell her what a lifesaver she
was for me last night.” Brooke wiped down the counters and stocked
more glasses. “I need to find some part-time help anyway.”

He smiled and reached for some peanuts. “Give
you a chance to relax once in a while.”

She laughed. “Relax? Not sure about that, but
getting a helper will allow me time to get some things done.”

A young girl at the end of the bar cleared
her throat. “Did I hear you correctly? Are you looking to hire
someone?” Her auburn hair curled past her shoulders, offset by the
largest green eyes Brooke had ever seen. She looked like she’d
stepped right off Ireland and into the pub.

“Yep, part-time. Maybe a few nights a week
between now and New Year’s to handle the holiday spurt. Why? You
have bartending experience?”

The girl stood up and walked over to a closer
barstool. “I’ve worked in bars since I was little.”

Quinn raised an eyebrow.

The red-head grinned. “My uncle runs a pub in
Boston.”

“Ah,” Quinn said, then took a swig of beer.
“I was worried for a second.”

The redhead offered him a flattering smile.
“I grew up sweeping floors, putting out napkins, wiping down menus,
you name it.”

Brooke glanced at the busy crowd in Armand’s.
Could the young girl handle bartending in good and bad situations?
She’d need to be quick on her feet, able to handle drunks, and any
other number of duties.

“Family business, you said?” Brooke asked.
“So you know what it takes?”

The redhead nodded and peered behind the bar,
like she was looking for something.

Brooke furrowed her brow. “Did you need
anything?”

The redhead blushed. “Sorry, I’m being a
snoop, aren’t I? I was just examining your set up.”

“Do any actual bartending? Mixing drinks?
Dealing with obnoxious drunks?” Brooke hoped the girl would say
yes. Better to hire someone on personal gut, rather than wade
through fifty resumes in her inbox, then interview, then narrow it
down. Ugh. Not to mention all those hefty employment placement
fees.

“Two years. One at my uncle’s pub, one at a
dingy little University of New Orleans bar.”

Quinn grinned. “Ah, those great U.N.O. bars.
If she can survive those holes in the wall, she can survive
anywhere.”

“True,” Brooke said. The U.N.O. places packed
in the drunken college students, not to mention underage teens who
longed to mature before their time. “I presume you’re over
twenty-one?”

“Of course.”

Brooke shrugged. “You know the city’s
reputation for easy drinking, but I card everyone I don’t know. You
know what they say, in New Orleans, if you’re tall enough to reach
the bar, you’re tall enough to get a drink.”

“And in Ireland, if you’re old enough to say
ale, you’re old enough for a pint of Guinness.”

Quinn laughed. “That’s a good one. Hey, she’s
got a sense of humor. She’ll fit in.”

The girl curled her lips into a slow smile.
“Thanks.”

Brooke watched customers laughing, comparing
family trip photos and crab cake recipes. Armand’s rarely had
troublemakers. The girl might do well. “What’s your name?”

“Kate O’Leary.”

Brooke couldn’t explain why, but she wanted
to give the girl a chance. And maybe this was Universe’s way of
dropping a present right in her lap when she needed a part-time
helper.

“Tell you what, Kate O’Leary. We have another
two hours until closing. I’ll pay you ten bucks an hour plus tips.
Consider this an audition.”

The smile broke through the freckled pattern
on her face. “Really? That’s great. Thanks.” She poured out her
beer. “What section do you want me to cover? The place is
packed.”

Brooke glanced at the crowd, assessing its
ratio of tourists to regulars. If she wanted any kind of feedback,
she needed Kate to work with the regulars, people who knew and
expected good service. With tourists, Brooke might never know how
the girl did.

“Take the ten tables on the right. I’ll cover
the left.”

“Will do, boss,” Kate said, and she made a
salute gesture.

“Don’t call me boss yet. Let’s see how the
next two hours go.” But I hope this works out. I
need someone I can trust.

Kate nodded. “I’ll get started.”

Quinn set down his empty glass on the bar.
“The kid seems nice.”

“Yeah, she does.”

The next two hours flew by. Good thing she’d
put Kate to work. Dealing with the slew of tourists had kept Brooke
running all night. At least the regulars weren’t neglected. She
served another round of Patron to two women at a corner table, and
then proceeded to wipe down the rest of her stations.

“I tell you, Pamela, the man last night was
so hot,” one woman said.

Brooke hadn’t meant to eavesdrop. But
considering these two middle-aged women had downed four tequila
shots, their voices weren’t exactly quiet. She stuffed more napkins
into empty bins on nearby tables and attempted to tune out the
woman’s bragging.

“He wasn’t my type,” the other woman said. “A
guy that worships his boss, named Soreen Blake? Please.”

Brooke’s ears perked up. Did they mean Soren
Drake?

“Everyone has issues with their boss, Pamela.
But c’mon, Cristos was the best I’d ever had. I don’t care if he
rants about his boss or not.”

Brooke stumbled over a chair. Oops.

“You okay?” Kate asked, still busy serving a
few regulars.

“Fine.” Brooke turned to the two drunken
women. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”

One woman threw back another shot.
“Yeah?”

“I couldn’t help but overhear the last part
of your conversation. Did you say you met a man named Cristos, last
night? Was he tall, long haired, really good looking?”

The woman eyed her like an alley cat scowls
at the competition. “Yeah. You know him or something?”

Brooke tried to sound casual. The last thing
she needed was to make enemies out of the customers. “He’s an old
acquaintance. I didn’t realize was back in town. No biggie.”

“Uh huh.” The woman didn’t appear convinced.
“Let me get one more shot, and then we’ll head out. I know you’re
closing soon.”

“No hurry. Excuse me again for
interrupting.”

Brooke went behind the bar and grabbed the
silver bottle. She poured them another round and then closed them
out. Hmm. Apparently Cristos had returned, if he spent last night
having wild sex with these two cougars.

Once everything was finished, she kept an eye
on Kate as she meandered through the locals, tipping bottles and
clearing tables. Kate smiled wide, laughed and told jokes, and
reminded Brooke of an attractive centerpiece. She’d fit in
perfectly. When Brooke glanced at Quinn to get his opinion, he
lifted his glass and nodded. It was official. If Kate had impressed
Quinn, she was hired.

Kate walked behind the bar to grab three
beers in the ice. “Busy night, right?”

“This is the beginning of our busiest season.
You okay with hectic shifts?” Brooke asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Well, Kate O’Leary, you sure came out of
nowhere. But I’m learning not to look a gift horse in the mouth.
You’re hired. A hundred and fifty a week to start, plus tips, then
we’ll see how things progress.”

“Thank you. You won’t be disappointed.”

Brooke collated a few of the menus. “You get
the afternoon shift tomorrow.”

Kate helped put things away. “I’ll get here
early and help you set up. Thanks again.”

“You earned it. Besides,” Brooke said,
pointing to the tables. “You’re a hit with the regulars. They’re a
tough crowd.”

“Good to know.”

Kate glanced around the place, once again
like she was searching for something. But what? Brooke wanted to
find out some additional information.

“I’m curious,” Brooke said. “How’d you hear
about Armand’s? It’s not like we’re on a popular Quarter
street.”

Kate grabbed an extra basket of peanuts and
put them on her tray. “My uncle told me the best bars are in local
neighborhoods, not the ones on the main drag. So, I drove around
one day and saw yours.”

The answer seemed too honest to be
suspicious. Besides, the locals liked Kate. If anything went wrong,
Brooke and Kate could always part ways.

Brooke let out a deep and contented sigh.
With Kate running the bar, Brooke could focus on finding Cristos,
getting his help, and taking down Soren. Everything would work out.
She would make sure of it.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY

After work ended and
Brooke prepared Kate’s hiring paperwork, she walked to the corner
Masonic Cemetery to meet up with the Elementals. She treaded
carefully around the sidewalk cracks, a must to not lose her
balance. Damn, they needed to fix the city’s broken-up sidewalks
and streets. Not that she’d hold her breath with Soren on the city
council. Politicians in Louisiana had the well-earned reputation of
being corrupt. The old saying rang true every time: half the
state’s under water, the other half’s under indictment. But with a
Fallen Angel in the political mix, corruption could take on a whole
new meaning.

The crisp October air cooled her face like a
comforting hug. Working at the pub always caused her cheeks to grow
hot and flushed, so the cool air was a nice change. When she
approached the tall, black-iron cemetery gate, two flashlight beams
cut through the blackness.

“Who’s there?” a stern male voice said. A
familiar voice.

“Alex?”

There was a pause. “Brooke, is that you?”

The almost-full moon hung behind a cluster of
live oaks, giving them an eerie silhouette. She ducked under a gob
of Spanish moss and walked toward the yellow beam. “What are you
doing here? Have you seen the Elementals?”

He shone his flashlight eastward. “Nope.”

“I thought they planned to meet me here after
my shift ended.”

She glanced around before meeting his gaze.
Lines creased his brow, and he wasn’t smiling. A sense of dread
crept through her, raising the hairs on her arms. Something was
amiss.

“What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

He stepped toward her, the leaves crunching
under his feet. “Unfortunately, no.”

Was something wrong with Ella? She tried to
see the area behind him.

“You don’t want to go back there,” Alex said,
attempting to block her view.

A knot formed in her stomach. “Why? What is
it?” Please don’t say Ella.

“Woman with her throat slit. I was patrolling
when I stumbled on the body. My team should be here soon.”

Her shoulders slumped in relief. Thank
goodness Ella wasn’t hurt. Brooke glanced at the bloodied body
lying still on the ground. Lifeless. Dead.

“Foul play?” she asked.

“Yep. And I found this.” With gloved hands,
Alex held up a Tarot card, the card of Death. “So, you tell me. Is
this killer human or supernatural?”

She shrugged. “Using props is a bit cheesy
for Soren. Maybe it’s some psycho getting his kicks before
Halloween?”

“Maybe.” He shone his flashlight at the four
corners of the cemetery. “I’ve been patrolling the cemeteries,
pretty much nonstop. I don’t know how anyone could’ve gotten past
us. Maybe he’s leaving the card to make it appear like someone else
did it?”

Brooke studied the woman’s body. An even line
had been cut across her neck, and blood had spattered down her
chest. “Officially, it’s not Soren anyway. If he’s behind this,
he’d have to capture human souls and get them to do his dirty work.
Soren would avoid the cemetery.”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Cristos wouldn’t
need to. As long as I’m nearby, he can follow, right? The whole
blood mark ritual thing?”

She paused a second to consider his
suggestion. “I don’t think it’s Cristos.”

“Because he’s in love with you?” The sarcasm
practically dripped from Alex’s mouth. “The guy carved a bloody
symbol into my chest, remember?”

“True, but I’m coming to believe everything
has been under Soren’s directive. I don’t think Cristos is the
monster everyone presumes he is. He just made the wrong choice of
who to follow.”

Alex pursed his lips. “So carving up my side
was just his job description. That’s how you’re defending him?”

She reached out and put an empathetic hand on
his shoulder. “First off, I’m not defending what he did. Second,
he’s not in love with me—”

“Uh huh.”

She slugged him playfully. “He’s not, so
enough with this line of questioning. Okay?”

“Alright.” He rubbed his shoulder in a plea
for sympathy, and then grinned at her with his beautiful, warm
smile. “Fine, I’ll follow the other leads.”

“Thank you. I’ll try to find out what I can.
Maybe Cristos knows something. I can’t see him doing this.”

Alex didn’t reply. He was obviously biting
his tongue.

“Go ahead. Say it,” she said.

“How can you be so sure it’s not Cristos?
I’ll focus on other leads if you truly believe he’s not involved,
but why are you so certain?”

Alex posed a fair question. Cristos was in
Soren’s army, and he was a top Minare. Why did she feel the
pressing need to defend him against this horrific crime? She didn’t
know. Not having a clear answer worried her even more.

“Cristos may be a Fallen Angel, but he’s
always had a respect for life. In a war, he’d be the one to capture
somebody, not slit their throat. He’s a soldier, not a killer.”

Sirens began to blare in the distance.
“Listen, I need to get back to the body.”

“I need to go, too,” Brooke said. “If you see
the Elementals, tell them I’m back at home.”

“Sure. Be safe. Love you.”

She nodded. “Love you, too.” She trekked down
to the exit when her insides began to twist, creating a rolling
feeling pushing through her abdomen—something between nausea and
dread. Get out. Get out of here now. She raced to the entrance gate
and gripped it to break her fall.

Breathe. Just breathe. She glanced around,
the hairs on the back of her neck snapping upward. Someone was
watching her.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Pain seared through
Brooke’s calves and spread to her muscles like a million tiny
daggers. Six blocks from the cemetery to Armand’s, and she’d
sprinted the whole way. Stretching before a run would’ve been
ideal, but she’d wanted to get the hell out of there. Like her
inner voice told her to.

Even now, on her own street with familiar
gingerbread homes in every color, she couldn’t shake the lurking
uneasiness. Someone had been watching her, but why? Had she been
followed? Every cell in her human form said yes, though no one was
in sight.

The Parisian-style streetlamps cast a glow on
the large oaks which lined her street, usually a beautiful sight.
Yet tonight, the large burls shaped like the letter O gave the
eerie appearance that the trees were screaming from the inside
out.

Get home. She aimed
for the back of Armand’s, where she could access the private
entrance and dash up to her loft. Then she noticed the black shapes
wiggling across her yard, shadows in the dappled moonlight.
Something—or someone—was there. And moving about. Shivers shot down
her neck and out to her shoulders.

She ducked behind a neighbor’s staircase and
cast a glance toward her doorway. Something moved like a flash and
then disappeared. Had she seen anything at all? She took three deep
breaths to calm her pounding heart. Perhaps there was a reasonable
explanation, something as simple as bats feasting on mosquitoes? It
seemed less threatening than the alternative—a stranger lurking
near her doorway.

A long shadow darted across the yard. She
gasped. No way was this an animal. If it was human, she needed to
know who and why. She stepped across the soft grass with care and
crept around the backside of Armand’s, then flattened herself
against the wall. Please don’t let me be
seen. In almost slow motion, she peeked out.

What the hell? Cristos? He was the last
person she’d expected to be there. Explained the wiggly shapes on
the lawn though. The Minare often summoned multiple shadows for
camouflage.

She didn’t move. Until she could learn why he
was there, there was no sense giving away her presence. Instead,
she studied him, this strange dichotomy she’d begun to have—dare
she say empathy?—for.

His face appeared haggard, like he’d walked a
million miles without comfort or rest. He reached out and touched
one of her dying rose bushes. The sagging vine and insect-infested
blooms looked depressing. She hadn’t had the chance to toss the
dying plants into the bin. Nor did she have time to plant anything
new.

He cradled one of her rare blue roses with
his fingers, and then brought it to his nose and inhaled. After
closing his eyes for a second, he let out a deep breath into the
bloom’s center. What on Earth was he doing?

She watched in awe as the scraggly vine
turned supple, and the faded blue petals resumed their
cornflower-blue color. Cristos smiled and stepped back. “There.
That’s better, isn’t it?”

This was her chance, her opening. She stepped
into view. “I was right about you.”

His startled eyes turned murky. “Brooke. I
didn’t know you were here.”

“It’s my home.”

He turned his beautiful silver eyes to admire
the large oaks overhead. “So it is.”

She approached the rose bush and took a deep
sniff from one of the blooms. Something inside pressed her to
continue speaking, even though his presence at her loft could be
the world’s greatest trick.

“Everyone has the wrong impression of you,”
she said. “You have an innate respect for life.”

Sorrow flickered in his eyes. “You don’t know
me, Brooke.”

“Maybe not, but you seem decent in some ways,
more caring than Soren.”

“I need to go.” He folded his arms across his
chest and turned to walk away.

Stall. Keep him here. He
can be your ally. Perhaps your way to take down Soren. Every
instinct inside her knew he could. Even if the other Elementals
didn’t agree.

“How’d you do it?” she called after him.
“Restore my rose bush?”

In all the millennia she’d been an Elemental,
she’d never once seen Fallen Angels spare life, only take it. This
had been a first, a miracle almost.

He spun around and shrugged, but said
nothing.

“What’s going on with you?” she asked.

His eyes widened, his strong glare filled
with fear. “Nothing.” Yet his voice was cold, distant.

“Then why are you here?”

She had to know. That rare day on Alex’s
porch still puzzled her. Cristos had somehow changed. And if for
the better, she could use his help. Besides, having Soren as a boss
couldn’t be fun. Cristos could gain something from a new alliance,
couldn’t he?

He narrowed his gaze at her, like she’d
accused him of something. “I’m keeping an eye on things. It’s my
job, remember? I can’t change what I am.”

There was harshness in his tone, a cynicism
she hadn’t heard in his earlier words. Yearning to rekindle their
earlier connection, she reached out to touch his arm. He
immediately flinched.

“Soren got to you,” she said.

Cristos pursed his lips. “Do you have any
idea what you’re up against? You don’t, do you?”

“Did he hurt you? Tell me.”

He stared at her with incredulous surprise.
“Soren’s punishments work for a reason, Brooke. Don’t ask me for
any more favors, I can’t—”

“What did Soren do to you?” She stepped back
a few feet. Maybe he’d be more comfortable if he didn’t feel
crowded.

His jaw clenched and he swallowed so hard,
she could hear it. “Banished me to the worst spot in Antarctica.
Without a coat, thank you very much.”

Guilt surged through her. She knew he’d been
sent away because he’d tried to help her, and yet she needed his
help once again. “I’m sorry. You know how concerned I am for
Ella.”

He shook his head so violently, his hair
tossed across his face like a dog shaking itself. “Do you have any
idea what it’s like to be banished? To freeze your ass
off—literally—while being forced to inhale the stench of penguin
crap?”

“No.”

She didn’t know what else to say, and her
throat went dry again. She’d been spared banishment from Universe,
yet Cristos had been banished because he’d tried to help her. She’d
managed to get away with things no others had. Survivor’s guilt
pushed its way through her veins.

“Why did he bring you back so soon?” she
asked.

He towered over her, the veins bulging in his
neck. “Soon? Damn you. Two days in the frozen ice didn’t feel soon,
bitch.”

Whoa. She’d definitely hit a nerve. “I didn’t
mean to imply—”

“No, of course you didn’t. But for your own
edification, Soren brought me back because I’m needed for
Halloween.”

Her stomach rolled and twisted into a knot.
“He’s going to force Ella to drink from the chalice, isn’t he? It’s
missing from Alex’s house.”

Cristos didn’t meet her eyes, and he shifted
his weight while staring at the moon’s glints in her yard. “I can’t
tell you anything about the chalice. I’m sorry.”

“Please. We have to stop him. Ella deserves
to have a choice. She deserves free will.”

“I agree,” Cristos hissed.

Wait. What? Had she heard correctly?

“You agree with me?”

Cristos frowned. “Of course I do. Ella is
only a child. I’m a Fallen Angel, not a monster.”

“But—”

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m a member of the
Minare. Nothing brings me more pleasure than reaping fresh souls.
However, all my targets are consenting adults, be they habitual
seven deadly sinners or pure innocents. This is where Soren and I
differ. His plan to take her against her will is no different than
rape, in my opinion.”

Brooke had no idea how to respond. If Cristos
disagreed with Soren on core issues, why had he followed Soren in
the first place?

His glacial eyes studied her. “What?” he
asked.

“I’ve never heard you talk this way
before.”

Nor did she know Fallen Angels could have any
semblance of a conscience. She almost wanted to ask why he’d chosen
evil over good so long ago, why he hadn’t remained one of the holy
angels. Maybe he was feeling a twinge of regret? Remorse over a
choice he made, that he was unable to change? The realization made
her all the more ready to ensure Ella had a choice in her future,
that Ella would never be trapped in the wrong life because she’d
chosen too young.

Brooke stepped forward, wanting to make
closer contact once more. “About Ella—”

“Make no mistake, Brooke. If she doesn’t
choose to join our team, Soren will take the girl by force.”

Brooke’s throat went dry, but she forced the
words from her lips. “My daughter has half my blood, half my
history. She will never choose to become
one of Soren’s servants.”

Cristos tilted his head with a mischievous
grin. “Give her time. With that overprotective cop of yours, you
never know what Ella might choose.”

Her heartfelt compassion shifted into anger.
How dare he insult Alex. Where was the
compassionate being she had just exchanged words with? Cristos
seemed to contain many different personalities, and now his cunning
one had returned. She had no tolerance for those who wouldn’t help,
but only spoke poorly of Alex.

Without thinking, her hand flew on its
own—right across Cristos’s cheek. The resounding slap crackled
through the air, silencing cricket symphonies and rustling
leaves.

Oh shit. What did I just
do? Her muscles clenched, bracing for his response.

For a moment, he appeared too stunned to
think.

“I’m sorry, Cristos. I shouldn’t have—”

“Damn right.” The hair on his arms bristled,
and anger flashed in his silver eyes. With rage seething from every
pore, there came the unspoken and yet unmistakable message:
Don’t fuck with me.

“I don’t know what happened.” She glanced
around the yard for a water source, something she could wield for
protection. How could she have been so stupid as to slap a Fallen
Angel across the face?

As if he could read her self-defense
intentions, he gripped her arms and pinned her against a tree.
Oh no. Here it comes. Think. Figure out a way to
stop whatever is about to happen. He pressed harder, and the
prickly bark shoved into her spine. Ouch.

He inched his tall body closer, so there was
no space between them. His silver-gray eyes had turned dark. With
menace in his stare, he whispered, “You think you have the right to
treat me in such a disrespectful way, you Elemental bitch?
Especially when I am sharing information with you?”

“No.” She swallowed hard. She needed to
apologize. Get the decent Cristos to return to their
conversation.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quivering.
“The slap was uncalled for. I lost my control when you mentioned
Ella might join Soren’s team. It’s my maternal instinct. You can’t
fault me for needing to protect my daughter.”

She found strength in her own words. No one
could fault a mother who defends her young, right? Not a boss, not
another human, not Universe, not a Fallen Angel. This was a
parent’s right, to protect her young.

Cristos narrowed his eyes. “I spoke the
truth. Ella is the perfect candidate for Soren. She’s a rebellious
teenager who needs pampering and attention. Thank your Five-O cop
for that.”

“Don’t talk about Alex. He’s a damn good
protector, an even better father.”

She took a deep breath. Who knows what kinds
of twisted things Cristos was planning to do to her? She needed to
get him back on her side.

Surely, there remained some small part of
Cristos who’d restored her roses in that condemning glance of his.
She just needed to get him to remember who he once was.

“I love Alex and Ella. I will do anything for
them,” she said. “You remember what love feels like?”

He gazed at her like she was an alien, like
for once he had no idea what to do with her. In his penetrative
stare, she saw truth. He’d said it right. He wasn’t a monster, only
someone who remained at war with himself and, by extension, others.
He fought the constant battle between wanting to do the right thing
and being ordered to do evil. The lack of options, the lack of
being able to choose another path because he’d made the wrong
choice centuries ago.

Looking into his solemn face, one solitary
emotion flooded through her: pity.

He narrowed his eyes under her stare. “What
are you doing?”

“Trying to figure you out.” She struggled to
move, and her spine ached from the sharp bark ramming into her.

He dropped his grip and let her go. “I give
up. I can’t do this.”

“Can’t do what?”

He stepped back and turned to leave. “I can’t
help you anymore. I can’t hurt you either.”

“Wait, what do you mean?”

Cristos didn’t respond, only strolled away
under the drooping Spanish moss.

She stood silent a moment, then climbed the
stairs to her loft and double-bolted the door. Then she carried a
small bucket of water and placed it beside her bed. If
someone—Fallen Angel or otherwise—was out to hurt her, they weren’t
getting inside without a fight.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Howling police sirens
jolted Brooke out of bed and onto the floor, right onto the bucket
of water she’d placed there. Great, nothing like caution coming
back to bite her in the ass. She steadied her hand on the
nightstand for balance and stood up. Squish. The carpet had soaked
through. Yuck.

She glanced upward to the heavens, just in
case Universe was listening. “I’m a Water Elemental. Shouldn’t that
somehow prevent these little accidents?”

“Even Universe wants humor on occasion,” a
male voice said.

She spun around, her heart racing. “Mercury,
you scared me to death.”

He sported a new hat, still a snap-brim, but
this one was bright purple along with lime green pants. Apparently,
he’d missed his calling as a golf clothing connoisseur.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you.” He glanced
out the window and pointed to the dark clouds covering the moon.
“Stormy weather’s coming.”

“So I hear.” Literally and figuratively. She
grabbed towels from the cabinet and put them on the carpet to ward
off mildew. “Why are you here?”

Merc turned the empty bucket upside down and
used it for a chair. “Universe wanted me to come see you.”

The knots developing in her stomach twisted
tighter. A specific message from Universe when other Elementals
weren’t around was like human bosses asking, “Got a minute?”
Translation: your head is on the chopping
block.

“Oh?” she asked, attempting to maintain her
heartbeat. “What did Universe have to say?”

Mercury’s eyes were wide, his stare intense.
“We all know Soren wants Ella’s soul.”

“Yes, but that’s not going to happen.”

“This crusade goes beyond Ella. It’s about
far more. You and the others must take
Soren down. This go-round, failure’s not an option. No more
missteps allowed. Universe was clear on this.”

She considered the seriousness in his
warning. “After everything that’s happened, do you mean to say I’m
still on probation?”

“Not exactly. Let’s just say I’m here to
clarify the stakes.”

“Meaning?” Her nostrils twitched, for the
smell of wet carpet had permeated the room. Icky. She pulled up
soaked towels and tossed them in the sink, then replaced them with
fresh ones.

Merc cocked an eyebrow. “Universe knows about
your evening on the levee with Alex. You were willing to forego the
rules yet again, because you deemed the tryst an important
one.”

Dread coursed through her. She knew that
evening would eventually come up. Universe couldn’t hold that
against her now, could he? Not when she needed to help find
Soren.

“Am I to be punished?”

Merc winked. “Not yet.”

She bit her lip. “How much trouble am I
in?”

Merc stroked his chin. “You have the chance
to step up and win Universe’s approval for good.” He paused. “Or
condemnation. Depends on you.”

Lightning struck outside her window, a sharp,
pointy jolt of white across a black sky, followed by roaring
thunder.

Merc’s eyes widened like he’d seen a ghost,
then his face turned red from blushing. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop the
theatrics and get to the point.” He pointed to the window.
“Universe doesn’t like it when I get all dramatic.”

She held back a chuckle. Drama was only one
of the many things Universe didn’t take kindly to. “So, Merc, you
were saying?”

“You have the opportunity to change things.
Should you succeed in banishing Soren, Universe will withdraw the
rule to never tell Ella your identity.”

Was he serious? Excitement churned in her
veins. Wait. She’d better clarify.

“Universe pledges if I defeat Soren, I can
tell Ella I’m her mother? Not just that she’s a half-Elemental, but
that I’m her mother?”

“Yes.”

“We could be a normal family,” she said, her
tongue relishing each word that formed the perfect sentence. She
sat down. “Ella would know me as her mother and not some
barmaid.”

“You’d continue your missions, but yes.”

She could hardly believe her ears. The thing
she wanted most in the world was within her grasp? Could it be
true?

“Wait a minute,” she said. “Why would
Universe change his mind?”

Merc stared at her with sad eyes. “It’s about
Gabriella. You can avenge her death as well as stop Soren, the
Fallen Angel who killed her. To Universe, that’s worth repealing
his ruling. Besides, you’ve proven yourself to be faithful. For the
most part.”

The knots in her stomach changed into
butterflies. Universe would be forgiving of her night with Alex,
she could tell Ella her identity, they could be a normal family
and—

“Wait. You said something about
condemnation.”

Mercury’s green eyes burned toward her in a
serious glare. “I did.”

“What happens if I fail? If the Elementals
and I can’t banish Soren?”

She didn’t want to hear his answer. Ella
would never choose evil, and Brooke would not fail. She couldn’t. Everything was at stake.

“Banish Soren and you can be Ella’s Mommy
Dearest. Failure, on the other hand, means you’ll be reassigned
permanently. You’ll leave New Orleans, and you’ll have no means to
see or talk to Alex and Ella again.”

That was the deal? Brooke’s throat ached. If
she failed to banish Soren, she’d be taken from Alex and Ella
forever? Talk about harsh.

“Do you understand the importance of this
task?” Merc asked in his formal voice, the one he always used when
stating the obvious.

“Yes.”

“Brooke? You can do this. Use Cristos to find
Soren, lure him to the cemetery, join hands with your co-Elementals
and banish him. Then you’ll have your happy family and Ella can
become an Elemental as well.”

“If that’s her choice.” Brooke hadn’t been
able to give Ella much in her short life, but Ella would have free
will.

“Succeed, you get what you want. Fail, and
you lose your family.”

The latter was too much to bear. She cast him
a dirty look.

“Them’s the rules,” Merc said. “Deal with
it.”

She wrung her hands. You
can do this. Step up and finish what you started.

“Tell Universe he’ll get his revenge. I won’t
fail.”

Merc smiled and glanced out the window. A
deep pink glow spread across the sky, casting out all signs of
earlier clouds.

“Good. The sun’s coming up, Brooke. Time to
get to work.”

 


 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Soren rolled over and
threw his arm around Nancy, his brunette lover and colleague in the
city council. “Hello, beautiful.”

She turned onto her back and gazed up at him.
Her big blue eyes radiated satisfaction. Soren grinned.
Damn, I’m good.

“Hi there,” she said, her voice hoarse and
sexy. “Is it morning already?”

“Afraid so. Mornings always come too quick
after nights like ours.”

He stroked her elbow, enjoying the feel of
her soft skin. Whew. He’d had women over the years, but none had
her exuberance. Inhibitions didn’t exist. She’d even done things to
him no one had performed since Egypt. Hard to believe they’d spent
three nights together this week. He’d even abandoned his usual
four-F policy: find ‘em, feel ‘em, fuck ‘em, forget ‘em.

But not her.

“We have the city council luncheon today,”
she said.

He flashed a wicked smile. “We do indeed. You
think the others will listen to my proposal with the recent
increase in cemetery crime?”

“Let’s hope so.” She lifted her hands above
her head to stretch, and he couldn’t resist. He gripped her wrists
and held her down as he veered in for a long, slow, wet kiss. Her
hips bucked under his and she let out a moan.

He slipped his finger inside her. The wetness
was amazing. Damn, where had she been all his life? All these
centuries?

“We really…should get ready,” she panted.

“I suppose you’re right.” Though he could
have teased her like this for hours. Not only was she beautiful,
but she’d proven to be quite useful. Not bad, for his own human
plaything.

“C’mon, let me up.”

He let go of the breast he’d begun to caress.
“Say please.”

“Please.” Her voice held a low nuzzling
pleasure, one he’d be sure to revisit after the city council lunch.
If he could last that long. The instant hard-on she’d given him was
beginning to ache.

“Rain check till later?” he asked.

“Hmm, absolutely.”

He let her up and she stepped into the
shower. After he turned the coffeemaker on, he went to his laptop.
Time to sort through the daily news. Ah, good. Morning headline:
Woman’s throat slit in local cemetery. Excellent! There’s more where that came from, you mortal
idiots.

“Hey, Nancy?” he called.

Her voice yelled over the pounding
showerhead. “Yeah?”

“Did you ever reach your niece for the favor
I asked you about?”

“Yep, I meant to tell you. She had to work a
shift to prove herself, but she got the job. Bartender
extraordinaire.”

Soren grinned and pulled up the Web site for
Armand’s. “Perfect. Just perfect. You’ll let me know if she finds
the chalice?”

“She said she’d keep an eye out for it. Why
is some cup so important again?”

Because it’s going to lead
to Brooke’s ruin, once and for all.

He bit his lip to prevent his thoughts from
turning into words. “Sentiment,” he said. “I’m a sentimental guy,
after all.”

Ah, Brooke. I’m covering
all my bases now. If Cristos decides to go soft and let you live,
then know I will kill you with my bare hands. Bring on the war,
bitch. It’s long overdue.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Alex bit into a jelly
doughnut and washed it down with lukewarm coffee. His nose twitched
at the beverage temperature. What had he expected? A thermos
couldn’t keep coffee hot this long. He’d been called to investigate
six murders in one night, all of them on cemetery grounds.

The long shifts had begun to take their toll.
Last night, he’d come within inches of punching a wife-beater in
the face. Police protocol wouldn’t allow it, but every part of his
DNA wanted to pummel that son of a bitch. He wanted to talk some
sense into anyone who would dare hit a woman. Didn’t all those
creeps realize how lucky they were, to have women in their lives?
To have someone to live with, be seen in public with, to spend a
life with? Those good-for-nothing losers had more than he did, and
yet they talked with their fists. If he had one wish as a cop—just
one wish—he’d like to send every wife beater to hell.

The morning sun began to rise. Damn, he
needed sleep. Or at least some hot coffee so he could focus on the
case. How were these throat-slicers getting past the checkpoints
he’d set up? He had uniforms staked out at every cemetery entrance.
Yet somehow these evil bastards were pushing past the patrols
unseen. He pulled up his shirt and scratched the mark Cristos
carved into his skin. The redness had scabbed over. It now itched
like a festering wound.

“What do we have?” his captain asked,
pointing to the latest body draped over a tomb’s entrance.

Alex took another swig of lukewarm coffee.
“Woman in her twenties, same M.O., throat slit and bled out.”

His captain surveyed the area. “Damn it, we
can’t let these killings continue. Cemeteries come with their own
set of crimes each year, and it’ll be Halloween in a few days.”

Alex nodded, and then saw movement. Was
something standing behind the oaks? Could whoever did this be
lurking around for thrills? He stared at the area for a long
moment. Nothing moved. Could it be his imagination, his lack of
sleep?

“Ten murders in one week. This is more
violent than past Halloweens. While I have men staked out at every
entrance—”

“Ain’t doing much good now, is it?” his
captain asked.

Alex bit his lip and looked at the woman’s
lifeless form at his feet. “No, sir. Not at the moment.”

“Step up the patrols. I want constant
surveillance on Halloween night.”

“I’ll arrange it. I’ll be watching the
cemeteries myself, all night if need be.”

“Good.” The captain walked over to the yellow
tape and told an eager reporter to get lost. Ah, the press.
Sometimes they were good for the cop cause. Most times, they were a
pain in the ass.

Alex glanced back to the oaks. Something was
moving. “Captain, I want to check out the area over there. Can you
spare me for a few?”

“Ten minutes.”

“Thanks.”

Alex set down his coffee and made a bee-line
to the spot. Sometimes proud criminals hung around to admire their
handiwork. Some enjoyed watching police scurry like mice to solve
the crime. Some were bat-shit crazy.

Right now, he wasn’t sure what to expect.
Best to be on full alert. He unlatched his holster and kept his
voice even-toned. “If anyone is listening, I’m going to take you
down.”

Silence.

“Hello? Anyone there?”

Something moved behind a massive live
oak.

Alex reached for his gun and turned the
safety off. “NOPD. Hands in the air, and come out slowly. This is
Lieutenant—”

“I know who you are, Alex.” Cristos appeared
from behind the large oak trunk.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Watching.”

What was this maniac up to? Irritation and
anger prickled under Alex’s skin. “Are you behind these psychotic
crimes? Did you kill the woman? You forget, I’ve seen you in
action.”

“You don’t know what you see.”

“Screw you, Mr. Philosophy. Why are you
here?”

Cristos tilted his head as if he were puzzled
by such an outrageous question. “I told you. Watching.”

“Watching what?”

“You.”

Me?

“Why?” Alex demanded. “You want to know what
it looks like for a cop to kick your ass?”

Cristos ignored his comment and nodded in the
direction of the crime scene. “They’re only going to get
worse.”

How the hell would you
know? Alex furrowed his brow. “So, you’re the one killing
these women?”

Cristos ran his hand along the scraggly bark.
“I adore women. Why would I slit their throats?”

Alex’s entire body writhed with impatience.
If he didn’t fear retribution on Ella, he’d take out this freaking
angel in one solid punch.

“Tell me what you know. About the crimes,
about Ella, about all you psychos and what you’re planning for
Halloween.”

Cristos frowned. “Psycho is such a strong
word. I prefer misunderstood.”

The jerk’s repartee grew more annoying by the
minute. “You’re avoiding the question. Who’s killing the women?”
Alex asked.

“Do you at least accept that, should I tell
you, you cannot stop the killings?”

“No. I’m a cop. I don’t accept murder as a
response to anything.”

Cristos stared at him. “Then you’re naive,
mortal. I gave you a bit more credit.”

“What do you expect, you bastard? For me to
roll over and say fine, people are getting mutilated in the
cemeteries every night?”

Cristos’s nostrils flared. “I expect you to
know your place in the scheme of things. You can’t stop what Soren
wants, and he wants the killings to get worse through Halloween. It
doesn’t matter what you do or how many people you make stand guard,
Five-O, the murders will not stop.”

Alex flinched. People used the slang
Five-O all the time for cops. However,
coming from Cristos’s mouth, it seemed more of an insult. And Alex
didn’t want to think about these brutal murders continuing.

“I won’t give up.” Alex paused a moment.
“What about you? How about learning your place in the scheme of
things?”

Cristos’s eyes widened in sincere surprise.
“Excuse me?”

Alex cast a glance back to the crime scene,
then re-holstered his weapon. He needed to return soon, but he had
to press on. Time to get answers.

“Do you have feelings for Brooke? She isn’t
yours and she never will be. What about knowing your place where
she’s concerned?”

Cristos’s mouth opened into a surprised O but
nothing came out, which made him appear slightly ridiculous for a
minute. Alex kept the chuckle to himself, however.

“Well? Are you in love with my wife?” Alex
asked. He scratched the mark once more to relieve the irritating
itch.

Cristos arched his eyebrows. “Technically,
she’s not your wife.”

“Semantics. Answer the question.”

His eyes darkened to a stormy gray. “It’s
complicated.”

“Explain anyway,” Alex said.

“I’m drawn to her. Ever since I gave you the
mark, it’s like I can sense your feelings for her. Obviously
Elementals and Fallen Angels have an antagonistic relationship.
Don’t worry mortal, I know I can’t steal her away from you,
but—”

“But you love her.” Say it,
bastard. Say it so I can take you out, right here, right
now.

Cristos stared at him blankly for a long
minute. Then he shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never felt unselfish
love before, so I can’t say I do or don’t love Brooke. The last
time I had any inkling of honor and love was before the Great
War.”

Alex narrowed his eyes. “Great War?”

“Ugh, mortals.” Cristos rolled his eyes with
the flamboyant impatience of a pre-pubescent teenager. “Great War.
Angels being cast out of heaven? Lucifer convincing a bunch of us
we’d be better off on our own? Fallen Angel history?”

“Oh, that Great
War,” Alex replied, making no attempt to hide his sarcasm. “Somehow
I can’t picture you in heaven.”

Cristos shot him an angry look. “Well, I was,
until I made the choice to follow the wrong angel.”

“Soren.”

Rolling his eyes once more, Cristos said,
“Lucifer. Were you not paying attention?”

“I haven’t slept in twenty hours, you
psychotic jerk! Give me a break, will ya?”

Cristos’s entire body bristled. “I don’t like
that word. Don’t use it again.”

“Fine,” Alex said as non-sarcastically as he
could. Cops weren’t known for playing by the rules of bad guys, yet
Cristos seemed to be telling the truth. Perhaps the mark did more
than draw him to Brooke? Maybe the mark could elicit the truth from
this maniac. Time to find out.

“So, when did Soren come into the mix?”

Cristos sat down and leaned his back against
the tree. “Soren came later, after Lucifer was cast into hell. I
followed him because things in our Old World were in a mess. Out of
everyone, Soren had a strength and bravery I admired. There were
other leaders who rose up, other clans of Fallen Angels.”

“So why not go with them?”

Cristos shrugged. “Why does anyone join one
group over another? Circumstances, people, and timing. Soren seemed
the right choice. I just didn’t know he’d get to this point.”

“What point?” Tell me. Give
me what I need for Brooke to stop him.

“I think he’s overdosing on the black iron. A
little bit gives us strength, but I think living in the Quarter
he’s getting too much too fast. He doesn’t only torment and reap
adult souls, but he goes after children. Something I’m
against.”

Alex pulled out his cell phone and texted his
captain: Doing recon. Back in ten.

“Why keep following Soren’s orders? Can’t
you…I don’t know…start your own Fallen Angel gang?”

Cristos stood up and glared at him. “This
isn’t a laughing matter. I’m loyal to him because it’s my job. It’s
the choice I made. We all have to live with your choices, Alex.
Something I’m sure you’re familiar with.”

Alex cleared his throat. He was more than
familiar with the concept of choice, how his had led him to this
point. “I am. But why not fight back?”

“My life becomes a living hell if I don’t
obey Soren,” Cristos said. “You don’t even know the concept of a
living hell, Alex.”

Yes, I do. But no
sense arguing with this clown. Get some facts, intel.

“So what’s next?” Alex asked. “What does the
almighty Soren want you to do now?”

Alex shook his head. Unbelievable. New
Orleans had its share of shady characters, corruption, ghosts and
voodoo. Now Fallen Angels were beginning to seem normal. He really
needed REM sleep, and soon.

Cristos’s face turned solemn. “I’ve been
ordered to kill you and Brooke.”

Alex choked and drew out his gun, aiming for
Cristos’s black heart. “What did you say?”

“You heard me. Don’t make me repeat
myself.”

Alex steadied the gun in his right hand. With
his left, he touched the ritual mark Cristos had etched in his
skin. “Then what are you waiting for?”

“Honestly? I don’t know. I went to see Brooke
earlier.”

“You what?” Holy shit, was Brooke okay?

“Spoke to Brooke. I couldn’t bring myself to
harm her.”

Relief washed over him, loosening a few knots
in his stomach. At least this crush on Brooke could prevent Cristos
from killing her. For now. Get some recon on Ella. Learn facts, and
then leave before this psycho catches on that he’s been
confessing.

“What about Ella?” Alex asked. He steeled
himself for whatever Cristos would say.

“Ella?”

“Yes. My daughter. What does Dominick plan to
do with her?”

Cristos laughed. “Dominick’s a pawn. On his
own, the kid couldn’t locate water if he fell out of a damn
boat.”

“He’s the bastard who’s corrupting her.”

“Did you ever consider something? Maybe she
wouldn’t be so easily corrupted if you gave her some room to
breathe? Ella was easy to take because you made her that way.”

Alex flinched and his stomach knots returned.
He wanted to punch this psycho right in the mouth, but bottom line,
maybe Cristos was right. In some small way. Ella had run away of
her own choosing. Where did she go? Right into Dominick’s arms.

“It’s my job to protect her, regardless of
what you think.”

Cristos shrugged. “Soon you’ll need
protection from her.”

Anger surged through Alex’s veins. “What’s
the psychotic jerk going to do?”

Cristos thrust a swift hand and gripped
Alex’s wrist, immobilizing his gun hand and causing the weapon to
drop to the ground. Before Alex could retrieve it, Cristos put a
rapid and tight grip around Alex’s neck and squeezed.

Alex sputtered and tried to breathe, but
Cristos’s hold was tighter than a boa constrictor. “I…I…”

The wicked gleam in Cristos’s eyes sent
chills down Alex’s spine. “I told you, mortal, I don’t like that
word. Utter it again, and you’ll know what true pain feels like.
Understood?”

Alex used his arms and tried to pull out of
Cristos’s grip. No use. “Y…yes.”

“Good,” Cristos said, releasing his
fingers.

Alex bent his head toward the ground and
coughed. “For a minute, I thought you were trying to kill me.”

Cristos cocked an eyebrow. “You’ll know when
I’m ready to kill you. The only reason you’re alive right now is
because of Brooke. I can’t defy Soren, so I will kill you
eventually. But for now, he can’t find me in the cemetery.”

“What if Brooke could get rid of Soren? Then
what? Would it be worth rescuing Ella from whatever his plan
is?”

Cristos’s gaze held pure disbelief. “No one
can get rid of Soren. I have to go.” He stepped behind the oak and
began to walk away.

“But what if we could? What if Brooke could
get rid of Soren for good?”

Cristos stopped in mid-step, and then turned
around, his face grim. “Then everything could change.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Soren folded several
papers under his arm and glanced around his hotel suite. Ah, yes.
Things were going exactly as planned. He’d orchestrated Kate’s
entry into Brooke’s bar, and she’d located the chalice. She was set
to steal it in the coming days. Soon, he’d have the means to
control Ella and ruin Brooke at the same time.

Human plaything Nancy had been ideal. Not
only had she proven herself to be a good lay, but she had a
talented niece. With all his pawns set in place, he chuckled to
himself. Nancy had believed his excuse about wanting the chalice
for sentimental reasons. Damn, humans were gullible.

“You ready? The city council brunch starts in
an hour,” Nancy said, her curves looking tempting in a navy suit.
He’d put on a burgundy tie—damn these humans for inventing such
noose-like things—to make his presentation.

“Absolutely, gorgeous.”

Her luscious lips curled into a smile. “Then
let’s go knock ‘em dead.”

How little she appreciated the truth in that
statement. He smiled, vowing to behave at the luncheon. If the
group didn’t see its way clear to approve his proposals, there
would be hell to pay. And he’d be the one to collect.

Twenty minutes later, they entered the
coral-pink restaurant and made their way past ornate sculptures and
sparkling chandeliers to the back room. One of the perks of
politics: private dining rooms at Brennan’s.

Carrot Top woman sat at the head of the table
and fiddled with her earring, a hideous adornment shaped like a
cauliflower. “With everyone now here, we can hear Sam Swanson’s
presentation about the cemeteries.”

The most rotund of the group let out a groan.
Soren glared at him. Damn, I forgot about
you. He’d planned to have Cristos swipe the moron’s soul
after the last meeting, but then Cristos had been banished. Little
things always slipped through the cracks. Such is the life of a
leader.

Soren took a slow and calming breath. Time to
focus and present his ideas.

The impeccably-dressed waiter came and poured
coffees all around. As per usual, the coffeepot was held nearly
twelve inches above the cup as the spout poured. Not a drop
spilled, a sight the tourists ate up with joy.

“Sam? Did you want to say something?” Carrot
Top asked.

Apparently he’d been standing there and not
talking for several seconds. Get it
together.

“Uh, yes, please forgive me. I was rethinking
some things in my head. But, as our councilwoman has pointed out,
I’m here to give my presentation today.”

“Are we seriously considering your cemetery
move idea?” the pudgy man asked. “I thought we’d tabled that for
later.”

Anger flooded Soren’s insides, but he kept a
calm face. He wouldn’t allow this sub-human idiot to affect him.
“Last night, six murders occurred in St. Michael’s and St.
Christopher’s cemeteries. Two nights ago, other women were killed
in Greenbury. Now’s the perfect time to discuss it.”

Pudgy Boy took a gulp of his coffee. “They’re
the usual crazies out for Halloween week.”

One councilman sat forward in his chair. “My
daughter was friends with one of the victims. Murder ventures past
your garden-variety Halloween.”

“I think Sam has a great idea,” Nancy said,
offering her best smile and charm. What a
woman.

Soren passed out the presentation papers he’d
brought. “Look at these photos of other city layouts. These places
are forward-thinking. They tear down crime-infested areas, those
gone the way of decrepit and condemned. New Orleans hasn’t caught
up yet. I’m saying we at least start the wheels turning on this
plan. If we begin with St. Michael’s plots, the construction won’t
block as many roads.”

Mr. Pudgy coughed from eating a butter roll
too fast. Wish he’d choke. “The Bienville
neighborhood will be forced to go miles out of their way to get
anywhere.” His voice was whiny, like a squealing pig.

I don’t care about
inconveniencing Brooke’s neighborhood. Soren forced himself
to smile. “No matter what we do, there will be some construction.
Tell them we’ll repave their roads and give them new sidewalks,
restore a park or something in return.”

“Where do you propose we relocate to?” Carrot
Top asked.

“The North Shore,” Soren said. “Nancy has
done some research and we have two hundred acres at our disposal.
The city already owns the land. It’s a win-win.”

He gauged their reactions. Some raised
eyebrows, some nodded, and some seemed deep in thought.
“Eliminating the high-crime areas would put New Orleans on the map,
be a leader in the South again.”

As predicted, his statement led to nods and
smiles. Wow, such easy humans. Seduce the ego, get what you want.
No wonder mortals were so low on the food chain.

Carrot Top took a sip of her coffee. “I say
we put it to a preliminary vote. Those in favor of moving forward
with the proposed plan to relocate the cemeteries, say aye.”

Everyone said aye except Mr. Pudgy. Carrot
Top smiled. “Very well. We’ll proceed with the effort. Nothing’s
guaranteed. We have to talk to a developer, the next of kin, and
put a million other things in motion before this can happen ,
but—”

“I appreciate us moving forward,” Soren said.
“That’s all that matters. I suggest we start the survey process
today.”

“Are you crazy?” Pudgy boy asked, with half a
mouthful of food. Despicable manners. “Do you know the red tape
involved in setting such things up?”

Not when I reaped someone’s
soul last night who can help. My kind is
superior for a reason, fat ass.

“I know a surveyor who is willing to do the
job today,” Soren said. “Women are being hunted and killed. If we
start things rolling, we can also hold a press conference, portray
our city council as caring about the community. The North Shore
facility will be a more secure one, one to guarantee peace to those
mourning their loved ones.”

Nancy gazed up at him in admiration. Just
like a dog. So easy to please.

“He has a point,” Carrot Top said. “City
residents are often skeptical about the local politics. This could
be a way we’re proactive in helping the community.”

Fat Ass reached for another roll and spread
butter across it. “You can’t whoosh in and change everything.”

“Why not?” Soren asked. “Isn’t that our job?
Shouldn’t we protect the city’s residents?”

Carrot woman looked at her phone and began to
text someone. “I’ll call a press conference to get the word
out.”

Soren smiled at her sudden shift in opinion;
he hadn’t lost his touch with the females. “I’ll contact the
surveyor. Now, how about we all get down to business and enjoy this
seven-course meal? After all, taxpayers can’t expect us to work on
an empty stomach.”

Everyone chuckled as the waiter brought out
the soup and brunch appetizers. Pudgy Man didn’t say anything, just
sipped his coffee in protest. No matter. He’d be dead soon.
Besides, Halloween was in a few days. Like the talented Bob Dylan
said, the times, they were a’
changing.

###

After a long nap, the kind required after a
heavy New Orleans meal, Soren awoke to knocking at the door. “Who
the hell is it?”

“It’s Dominick.”

“Enter.”

The door jiggled. “It’s locked.”

ShitDamnFuck. Soren tumbled out of bed and
went to open the door. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be
shopping for your Halloween outfits?”

Dominick’s cheeks looked red and swollen. Had
he been screaming or crying?

“What’s up, kid?”

Dominick pursed his lips. “I asked Cristos to
keep an eye on Ella while I went to buy her some flowers. When I
returned, she was gone.”

“Gone?” Soren’s heart raced.

“Gone. No note. And I can’t find Cristos
anywhere. I think he’s betrayed us again.”

Soren clenched his teeth. Would Cristos dare
be so stupid? Certainly not. Despite the lovesick puppy fad, back
in the Old World, Cristos had sworn loyalty to the Minare, to
Soren, when it mattered. Surely Cristos wouldn’t be such a traitor,
not after all their history.

“Let’s learn the truth before we panic,”
Soren advised. “I can’t afford any wild goose chases right now. We
need to be focused and ready for Halloween. Our plans will come to
fruition.”

“I don’t like him, Master Soren. We don’t
need him.”

“Shut up, kid.” Soren rubbed his temples to
ward off the inevitable headache. This youngster didn’t even
begin to have the right to tell Soren how
to run his clan. “We do need him. Cristos wouldn’t betray me again.
The banishment proved to be effective.”

Dominick shook his head. “Maybe not. Either
way, I need to know where Ella is.”

“Search some of your favorite places. Check
on the cop. Maybe Daddy found her again. Use every resource we
have. Oh, and while you’re at it, kill that fat ass Councilman
Randy O’Carny. He’s pissed me off more than his fair share.”

“Yes, Master Soren. What about—?”

“Don’t worry about Cristos. I’ll take care of
him. You find Ella.”

Dominick nodded. “I can be your number one
soldier, Soren. I would never betray you.”

But you’re still wet behind
the ears. “You’re a good kid. Keep me informed.”

“Yes, Master Soren. I won’t let you down.”
Dominick opened the door to leave, and as he walked away, he
muttered, “Unlike some.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Around ten in the morning,
Brooke walked to the corner deli and picked up brunch for her and
the Elementals. The bar wouldn’t open for several hours, and Kate
would cover the afternoon shift so Brooke could focus on stopping
Soren’s takeover.

On the stroll back, she passed St. Michael’s
Cemetery. A man wearing an orange construction-worker jacket held
up a measuring tape and jotted notes on his paper pad.
Official-looking city employees never hung around cemeteries. What
was going on?

She approached him, and he greeted her with a
smile. One thing she loved about her Mid-City neighborhood: people
still smiled as they passed each other, still said hello to
strangers. Not many places, especially in cities, held such
friendly traits anymore.

“Good morning,” she said. “Is the city
planning to do some maintenance on the cemetery?”

Such improvements would be welcome. The
once-shiny ironwork entrance had grown dull black. In the morning
sun, visible rust spots dotted the spikes.

The man shook his head. “Nah, we’re taking a
preliminary survey of the land.”

A survey? What for? This was a cemetery, not
a slice of usable land. Unless…

“May I ask why?” she said, unsure whether she
wanted the answer.

He shoved his notepad into his back pocket.
“New Orleans tax dollars at work. City council voted to begin
designs for relocating the cemetery. They’re going to eventually
turn this into a park.”

What the hell? How could Soren possibly move
this fast? He was only one person in a governing body of seven. And
he’d only been elected recently. No one could cut through Louisiana
red tape that quickly. Could they?

“They’re what?” she asked.

She forced her jaw back closed. No sense
having her mouth wide open, giving away the utter shock she felt.
Who knew if this guy was working for Soren? The Minare had sources
everywhere.

The worker adjusted his stance. “Moving the
cemetery—”

“Where the hell would they move it to?”

Oops. Too abrasive. This guy was only doing
his job. But she knew what he didn’t. Her neighborhood, her family,
remained safe because cemeteries bordered the streets on all sides.
If the city tore them down, they would be exposed like sitting
ducks. Soren would reinstate hunting season on her loved ones.

“I mean,” she restated, “how long would it
take?”

He shrugged. “I’ve never seen anyone manage
to set up a survey the same day, but they did it. I was told to
make this a priority, had to push back a few other clients. The
powers that be want to push this thing through, and fast.”

Crap. Soren had his hooks in the city council
already. If he got his way, he’d bulldoze anything that would stop
the Minare from attacking her. And Alex. And Ella.

“Do you know how fast?” she asked. “Surely,
they can’t demolish the cemeteries without consent from the
families?”

“It’ll take a while, but looks like the move
will happen.”

Great, just great. She nodded goodbye and
sprinted toward the bar. For an elusive evil Fallen Angel, Soren
had certainly kept himself busy. How could he have accomplished all
these things without being tracked? She and the Elementals had run
in circles, attempting to find and stop him.

With a cemetery bulldoze, he could get his
hooks into the innocent souls in her neighborhood. Not good.

If she had more time, she could stir up the
locals, conduct a protest at the injustice of Soren’s re-zoning
plans. But there was no time. Halloween was almost upon them.
Besides, where Soren was concerned, humans didn’t get a choice. He
was fine with robotic obedience, even if his own army hated him.
Bastard never offered free will. Something which, now that she
thought about it, had pissed her off for centuries.

Just one more reason to ensure Ella had a
choice.

Soren only knew one method: take people by
force. No compromise, no mercy. It was ironic, really. If he wasn’t
a Fallen Angel, he could’ve been a cult leader.

I don’t care what your plans are, Soren.
You’re not taking my city. You’re sure as hell not taking my
family.

###

For fifteen minutes inside Armand’s, no one
spoke. Brooke wolfed down her ham and Swiss on rye, while Phoenix,
Terran and Tempest munched in silence. How much should she tell
them about what Merc said? If she mentioned Universe’s offer to
withdraw the rule about her having to keep her identity secret from
Ella, Phoenix would go into a jealous tantrum. She didn’t need his
antagonism, not now.

“So, what did Merc say?” Terran asked.

His pensive stare, his ability to see deeper
into her soul than her other colleagues, unnerved her. She began to
fidget. She and Terran had always been close. She didn’t want to
lie to him.

“He wanted us to know the seriousness of the
situation,” she said. There. Not exactly a lie, right?

Phoenix walked to the mini-fridge behind the
bar, grabbed a root beer and uncapped it. “How exactly are we
supposed to find Soren? Haven’t we been looking for the entire
month of October? Even with Soren getting elected to the city
council, he’s made himself scarce. We can’t get to him, not even
through the press. Now Halloween’s coming, which will make Universe
even more difficult to please.”

Tempest wrinkled her nose. “Show respect.
Universe judges us all by our actions, and your constant
complaining—”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Forgive me for stating the
obvious. We’ve put lookouts at all the cemeteries, we’ve searched
all Quarter streets, and we’ve scavenged more Catholic churches
than I’m comfortable with. Brooke’s dipped her hands in so many
bowls of holy water, she looks like a damn raisin. What exactly do
you propose we do, our sacred lady of hot air?”

The front door rattled, followed by wind
chimes. Only there was no wind.

“Cute trick, Tempest,” Phoenix said with a
smirk.

Tempest’s eyes grew wide. “That’s not
me.”

Brooke turned to the front door and peeked
out. Kate? She was two hours early. There was a difference between
being eager and being early. Suspiciously early.

“Who is it?” Terran asked.

“My new hire. She’s going to watch the bar
for me while I help y’all search.”

Terran furrowed his brow. “You found someone
this quick?”

Despite Kate’s eagerness, Brooke felt
irritation washing through her. Since when did Terran care who ran
the pub? As long as Brooke remained loyal to the mission, he
shouldn’t care. He wasn’t a bartender. She wasn’t even sure what he
did for a cover job. He never spoke of
it.

“I gave Kate a trial run,” Brooke said.
“She’s good, and the locals liked her. Until we settle this thing
with Soren, I can’t afford to keep the pub closed.”

“I want to meet her.” Terran’s eyes turned
dark, browner than usual and filled with doubt. She shrugged it
off. Her co-Elementals were already in her life, supervising her
every move as far as the mission was concerned. She wasn’t about to
give up control over the pub. Armand’s was hers. She could hire
anyone she wanted.

“Fine, but be nice.” Brooke opened the door.
“Hi, Kate. You’re here early.”

“Sorry if I’m too eager, but I can’t help
it.” Kate held up some colorful beads. “And look, I brought some
Mardi Gras tokens so we could decorate a few of the walls. Is that
okay?”

“Sure.” Brooke turned with pride to her
colleagues. “These are my friends, Terran, Phoenix, and Tempest.
Y’all, this is Kate.”

Terran shook her hand with an unrelenting
stare. “Hi.”

“Hi,” she said, curling her lips into a
smile. “I’m glad to meet you.”

“So how’d Brooke come to find you so fast?”
he asked, never once breaking eye contact. Why was he being so
overprotective? Could he sense something?

Kate shrugged and her auburn curls bounced on
her shoulders. “My uncle runs a pub and told me about a few places
that might be hiring.”

Phoenix stood and towered over her, mistrust
flickering in his gaze. “Sounds like your uncle is in the know.
What’s his name?”

“Ch…Charles. Charles Embry.” Kate backed up a
few feet, probably freaked out by the inquisition team. “Brooke,
what do you say if I get set up? I’m sure you and your friends want
to finish up what you’re doing here. I didn’t mean to
interrupt.”

“Sure, thanks. Some supply boxes need to be
unloaded in the back room,” Brooke said. The task would get Kate
out of the line of fire, and Brooke wasn’t in the mood to argue
over her employment choices. The Elementals had already pushed
their opinions on Brooke’s life choices. They had no right to barge
in on her cover job.

Kate smiled. “You got it, boss. Nice to meet
y’all.” The beads clinked together around her wrist as she walked
back to the storage area.

Brooke slugged Terran’s shoulder. “Way to go
at making the girl uncomfortable.”

“We can’t be too careful. You’re not at the
top of your game right now, I’m just sayin.”

“Enough. She’ll help me, so I can help you.”
Brooke took a breath. “So, what’s our strategy? I think we should
go to the city council office. With the cemetery restructuring,
Soren can’t stay hidden for long.”

Terran grabbed a soda for himself. “Maybe,
but he’s remained hidden from the press until now.”

The front door swung open and thudded against
the wall. Alex staggered inside, looking haggard with blood on his
clothes. “You’re not going to believe the night I had.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

“What happened?” Brooke
asked. Her heart raced as she checked his arms, his back, his face.
Was there a wound? Where was he hurt?

“Don’t worry about the blood,” he said, his
voice hoarse. “It’s not mine. More cemetery killings. But I needed
to tell you something.”

She handed him a big glass of water. “Drink
this.”

He drank several swallows. “Cristos has been
ordered to kill us.”

“He’s what?”

She couldn’t believe the words. When she
looked to the Elementals, apparently they couldn’t believe the news
either. Their eyes were wide; their mouths formed an “O.”

Alex nodded and swallowed more water. “Yep.
Kill us.”

The hair on the back of her neck remained
flat. No sense of danger. After the encounters with Cristos, she
wasn’t sure if the news was correct. She studied Alex’s expression.
His gaze was calm, his coloring had returned after drinking water,
his shoulders weren’t hunched. He didn’t have the scared look she
had expected.

“But you don’t think he’ll go through with
it?” she asked.

Alex smiled at her, like he was pleased she’d
read his thoughts. “I think this maniacal mark he put on me is some
kind of conduit,” Alex said. “Cristos claims he is drawn to you,
that he can sense my feelings for you. It’s almost like he can feel
those emotions himself. I scratched at the scabbed mark for our
whole conversation. Worked better than a truth serum.”

“Unless Cristos wants you to think his words
are truthful,” Phoenix said. He flipped out a cigarette from his
pocket and lit it with the snap of a finger. “Cristos doesn’t care
about you, never will. Rule number one: never trust Fallen
Angels.”

Alex may be your long lost
love, but he’s really stupid. At least that’s what Phoenix’s
expression seemed to say. Brooke couldn’t tell for sure.

“Cristos came close to admitting he loves
you, Brooke,” Alex said. “He seemed open to the idea of eliminating
Soren. He’s duty bound, but I get the feeling he might help
us.”

Brooke shot a knowing look to the Elementals.
“See? I believe we have a valid case to get Cristos’s help.
Especially since he seems to care for me so much.”

Phoenix rolled his eyes. “Oh yes, who can
blame him for being smitten with you?”

Brooke tossed a small hand towel across his
face. “Quiet, fire boy.”

“Enough, we need to focus,” Terran said.
“Where is Cristos now?”

Alex took a swig of water. “St. Michael’s
Cemetery. He said Soren can’t find him there.”

Phoenix puffed on his cigarette. “Okay, so we
go to the cemetery and—” He stopped. Then his pupils swelled to
three times their normal size. “Anyone else hear that?”

Everyone turned their heads and looked
around.

“It’s like a low, teasing whisper.” Phoenix
shut his eyes and strained to hear.

Brooke didn’t hear anything, just the
whirring of neighborhood lawn mowers.

“Damn it!” Phoenix leapt to his feet and
dashed to the back room. Brooke sprinted behind him to keep up,
followed by Alex and the Elementals.

Holy shit. Hot
flames rose from the floor, licking the areas reeked by gasoline.
The fiery blaze climbed up supply boxes and lapped at an old yellow
curtain, scorching the edges brown in a matter of seconds.

Her throat went dry, followed by her stomach
tightening. What the hell had happened?

Brooke darted her eyes around in a panic. On
the other side of the room, Kate held the phone. “That’s what they
said, Aunt Nancy. Cristos is under some form of spell. He’s located
in—”

“Disperse!” Phoenix yelled. The flames
dissipated at his command. Brooke never thought she’d say it, but
thank goodness Phoenix was there.

Terran ripped the phone out of the wall with
a loud thwack. He glared at Kate. “You best start talking. Who the
hell are you?”

She stumbled backwards and caught herself on
one of the old stools. “I, uh, told you. Kate, the new
bartender.”

“Like hell you are,” Brooke said.

Kate brushed her hair back and shrugged, like
nothing was wrong.

Who was this mysterious willowy girl? Did she
have connections to Soren if she knew about Cristos? Why would
anyone want to set the pub on fire? How many people did Soren have
his hooks into? All questions that clicked through Brooke’s mind
and out her mouth.

“I was checking in with my aunt,” Kate said,
holding both her hands up in surrender. “As far as the fire, I was
about to hit the alarm. Looks like you have some faulty wiring that
started the blaze.”

Brooke no longer believed anything coming out
of Kate’s mouth. “Right.”

“We’ll see about that,” Alex said. He knelt
down and began inspecting the area.

Phoenix took slow steps until he towered over
Kate’s slender frame. Then he gripped her wrists and flashed a
wicked smile. “Putting out fires is just one of my many talents,
Miss Redhead. I can also create flames, even singe your skin
without a lighter.” He glared at her for a split second. “The next
few moments can be quite painful if you don’t cooperate.”

Kate’s eyes bulged. “I don’t understand. All
I did was make a phone call. Are you saying the fire was my
doing?”

“Yes, so cut the crap.” Brooke couldn’t
explain the strange uneasiness surging through her, but like the
instincts of a thousand animals, she trusted it was there. And it
knew best. Kate had tried to burn down Armand’s. Ruin her life.
Guess Terran had sensed something was wrong. Maybe the Elementals
were right. Maybe Brooke was off her game. What else could she be
mistaken about?

She folded her arms across her chest, forcing
herself to remain in that position. If her arms were free, she
might zap ice picks into Kate’s heart. Doing so would bring
Universe’s wrath, which was the last thing Brooke needed right
now.

“Fess up, you little arsonist,” Brooke
said.

Kate looked from one scowled face to the
next. “Okay. I’m a bartender, true. My aunt Nancy is on the city
council. She wanted me to get hired at Armand’s to keep an ear out
for anything strange.”

“City council? Does the name Soren Drake mean
anything to you? Or his alias, Sam Swanson?” Brooke asked.

Kate’s eyes widened. “Yeah, Sam’s my aunt’s
boyfriend. She spends the night with him all the time.”

Phoenix grinned. “Really? You happen to know
where Sam lives?”

Kate pursed her lips. “No.”

“Bullshit,” Alex said. “Your eyes tilted up
and toward the left when you answered. That’s a telltale sign
you’re using the frontal cortex of the brain.”

Phoenix shook his head in bewilderment. “In
English, Sherlock?”

“Means she’s lying,” Alex snapped. He rubbed
his fingers along the floor. “And this is the work of an arsonist,
not faulty wiring.”

Phoenix extended a red glowing fingertip
toward Kate’s arms. “I think I can convince her to tell the truth.
C’mon, ye Irish lass, time to confess.” He reached out and slashed
a quick burn line across her arm.

“Ow! What did you do? That hurt!” Her jaw
clenched as she gripped her arm.

Phoenix didn’t back down. “Shall I get help
from my colleagues to induce the truth? Or should I burn you to a
crisp?” His voice sounded eerie, like he’d fantasized about such
things before. Brooke’s uneasiness spiked.

“Tell us the truth.” Brooke kept her voice
firm. Threats were better than violence. Besides, the girl’s eyes
were bulging out in fear. In the end, Soren was responsible, not
his pawns. Brooke had to stay focused, get rid of Soren—the cause,
not the symptoms.

“Fine,” Kate yelped. “The Royal Palisades
Hotel. Room 666.”

“How cute,” Terran said.

“How’d you know the room number? Have you
been there?” Brooke asked.

Kate’s pupils enlarged like a cat being
cornered by dogs. “I don’t remember.”

Alex stood and brought out his cuffs. “Kate
O’Leary, you’re under arrest for suspected arson. You have the
right to—”

“It was a cup, okay?” Kate said, her eyes
widening. “Yes, I went to the hotel to deliver some fancy cup.”

Alex and Brooke exchanged glances. “What did
the cup look like?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Purple, with symbols on the
bottom.”

The chalice. All
this time, Brooke had presumed Soren had taken it. Yet it had been
in the bar? But how?

“You found it here, in the bar?” Brooke
asked.

“Yes,” Kate muttered. “When I was here
filling out paperwork. I found it behind the stack of towels.” She
pointed to a back storage closet.

Alex put the cuffs back in his pocket for a
minute and knelt down on the area she’d pointed to. He swiped the
floor with two fingers and inhaled. “Lighter fluid. My guess is you
wanted to burn the place down, make it look like a robbery gone
awry. I’m not sure how the chalice got here, but you’re the one who
ultimately stole it.”

Kate coughed to catch her breath. “I never
wanted to hurt anyone.”

Anger spurred through Brooke until it bubbled
to the surface. “Why burn down my bar?” she asked. “The customers
loved you. I gave you a chance, you conniving snake. Why screw me
over?”

Kate cast a nervous glance at Alex’s
handcuffs. “Aunt Nancy said Sam would pull some strings to set me
up to be a French Quarter bar manager, kind of a tourism head
honcho. Great shifts, high tips, great benefits.”

Brooke shot her an accusing stare. “Thirty
pieces of silver.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“Then what was it like, because my daughter’s
life is on the line!”

Kate’s brows rose, honest surprise on her
face. “I didn’t know, honest. Look, I’m trying to make a living in
a bad economy.”

Alex shook his head. “Some living. You’re
under arrest for attempted arson.” He yanked Kate’s arms behind her
back and clicked the cuffs into the locked position.

“It hurts. Look, you’re making a
mistake.”

“You have the right to remain silent, I
suggest you use it.” Alex prodded her body forward to the exit
door.

“I get my phone call. I know my rights.”

Brooke tied back the burned curtains. “You
made your call already, and you’ve ruined more lives than you will
ever know.”

Phoenix stepped up. “What if little Miss
Limerick makes bail? I say keep her locked up until Halloween is
over.”

Alex shrugged. “I have to follow the
law.”

Phoenix smirked. “Well, I don’t.” He gripped
her locked arms from behind, burning the skin, and held her while
she screamed in pain.

Terran pried Phoenix’s fingers loose. “What
the hell are you doing? We’re Elementals, not the Minare. Let go of
her!”

“You nut jobs are the criminals here,” Kate
said.

“Quiet,” Alex barked. “Let’s go.” He turned
to Brooke. “Are you okay for now?”

Brooke nodded. Thank heavens Alex had been
there. “Yeah, just come back by. Thanks.”

He pushed Kate toward the door and out to his
squad car. Once they’d left, Brooke, Tempest and Terran glared at
Phoenix.

“What?”

Terran slapped him across the head. “Why did
you do something so stupid?”

“Ouch! Oh c’mon, she conspired to help
Soren’s cause. We have to send the Minare a message.”

“What kind of message? The kind where we
physically abuse a human? I’m pissed at her too, but we don’t do
that,” Brooke said. “Or have you forgotten?”

“Gee, we don’t mate with humans either, but
guess it’s fine for you to break the rules.”

“Are you still harping on that?” Brooke
reached out and slapped him across the back of the head.

“Yikes, will you cut it out?”

Tempest shook her head, seeming disappointed
in the downward spiral their mission had taken. “We need to
focus.”

Phoenix brushed himself off. “Tell it to
Little Miss Can’t Be Wrong,” he said, and
he began to hum the Spin Doctors song. That’s when Tempest slapped
him across the back of the head.

“Damn it, what’s with you three?”

“Focus, pyro boy,” Tempest said, her tone
reeking of irritation. She had the most patience of them all, and
Phoenix had even managed to get under her skin. Not good.

“Fine, I’m focused,” Phoenix said. “Sorry I
caused a tiny fleck of harm to the girl who handed over Brooke’s
chalice to Soren. So shoot me, why don’t ya?”

“Firing range doesn’t open until next month,”
Terran said, not missing a beat. “So how about we gather up this
pent up frustration, harness it, and take it out on Soren? Ya know,
the one who deserves it?”

“Good idea,” Brooke said. She needed this
mission to end, so she could be Ella’s mother. For real. In public.
No more playing acquaintance. No more watching by the side of the
window. No more horror scenarios while keeping New Orleans souls
safe. This was her territory. Soren needed to be banished.
Forever.

Terran brushed his hands through his wiry,
wavy hair. “Brooke, I presume you’ll have to work tonight since
Kate is no longer in your employ?”

“Yes, shift starts at six. I’d close again,
but the bills—”

“Don’t get the locals suspicious. When your
shift is over, you and Alex go to St. Michael’s cemetery to find
Cristos. Get a definite answer on whether he’ll help out.”

“And us?” Phoenix asked. He rubbed the back
of his head to garner sympathy. No one responded. Phoenix had
gotten on everyone’s last nerve. The mission needed to end
successfully before everyone turned on each other.

Terran wiped his bloodshot eyes. “We’re going
to the Palisades Hotel and doing a stakeout on Room 666.”

“Keep me informed. I’ll keep y’all in the
loop too,” Brooke said.

Terran nodded, shot a warning glance at
Phoenix, and motioned for them to leave. Brooke cleaned up the mess
for a few moments, and then she reached for her cell to text Alex.
Thanks 4your help. Come by bar when you’re done. I have
something to tell you.

Seconds later, her phone beeped with a text
reply. Good or bad news?

She pressed her fingers on the keypad.
Yes.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Brooke heaved beer boxes
off the dolly and set them down next to the mini-fridge. One plus
about being a bartender, her human form gained upper body strength.
Using a jagged key’s edge, she ripped open the cardboard seams.
Tall bottles clanked as she grabbed several in each hand to put on
the fridge shelves. She tossed a few Abita beers on ice for the
regulars who preferred them extra cold.

Considering Armand’s could’ve become a pile
of ash after Kate’s arson attempt, Brooke tried to savor every
moment. Even if it was work, even if she couldn’t be out searching
for Ella or Soren. Armand’s may have been her cover job, but she’d
grown accustomed to the close-knit group. Come to rely on them, in
a way, to keep her spirits up. The bar offered a place to unwind,
talk about the day’s stresses and romantic heartaches. Miss Evelyn
stopped by for her White Russians and to watch Saints games, Quinn
and Liz lit the place up with wild and crazy tales of their younger
days. Never a dull moment.

Hours slipped past while she poured and
stacked colorful bottles: sapphire blue for gin, chocolate and gold
for dessert liqueurs, bright and obnoxious green for the Jaeger.
How humans could drink that stuff would forever be a mystery. By
the time Alex arrived, she’d announced Last Call and the few
remaining patrons stumbled out to their cabs.

“Hey,” she said. “Want a cold one?”

He greeted her with a smile.
“Absolutely.”

She uncapped him an icy Abita. After he’d
taken a few sips, she decided to approach the subject gnawing at
her brain. “How do you think the chalice wound up at Armand’s?”

“You’ve been wondering about that too, eh?”
He reached for some peanuts and began to pull the shells off.
“After I escaped the shipping dock, I went back to the house.
That’s the first time I noticed it was missing. I always presumed
one of the Minare swiped it.”

She poured a shot of whiskey for herself.
“Maybe, but no one except Cristos could have come into the bar.”
She paused. “Do you think Ella may have taken it?”

“Possibly, but why? I go missing and she
takes the chalice? Those two things don’t add up.”

“Maybe she figured whoever kidnapped you
would take the cup too, and she knew its value.”

Alex swigged down his beer and frowned.
“Perhaps. Then again, I don’t know what
Ella is thinking these days.”

Sympathetic pangs shot through Brooke’s
heart. Raising a half-Elemental child all these years couldn’t have
been easy. Now that adolescence had kicked in, Ella was in full
teen rebellion mode. A difficult time for any parent, but with
Ella’s Elemental blood, she probably pushed even the most patient
of parents.

“Ella will come around, once she understands
who she is. And who I am.”

He shook his head. “She can’t ever know who
you are, remember?”

Brooke grazed his hand with her fingers.
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

Hope glinted in his eyes. “Okay. What’s
up?”

“Mercury came to see me. He said if the
Elementals and I can banish Soren, Universe will repeal the earlier
ruling about me never telling Ella who I am.”

Waves of disbelief flooded Alex’s face. With
a clenched chin, he asked, “Why now?”

“Soren killed Gabriella. If we catch Soren,
it avenges Universe’s child. I don’t know why Universe is deciding
to offer this chance now, but it undoes all the misery and secrecy
we’ve had to live with for sixteen years.”

Brooke saw a glimpse of doubt in Alex’s
pensive stare, the cop who’d heard good things one too many
times—only to be disappointed by the reality.

“Nothing is ever this easy,” Alex began, his
tone even-keeled but laced with caution. “Don’t get me wrong. I’d
love for you to live with us, be a family. But what’s the other
side of the coin?”

She bit her lip. He never took anything at
face value. The trait made him an excellent cop, but a challenging
mate.

“If we fail to capture Soren,” she said,
“I’ll be sent away.”

“What?” He furrowed his brow. “For how
long?”

She snatched a bottle of Maker’s Mark and
poured herself another shot. How was she supposed to share the
terrible result that could happen if she and the Elementals failed?
Alex already had his doubts, had already suffered enough with the
ins and outs of an Elemental relationship. She gulped her shot
before she answered.

“Forever. I’d be sent to another city,
forbidden to see you or Ella again. Another Water Elemental would
take my place for New Orleans missions.”

“I’d never see you again? What kind of deal
is that?”

She stroked the hairs on his forearm in an
attempt to calm him. “Don’t worry. We’re going to get Soren. Then
you, Ella and I can be a family again.”

He looked up and frowned. “How are you going
to capture him? You’ve been tracking him for a month now, with no
results.”

She smiled. “You still have Kate locked up,
right?”

“Yes.”

“We get her to call her aunt on the city
council. She tells Soren you and I are in the cemetery. Soren will
send Cristos to kill us—”

“I don’t like this plan so far,” Alex
said.

“Relax. You and I get Cristos on our side.
Cristos promises to kill us, but instead we all go back to Soren’s
hotel suite and drug him. Then we bring him to Gabriella’s
gravesite and banish him for good.”

Alex cocked an eyebrow. “I know I’m new to
all this, but how exactly do you propose to drug a bad-ass Fallen
Angel who has caused nothing but trouble before? Not to mention,
killed Universe’s kid. What’s to say he won’t kill Ella before we
reach him?”

“Soren wants Ella alive. He won’t kill her,
he’ll try to get her to drink from the chalice and join his army.
He’ll force her if need be, but he won’t do it until Halloween
night when his powers are at their peak. If we can get to Soren
before midnight on Halloween—”

“We might have a chance.” He tossed some
peanut shells into the garbage. “Crazy plan, but I’m game. How do
we get Cristos on our side? By using his admiration for you?”

She thought a moment. Was it completely lame
to rely on Cristos’s feelings for her? Might not be the best
option.

“Cristos and Soren disagree on a few major
issues,” she said. “I think Cristos would be open to the idea of
not reporting to Soren anymore. He’s more than capable of running a
city. He’s done it all these years before Soren returned.”

“How do you know Cristos will turn on his own
kind?”

She didn’t know. She just had a hunch. And
right now, she would take a hunch all the way to the bank if it
meant she could tell Ella the truth. Ella was worth any risk.
Any.

“I think Cristos regrets choosing to follow
Soren. If we can convince him that leading the Minare without Soren
is within his grasp, Cristos will likely help us.”

“What about Dominick? Do I at least get to
knock that bastard out?”

She smiled at Alex’s need to defend Ella from
any harm. Even without Fallen Angels, Elementals, and their
dysfunctional family setup, heaven help any guy who tried to date
Ella. Alex was one-hundred percent protective dad.

“You can punch Dominick if you wish. Then we
banish him with Soren.”

“Good deal.” Alex wiped his eyes. “Let’s go
see what Cristos has to say.”

She wiped down the counter and grabbed her
purse. “He’ll help us. I know it.”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Or he wants you to
think that. I’m not fond of Phoenix, but he had a good point. Don’t
trust any Fallen Angels.”

She shrugged but didn’t respond. Alex was
right, but somehow this situation was different. Besides, without
Cristos’s help, would she be able to locate Soren? The Elementals
had been trying with no luck.

Cristos wasn’t a boy scout, not by any
stretch of the imagination. And yet he believed in free will,
believed in protecting children. Those two things were the best she
could hope for to help Ella.

If Cristos could play ball for their side,
not only would he become the new Minare leader, but there’d be no
more Soren to boss him around. Surely, reporting to a dictator like
Soren had grown old over the centuries?

More importantly, Brooke wouldn’t be
sentenced to crouching behind windows to watch her own flesh and
blood for the rest of her life.

Alex had a point. The plan had its risks.
But, if it worked, it could be a win-win for everyone. Right?


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Soren paced his hotel
suite so many times, he lost count. Then he swept his arm across
the coffee table. Files, papers and last night’s drinking glasses
whooshed across the glass top and crashed to the floor.

Let the damn housekeepers pick it up. They
have their jobs for a reason.

He glared at the text from his council cohort
Nancy: niece arrested for arson, Cristos in
cemetery.

Perhaps he was being too rash. Cristos
could’ve lurked around the cemetery in an attempt to kill Alex. Or
would Cristos betray him again? Despite the banishment’s apparent
success, Soren couldn’t push the nagging thought from his mind.

If only they weren’t so close to Halloween. A
longer banishment seemed in order, like the time Soren sent Balen
to the Mojave in August and left him there. Ah, those were the
days. Soren’s first banishment order gained him instant obedience
from the others.

He craved loyalty in bigger numbers now. The
higher the numbers in his army, the more power he could get from
Lucifer. No fucking way would Cristos ruin the plan.

Soren put on a black t-shirt and blue jeans,
magical combo for the ladies. Time to collect more souls.

As he stepped out the door, his cell phone
rang. Caller ID said Nancy. He bit his lip before picking up. This
would require a delicate lie. She wouldn’t understand the
truth.

He cleared his throat, ready to use his most
charming voice. “Hey, beautiful.”

“Hi. Do you want to meet up on Frenchman
Street tonight? Jazz Troupe West is playing at The Maison. I
thought we could go, have a few drinks, and listen to music.”

He knew this routine, and it wasn’t a bad
one. They’d drink their share of white Russians or mint juleps
while hearing the big brass play. Somewhere between the farting
tuba and the percussion, she’d want to leave. Then they’d find
random places in the city to fuck. Not a bad plan at all. But not
something he could afford to do tonight.

“Aw, I’m sorry gorgeous. I need to work
tonight.”

There was an uncomfortable pause. “We don’t
have another city council meeting to plan the cemetery rebuild
until next week,” she said.

Shit, the work excuse was no good when they
both had the same schedule. “I feel I should be prepared, is all. I
have some people to see, contacts who could help the campaign. I’m
hoping to track them down tonight.”

“We couldn’t go together?” she said. Her
voice indicated part irritation, part horny disappointment. Damn,
he hated how duty got in the way. He’d love another trolley orgasm
right now.

“Sorry hon, but let’s try for breakfast
soon.”

“Well, I’m seeing Kate tomorrow. You know she
was fired and arrested for arson.”

Anger seared through his veins yet again.
“Yeah, what happened?”

“She tried to call me when apparently the
owner went psycho. Some wiring started the blaze but they blamed
her for setting the fire.”

What the hell? “Nancy, this is imperative.
What exactly did your niece say?”

Her breathing seemed to relax, perhaps
because she felt needed. At least Soren could give her that much.
He just couldn’t do the body tumble tonight.

“Kate said she overheard the owner and her
friends talking—”

“About what?” Soren asked. He swallowed hard.
Had he sounded too rude for interrupting? Or perhaps too eager to
know someone’s business, when it clearly had nothing to do with
city council matters? One way into women’s hearts was through fine
manners. Human men forgot such things.

“Kate said some guy named Cristos was hiding
out in the cemetery.”

Panic surged through every extremity. “What
else?” he demanded.

She took a moment to answer. “Are you okay?
You’re kind of barking at me.”

“What else did she say?”

He could sense her pain through the cell
phone. Damn it, he hadn’t meant to go off on Nancy. She had been
his resource, not someone to take out his frustrations on.

“I’m sorry for being cross, hon. I need to
take care of some things. Can you tell me anything else Kate said?
Why did they fire her?”

“They didn’t just fire her, they arrested
her. She said one of them burned her wrists just by touching her.
What kinds of people are these, Sam?”

It took him a moment to remember his
pseudonym. How did authors do it so well? Half the time he couldn’t
remember what name to answer to.

“They’re part of a rogue group I’ve been
trying to stop for a long time.” Adrenaline surged through him.
Wait a minute. I can be the good
guy. “I’m trying to stop these people from doing harm
like they did to your niece. They prey on innocents, Nancy. I do
some consulting and undercover work to stop them. That’s why I
asked you to get Kate a job there.”

“So you used both of us?” She sounded more
curious than harsh, but he was no fool. A large shipment of
flowers—along with some jewelry—would soon be in order.

“I wanted to protect both of you, along with
all the women of New Orleans,” he said, using his deepest tones as
he spoke. Sounding strong and protective, two things women
craved.

“Well, I’m visiting her at the jail tomorrow.
We’re trying to get her bail worked out. The judge set an
outrageous amount because he thinks the arson is related to all the
recent killing activities.”

“Why would he think that?”

Nancy sighed. “I don’t know, but I’ve called
every bail bondsman I know. Nobody wants to get the paperwork
moving until after Halloween. Looks like she’ll be in jail for a
few more days. Do you want to come with me to see her? More
visitors would probably make her day.”

Damn it, he couldn’t. He had too much to do,
and Halloween was in two days.

“I’ll try, but it depends on work.”

“Right,” came her icy reply. “Well, you get
to work then.”

The phone line cut off with an irritating
beep. She’d hung up on him. Hung up on HIM? Who the hell did she
think she was? How dare the bitch hang up on someone of his
stature.

Whoa, what was happening? Were
these…feelings? Everything coursing through him became jumbled.
Fury raged inside him. Damn woman ought to know her place. Yet he’d
hurt her unintentionally. What was this feeling rolling around in
his gut? Guilt? Such an emotion wasn’t in his vocabulary, unless he
used it on someone else. But was he feeling it now? Such a strange
sensation.

Enough stalling. He stormed down the hallway
and out of the hotel. Jewelry and a great day in the sack would
make things up to Nancy later. Right now, he needed to build up his
army.

###

The orange sun dipped behind the Crescent
City Connection Bridge, formerly the GNO, creating a skyline
silhouette of the erector-set-looking structure. Reflective glints
of light on the river faded as darkness fell over the city. Soren
lurked in a shadowy Quarter alley and scanned the crowds. He needed
real soldiers, an essence of pure arrogance and evil. No half-wits
tonight.

He hadn’t hunted alone in months. Dominick
and Cristos commanded their troops most nights, but Dominick was
catering to Ella’s needs—as he should be—and Cristos may or may not
be fully back in the game.

Like humans always said, if you want
something done right, do it yourself.

He wiped his fingers across his hair to
change its color to blonde, and then touched his eyes to tint the
color. Last thing he needed was for his constituents to recognize
him, or for anyone to think he looked familiar. This way, he’d keep
the press away. The Elementals wouldn’t be able to locate him
easily, and he had work to do.

Scanning every direction, he stepped out of
the alley and onto Bourbon Street. It seemed the logical starting
place for reaping sinners, particularly the seven-deadly-sinning
variety. He needed to be picky in his quest. No ordinary egos, but
supersized ones. Not those who loafed around, but underachievers
who took laziness to a new level. He needed his army to have
physical strength, attractive features, as well as some slender
folk who could maneuver their way into tight places.

He went into the Magic Vortex, the Minare’s
bread and butter.

“Get you a drink?” a young waif asked. She
had enough piercing in her to break an MRI machine.

“SKYY Vodka, neat.”

She winked at him. “I like Vodka, too.”

He flashed a generous smile. Her thin hips
would work well for cramped spaces. “Do you, now? Tell me what else
you like, darlin.”

Her eyes widened at his outright flirtation,
but she beckoned him closer. “Let me whisper it,” she said.

He leaned across the bar, and her breath
warmed his ear. “I enjoy wild sex with random strangers. Can’t get
enough, know what I mean?”

He stifled a laugh. Granted, he’d chosen a
handsome human form, but this was too easy. He lifted her chin with
one forefinger and gazed into her eyes. “Then you’ll be quite
useful. And you’re now mine.”

Before she could say anything or even smile,
he tapped her shoulder and then kissed her. When she opened her
eyes, an obedient soul gazed into his. “Welcome to my kingdom,
sweetness. Now, tell everyone in the club that all drinks are on
the house.”

Her large blue eyes didn’t blink. “Drinks on
the house,” she called, raising her pierced arms high in the air to
give a high-five signal to everyone.

Perfect. Sex-a-holic and lust, check. Now he
needed ego. Those always made the best soldiers on the front lines.
Confidence run amok worked well for infantry.

The place was packed, mostly with tourists
from all walks of life. A group of Midwestern good ole boys clanked
their glasses and guzzled beer at top speed. Humph. No frat boys.
Too much trouble. Soren needed real men.

When his roaming gaze reached the back of the
Vortex, he stopped. An athletic-looking sort stood against the
wall. Giggling blondes and brunettes danced around him, like snakes
charmed by a flute. When Soren noticed the guy’s t-shirt, he knew
he had the perfect soul for ego and pride. In big letters, the
shirt read My better half with an arrow
pointing down to his crotch.

Ah, the egotistical ones. They made such
great servants. Soren meandered over. “I like your t-shirt.”

The guy narrowed his eyes. “Thanks, man.”

“Did you get it on Bourbon Street?” Soren
asked as innocently as he could. Best to sound like a tourist and
not scare the guy off.

“Nah, man. I got it in L.A. I’m a rapper out
there.”

Soren laughed. “Rapper? You mean the awful
music where they can’t sing?”

“Listen, you twisted son of a bitch, I’m
gonna shut you up.”

Soren pressed two fingers down hard on the
guy’s forehead. “You’re now mine.”

The egotistical bastard blinked once. “What
will you have me do?”

Ah, respect. Stealing souls had its perks.
The world instantly had better manners. Men were often simpler to
reap, only requiring two fingers to the forehead. Women needed the
kiss to seal the deal. Soren reaped about twenty men in the course
of five minutes.

“Now, come with me.” Soren snapped his
fingers at his newfound army. “Let’s go.”

“Where are you taking our bartender?” one
tourist asked. He was well-dressed, corporate-looking. Soren hadn’t
even noticed him, until now.

“I have some urgent business,” Soren said,
and stepped closer. When he peered into the man’s eyes, Soren
smiled wide.

“What is it?” the tourist asked, his voice
trembling a bit.

“Well, well. You like hiding, don’t you? You
will join us, too.”

“Like hell, I will. I’m leaving.”

Soren gripped the guy’s arm. “I know your
secret. And that qualifies you to come with me.”

Confusion reeled in the man’s large pupils.
“What secret? I’m not going anywhere.”

Stepping closer, Soren leaned over and
whispered, “I know you like little boys. I know about the
six-year-old you kidnapped in Boston.”

The guy’s face turned plaster-white.
“What…How…I…”

“You’re coming with me, now.” Soren pressed
two fingers on the guy’s forehead and immediately the man shut
up.

“This way, everyone,” Soren said, and exited
the bar in search of the next. Things couldn’t
get much better than this.

He smiled at his recent captures. After all,
he’d done humanity a service by eliminating the pedophile from
society. Wouldn’t Alex and Brooke be pleased?

 



CHAPTER FORTY

Brooke let Alex drive them
to St. Michael’s Cemetery to meet up with Cristos, figuring he
needed to feel in control of something right now. He couldn’t
control Fallen Angels or Ella’s rebellion, why not at least be the
one at the wheel?

“I have to work on Halloween night,” Alex
began. “I wish I could be by your side, but with the nightly
killings, my department is on overtime. I want to help you catch
Soren.”

“I know,” she said. “But you’re watching the
cemeteries. We’ll bring Soren to St. Michael’s and banish him. You
can keep crowds away. We don’t need the public attention.”

He pursed his lips. “That’s the easy part. I
just wish I could do more.”

“You’ve raised Ella on your own.” She stroked
his knee. “You’ve been more help than you know.”

A sad glimmer formed in his eyes. “I want her
to know you. I’ve wanted to tell her the truth for years now.”

“We’ll have the chance. Soren won’t win,
Alex. He can’t.”

Alex pulled the car over and parked at the
gated entrance of St. Michael’s. “Let’s hope Cristos will
cooperate.”

“He will.” She couldn’t explain it, but her
instincts had never been wrong before. “Remember to keep your
fingers on your abdomen, touching the mark, while we talk. Whether
it’s a means to gain his favor or not, the gesture can’t hurt our
efforts.”

Alex nodded. “You ready?”

“Let’s do this.” She got out of the car and
climbed the gate into the cemetery. Alex followed, being careful
not to dislodge his firearm.

Dotted light from the almost-full moon shone
through the trees and helped them see where they were going. Good
thing, for Gabriella’s gravesite was near the back. They crossed
through dangling clumps of Spanish moss and around large
headstones. When she spotted the grave, she stopped.

Cristos had already arrived, and he knelt
beside Gabriella’s gravesite. “I’m sorry…”

Alex started to charge ahead—his cop way of
entering a room with confidence and control—but Brooke stopped him
with her hand.

“Wait,” she whispered. Then she pulled him
behind a nearby grave, one topped with a large granite cross.

“Why?” Alex asked.

She put a finger to her lips to shush him.
“When no one is watching, the real Cristos comes out. I want to see
what his frame of mind is before we ask for his help. Obviously I
don’t want to tell him our plan if he’s only going to run to
Soren.”

“Right,” Alex said, his tone indicating
disappointment. He sounded like a kid who’d just learned he
couldn’t jump off the building and fly. And she knew he wanted to
dash in and solve the problem, like any police case. But Fallen
Angels required a different approach.

“Keep rubbing the mark on your skin, okay?”
she whispered. She kept her gaze on Cristos and strained to hear
his words.

Cristos looked up at the moon, and its beams
reflected back to illuminate his face so Brooke could see him
clearly. When he reached out to touch the tombstone, he frowned. “I
didn’t know he’d kill you. He wasn’t supposed to. The plan was to
equalize things, give our side some power.” Cristos let out a heavy
sigh. “I didn’t know about you or your mother until it was too
late. I wasn’t strong enough to stop him. I’m sorry. Maybe the war
would’ve turned out differently if you’d lived.”

Brooke’s pulse raced. If Cristos felt like
he’d been forced to take orders he didn’t agree with, he’d
definitely be easy to bring on their side, right?

Cristos reached out and traced the epitaph
with his fingers. “I’m still not strong enough. My orders are to
kill Alex and Brooke. Let’s face it, while I have no trouble
killing the Five-O, I can’t bring myself to harm Brooke.”

“Humph,” Alex mumbled under his breath.
Brooke gave him an encouraging tap on the shoulder before shifting
her gaze back to Cristos.

Cristos’s eyes were wide and questioning. “I
can’t harm her. I’m not even sure why. And yet I’ll have no home if
I don’t.”

“There’s another solution,” she said,
stepping out from her hiding spot while motioning for Alex to stay
put.

Cristos jumped. He stood up and stepped back,
his eyes darting around. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you.”

“Why?”

“Because I need your help. I think I have a
solution, one where everybody wins.”

He cocked one eyebrow. “And that would
be?”

You can do this. Just give
him the details. She stepped closer. “I want to drug Soren
and bring him here, with the Elementals, to banish him and Dominick
for good. Then you step up and become the Minare leader in New
Orleans.”

He rolled his eyes. “Come back when you’re
serious.”

“She is,” Alex said as he stepped out of
hiding. Brooke knew he wouldn’t stay put for long. Alex wasn’t the
type to sit on the sidelines, he never had been.

Cristos looked up to the sky in desperation.
“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

“Who are you talking to?” Brooke asked.

“My Creator. He doesn’t listen much anymore,
but I still talk. And apparently He has a sense of humor if you
both think you can take down Soren.”

“We can. We have to,” Brooke said.

“What makes you think you’ll succeed?”
Cristos asked.

Brooke wanted to say the words but her throat
went dry. Alex noticed and spoke up. “If we don’t get Soren, then
Brooke goes away forever. Ella never knows her mother. I can’t let
that happen. Universe said we could be a family again if we banish
Soren, and that’s what we intend to do.”

Cristos pursed his lips. “Must be nice to
have someone change the rules for you. That despite your previous
choices, you get another chance. Fallen Angels don’t have that
option.”

She heard unmistakable envy in his soothing
voice. And he was right to feel that way. Universe had given her another chance, another choice—to
protect Ella and ensure she had free will. Cristos didn’t have that
luxury.

She stepped closer to him. “With Soren and
Dominick out of the picture, you can run things in the Crescent
City. You’ll keep things in line, but you’re fair. You respect free
will. You don’t believe in capturing children. Soren won’t ever
have those traits.”

“Not in his nature,” Cristos said.

Taking a deep breath, she reached out and
clasped his hand. “But it’s in yours.”

Cristos curled his lips into a meek smile. He
gazed at her, his silver eyes glowing with an emotion she didn’t
recognize. Sorrow, maybe? Regret?

“What makes you so sure?” he whispered.

“Because I’ve seen the real you.”

Dagger lines formed between his brows. “I
don’t even know who that is anymore.”

“You’re the one who believes in free will.
You don’t force humans to cross the line. Respect for life, for
others, is in your nature. You might be a Fallen Angel, but my
guess is those traits were in your original personality before you
fell from heaven.”

An incredulous look crossed his face. “How
can you possibly know that?”

She shrugged. “We all make mistakes. The key
is we continue to have the right to choose. I need you to help
us.”

“Well, seeing as I don’t get a second chance,
someone may as well have the opportunity.” Cristos ran his fingers
through his hair. “No promises, but I’ll hear you out. So, what’s
this big plan of yours?”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Ella leaned against the
large sofa pillows in Soren’s hotel suite and flipped through a
zillion TV channels. Why was there never anything on when she had
time to watch TV? Dad had always limited her TV time at home. Now
she could watch as much as she wanted, but nothing was on except
soaps. Figures.

At least she had the freedom to do as she
pleased. Better than being grounded with a list of chores for weeks
and weeks.

If only her dad was like Dominick’s. Soren
had even said she could call him by his first name, and not Mr.
Drake. How many adults did something that cool? Dominick’s uncle
Cristos seemed nice too. She didn’t want to get carried away in her
imagination, but Soren and Cristos could be her family one day—if
she and Dominick got married. Which might eventually happen? Maybe.
Stop. Stop getting ahead of yourself.

She lowered the TV volume and strained to
hear Soren and Cristos in the adjacent room. The doorway between
the rooms was only open about eight inches. What things did cool
adults talk about? Adults who weren’t cops or lecturing all the
time? Dominick had walked downstairs to get her a soda from the
restaurant. This was her one chance to eavesdrop without being
noticed.

Cristos was speaking, and his voice sounded
shaky. “I don’t know if I can.”

“No more hiding in cemeteries. You will do
this. It’s the only way,” Soren said.

What were they talking about? She wanted to
get up and peek, but she restrained herself.

“Can’t we give her a choice? We used to
respect the power of free will.”

“The world’s changed since then,” Soren said.
“Lucifer wants more souls. The more we collect, the bigger our
reward. Think about it, not just the Southeast, but the whole
country. Maybe the whole world.”

Cristos coughed, but said nothing.

“Ella’s such an asset,” Soren said, “and
you’ve been in my service since the Old World. The question is, can
I count on you? Or do I forward your mail to Antarctica?”

“You can count on me,” Cristos mumbled.

Her stomach clenched. Asset? Antarctica? What
did he mean? She inched her way to the other end of the couch,
straining her neck to hear them without being noticed.

“It’s difficult to even look at her. She’s
the spitting image of her mother,” Cristos said.

Ella’s skin tingled. My
mother? Cristos knows my mom?

“I need to meet the city council members.
Stay focused on your mission, soldier,” Soren said. He sounded
stern, like when Dad got mad at her. “Don’t you dare let me
down.”

She heard a door shut. Must be Soren leaving.
Why had he called Cristos a soldier? She inched over more to see,
but fell off the couch and onto the floor with a klutzy bang. Crap!
He heard her. She was sure of it. Scrambling, she sat up and stuck
headphones in her ears. No music was playing, but nobody would
know.

A split second later, Cristos entered the
room. He did a quick glance around, and then pursed his lips.
“Where’s Dominick?”

Breathe. She dug a
fingernail into her wrist to stay calm. If only she had a glass of
water nearby, something she could drink. Water always made her
calmer, though she never understood why. Dad had said her mother
had a special connection with water, too. Maybe soon, she could
learn why.

“Dominick went downstairs for some sodas,”
Ella said. She hoped she didn’t sound as suspicious as she felt for
snooping. “Soren ran out of drinks in the cooler.”

Cristos’s impending stare made her feel like
a bug under a microscope. She was being watched, she just didn’t
know why.

“I’m listening to music.” She held up her
headphones for proof. You idiot. You’re overdoing
the excuses. He’s going to know you’re faking.

Cristos narrowed his brow, kind of how Dad
did when he caught her in a lie. Crap.

“I see,” Cristos said. He outstretched his
hand. “Mind if I give a listen?”

“Well, um…” She swallowed hard. It didn’t
work. The lump in her throat remained.

Cristos sat beside her on the couch, not once
dropping his intimidating gaze. “What did you overhear, Ella?”

The lump in her throat finally shoved its way
down to her stomach. “Nothing. I mean…um...”

Cristos’s silver and blue eyes clouded, then
turned dark. “I detest liars. Have enough respect to tell me the
truth.”

Damn, he had a better bullshit detector than
Dad. She let out a deep sigh, knowing she’d been caught. Time to
fess up. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. There’s nothing on
TV and I just—”

“Just what?”

“I wanted to know what a normal family talks
about. Mine’s not exactly normal. Being a cop’s kid never is,
though.”

A flicker of understanding spread throughout
his face, and his pursed lips turned into a slight smile. “Let me
share a little secret with you. There’s no such thing as a normal
family.”

She had to ask. Now was the best time, while
he appeared friendly and patient. If she didn’t ask now, she never
would.

“Did you say you knew my mother?” She
searched his eyes for recognition, any hint of what he might know.
Unfortunately, he had a great poker face.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I want to know who she is. My dad
won’t tell me anything. Please, I’m sorry I eavesdropped. Can you
please tell me something about her, anything? Please?” She used her
best pleading voice, the one even Dad couldn’t resist.

He stared at the floor, avoiding eye contact.
“It’s not my place.”

“Why not? All I’m asking for is one or two
details. Do you know where I can find her?”

He let out a sigh. “You should call your
father. Tell him you’re safe. He’s worried sick about you.”

“How would you know?” Irritation prickled
inside her. Why was everyone on Dad’s side, and nobody except
Dominick and Soren on hers?

He shot her an impatient look. “Because he
told me so this morning.”

Panic surged through her. “You know my
dad?”

Cristos nodded. “I know none of this makes
sense to you, but once you turn sixteen—”

“I thought you were different.” She rolled
her eyes. “But you’re just like Dad and everyone else. Wait to live
your life, Ella. Stay safe, Ella. Do what I say, Ella.” She crossed
her arms in a huff. “I’m through with anyone who won’t give me
answers.”

“Be quiet, you spoiled little girl!” he
snapped.

Whoa. She bit her lip, unsure what to say.
Why was he so angry? She had a right to know her mother. Was that
too much to ask? She waited for him to speak, afraid he would yell
again.

“It’s not my intent to frighten you,” he
offered. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “But your parents are
going through a lot to protect you. And for good reason. I know you
don’t appreciate this now, but your parents are fighting like hell
to give you a choice, a say in your own destiny, Ella.”

“Doesn’t’ feel that way,” she muttered.

He leaned in closer. “A choice, a second
chance—it’s more than some of us ever had. You shouldn’t dismiss it
so quickly, especially when you don’t know all the facts.”

Her mouth went dry. He was lecturing
her? Part of her wanted to tell him off,
but that wouldn’t go over well with Dominick. May as well play it
cool. For now.

“So tell me about these missing facts,” she
said. Squeezing her hands together, she found it took concentrated
effort to not be sarcastic. Bottom line, she’d been kept in the
dark for too long, and she was damn sick of it.

He laughed. “Such the inquisitive one. You
really are your mother’s daughter, aren’t you?”

She shot him a dirty look. “I don’t know.
That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

He gave a respectful nod, the kind like they
do in old movies before a duel. “Fair enough. I understand your
frustration. No one is telling you what you want to know, and it’s
not fair. But trust me, Ella, you’ll appreciate the efforts your
parents are going through in the end.”

“When I’m sixteen,” Ella muttered.
Always the same damn answer.

“Some of us would give anything to have
another chance. An opportunity to have free will, a choice, where
our destiny is concerned.” He looked away as his voice trailed off.
“Free will is precious, Ella. Your parents are trying to protect
yours. Don’t squander it.”

What was he talking about? She didn’t know if
he had a screw loose or if he really did know her parents. Right as
she was about to ask him, the door rattled. Cristos leapt off the
couch. “Don’t tell anyone we had this conversation. And call your
dad today. Promise me.”

Why did this grown up care if she called her
dad or not? She didn’t understand what was happening. And it was
really starting to piss her off.

“Ella, promise me. Tell your father you’re
safe.”

Dominick opened the door. Cristos shot a
pleading look at Ella as he left the room.

“Fine, I promise,” she said, mainly to get
him off her back.

Relief spread across his face and he went
into the adjacent room.

Dominick came in, his hands full of sodas and
another bouquet of flowers. “Beautiful flowers for a beautiful
girl.”

“Aw, Dominick, you’re so sweet.”

He glanced around. “So, whatcha been
doing?”

Her heart pounded in her ears. She fought to
slow her breathing. “Hanging out, watching TV.” Oh, and having cryptic conversations with your
uncle.

“Where’s my dad?” Dominick asked.

“Uh, Soren? I don’t know. I think he left a
while ago, but your uncle is in the next room.”

Dominick’s pupils enlarged to twice their
normal size. He gripped her hand so tight, it sent an ache down her
arm. “Promise me, Ella. Don’t believe a word he says. I don’t trust
him. He…maybe he’s going through a midlife crisis or something.
Just don’t listen to him. Okay?”

Had she been transferred to The Twilight Zone? What was going on? Everyone wanting
promises for things she didn’t understand.

She tried to get her hand free, but he
gripped it tighter. “Dominick, you’re hurting me.”

He loosened his grip but only a little. “You
have to promise me. Don’t listen to anything he says.”

Why was Dominick being a jerk all of a
sudden?

“I don’t have to do
anything,” she said.

She needed to just change the subject. If she
got into a fight with Dominick, he might make her leave. She didn’t
want to be anyplace else.

“Can I have a soda?” she asked, longing to
break up the tension.

He met her gaze for several long seconds
before releasing her. “Sure. Forgive me. Just make sure you ignore
anything my uncle says.” He uncapped an icy root beer.

She drank several swallows before her
heartbeat settled down. What had just happened? How did Cristos and
Soren know about her mother, and she didn’t? Why was Dominick being
such a jerk about Cristos?

She would need to find out. First, she would
keep the promise she’d made. She would call Dad. Part of her was
relieved that Cristos seemed to know something. Maybe she could
pump him for information later, finally learn about her mother.

###

Two hours later, Dominick fell asleep.
Finally. This was her only chance. Ella tiptoed across the room to
her purse and grabbed her cell phone. The damn display still didn’t
work right. The phone icon kept disappearing, meaning she couldn’t
view any missed calls she may have had. Why was this happening? She
hadn’t adjusted any settings.

After a few minutes of troubleshooting, she
slipped downstairs to the main hotel lobby’s restroom. No one would
notice her in there, or be able to hear her conversation.

Her fingers hesitated to move. If she did
call Dad, she’d get a stern lecture with a demand to come home
immediately. But if she didn’t call, Dad would panic all the more.
He was especially paranoid around Halloween, and there had been
those cemetery attacks all over the news. He’d probably have a
heart attack if she didn’t call soon. Besides, she’d made a
promise. Not sure why Dominick didn’t want her listening to
Cristos, but whatever.

The minutes clicked by. She finally pushed
the numbers to call him. He picked up on the second ring. “Ella? Is
that you? I’ve been trying to call you.”

“Hi, Dad. My phone is acting strange with
incoming calls.”

Anxiety pecked at her. She hadn’t wanted to
make this call in the first place. She pulled the lever on the
sink’s faucet, and let water dribble over her fingers. Instantly,
she felt a little better.

“Where are you?” he asked.

She sighed. “I thought you should know I’m
safe.”

“I’m so glad you called, honey. Tell me where
you are and I’ll pick you up. We need to talk.”

“We sure do. How come Dominick’s Uncle
Cristos knows my mother, but I don’t?”

There was a long silence. He was probably
trying to figure out what to say. Or not say.

She coughed. “Well? Do you have any idea what
it’s like for relatives of my boyfriend to know my mother? Yet I
don’t? I hardly know anything about her, yet strangers do.”

It’s not fair.

“So let me come get you. I’ll answer your
questions,” he said.

Don’t fall for
it. “I don’t believe you. You’ll do what you always
do, stall on telling me the truth. I don’t want to wait for my
birthday. Tell me now.”

“Honey, I’m working on a solution. One where
you not only can know your mother, but we can be a normal
family.”

She hesitated. Cristos had said there was no
such thing as a normal family. So was Dad stalling, just coaxing
her to come home?

“Why does Cristos know about her? Soren seems
to know her, too.”

“Stay away from that psycho Soren.”

“Soren’s nice,” Ella retorted. “You can’t
dictate who I talk to and who I don’t. That’s why I ran away.”

Silence. Meaning Dad was clenching his teeth
on the other end of the line. She could see his face clear as day
in her mind. She’d seen the look enough times whenever she’d pushed
him too far.

“Come home for Halloween. Everything will be
different after your birthday.”

“I’m spending my birthday with Dominick. He’s
taking me out for a nice dinner, then to a Halloween Ball in the
Quarter. I’m sorry I ran out on you, but you never let me do
anything fun. You kept me prisoner.”

“For your protection!” Dad hissed.

Here we go again,
overprotective Dad extraordinaire.

“I have to go. I wanted you to know I was
safe. I’ll call again soon.”

“Ella, wait—”

“Bye, Dad.”

She snapped the phone shut. Whew. Okay, guilt, you can leave now. She hadn’t
wanted to hurt anyone, least of all Dad, but she wasn’t about to
take orders anymore. Besides, he’d taught her well. She knew every
self-defense move in the book.

A second later, her phone buzzed. She flipped
it open and looked at the screen. Text from Dad: Please come home. It’s important this time.

She stared at the letters until they almost
swirled on the screen. Then she turned her phone off. Responding
would only encourage more dialogue. She wasn’t ready for an open
talk with him. Not when he wouldn’t give her answers or tell her
the truth. He’d had his chance to be honest with her, and he’d
blown her off for years.

Didn’t she deserve to know the truth? She was
old enough to handle it. Dad should know that by now. Guilt
continued to push at her insides. Crap, why couldn’t she just do
what she wanted without feeling bad about it?

She would need to return home eventually.
Deep down, there was no way of getting around that fact. But she
could wait until after Halloween, after her birthday. Then—like Dad
so often quipped—everything would be different.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

At 11:00 p.m., Brooke
sprayed Lysol once again in the back storage room of Armand’s. Even
though she’d cleaned up the spilt lighter fluid after Alex
collected evidence, the whole bar reeked with a kerosene stench.
Not pleasing to the nasal passages, and not good for business
either. She’d had to close up for the day to eliminate the
smell.

A knock rapped hard on the front door. Odd.
The pub was closed. She walked to the entryway and peeked out. Then
she unlocked the door. “Alex? I thought you were working the
cemeteries tonight.”

“Only until ten. My partner’s covering the
next shift, since I’ll be working a double on Halloween night.”

The last few days had been hell on his
appearance. Tight lines creased his brow, and his shoulders
remained hunched up, like an animal in defensive mode. Worry
blanketed his usually bright eyes, but he also appeared ready to
leap into action any second. The combination had to be
exhausting.

“Have a cold one on me.” She reached into the
mini-fridge for a beer and wiped down the counter. Poor guy. If
only he had the option of drawing strength from Earth’s natural
Elements like she did. Fatigue or distress could often be calmed by
running her fingers under the faucet or splashing water on her
face, anything to give her a boost. He didn’t have those choices.
Coffee and energy drinks could only do so much.

“Ella called me,” he said, his tone flat.

She spun around. “Is she okay? What did she
say?”

He took a swig and set the glass bottle back
atop the bar with a clank. “She claimed she was safe, but that’s a
matter of opinion. She wants to know more about you. I don’t think
she’ll ever stop that quest.”

“I want to know her, too. If we stay on
track, focus on the tasks at hand, we’ll get there.”

“Dominick is taking her to some Halloween
ball,” Alex said.

“The one in the Quarter?”

“Yep. They’re doing some fancy dining-out
thing. She didn’t know what else her evening would consist of, but
I have a pretty good idea.”

“The chalice.”

Alex’s brows rose. “That, too.”

Awkwardness filled the space between them. He
feared for Ella’s chastity, she feared for Ella’s soul. Brooke
could count on one hand the number of times she’d felt out of place
amongst humans. This was one of them. She scrambled to think of the
right words to say.

“At least Ella let you know she was safe.
That’s something.”

Alex wrapped his fingers tight around his
brew. “She won’t tell me where she is, except to say she’s at some
hotel.”

Brooke finished locking up the taps.
“Dominick might be at the Palisades too. He’ll bring Ella back to
Soren afterward to make her drink.” She thought a moment. “We could
crash the Halloween ball and find Dominick and Ella before they
leave. Then follow them to the hotel.”

“I’m patrolling the cemeteries on Halloween
night, remember? Can one of your Elementals go to the ball? I hate
it, but we’re tapped out with these murder cases.”

“No problem. We need you to guard the
cemetery so we can banish Soren anyway.”

He looked haggard, and she reached out to rub
his arm. “We’ll stop them. Ella will be fine,” she said.

He stared at her, a faraway look in his eyes.
“Let’s hope so. I didn’t want to push her too hard this time, but
it didn’t matter. She still won’t come home.”

Brooke was about to offer him another drink
when his cell beeped. He gaped at the screen and dropped his beer,
scattering shards of glass across the floor.

“Alex? What’s wrong?”

###

Alex clenched his muscles. No. No. This can’t happen. Not now. You stupid bastard, I’ll
kill you.

Damn it, why hadn’t he put a tracker in
Ella’s phone and taken her home regardless of what she wanted? He
gripped the edge of the bar top. Then he doubled over and
screamed.

“What’s wrong?” Brooke asked again, her voice
trembling. Oh, God. How the hell was he supposed to tell her? Could
he even begin to say the words, or should he show her his phone
display?

“I…um, Jack sent a text.”

“Your new partner. What did he say?”

His gaze returned to the text: Victim in Greenbury Cemetery matches Ella’s
description.

Holy hell. What if—? Wait.
Tell Brooke. She needs to hear the words from you, not by viewing a
text message.

“You’d better sit down.”

“Damn it, stop stalling and tell me!” Her
lips were pursed, her eyes narrowed.

Tell her easy. Take it
slow. You don’t know it IS Ella. Emphasize the facts.

“There’s been another cemetery victim. Jack
isn’t certain, I want to emphasize that, but the rookie who called
him said the description matches Ella.”

“No!” She stumbled back and grasped the bar
rail to steady herself. “It can’t be her. What if—” Tears poured
down her face. She stood motionless, like she’d gone into a
trance.

Facts. Figures. Confirm. “Listen, we don’t
know it’s Ella. The initial call said there were similarities.
Rookie cops make mistakes all the time. C’mon, let’s go check it
out.”

She let him take her arm and lead her to his
car. Her face had turned numb. Instead of her usual features, a
sinking void remained, part of an empty haze radiating from her
body. He opened her door and made sure she got into her seat
okay.

With a pained glance, she asked, “What if
she’s dead? I don’t know what I’ll do if—”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need to
confirm if it even is her.”

The words were easier said than believed, but
he’d recited them enough times for other parents. So this is how it feels. Shit. Hopelessness clouded
over him. If Ella was the victim, what was the point of moving on
with anything?

He didn’t even remember starting the car or
buckling his seat belt. The only image in his vision was Ella’s
limp frame draped across a tombstone, just like the other victims.
Gritting his teeth, he pressed down hard on the gas and turned on
his siren. No time to waste.

The fifteen-minute drive took three minutes.
Damn, when was the last time he’d sped so fast in the patrol car?
He couldn’t remember. There wasn’t room in his brain for much else
right now.

He swerved into a parking place and they got
out. Jack was at the scene, using a flashlight to see his notepad.
“Where’s the body?” Alex demanded.

Jack put up his hands to slow him down. “Take
it easy.”

“Oh heavens, she’s dead,” Brooke wailed.
“It’s her, isn’t it?”

“We aren’t sure, ma’am.”

“Show us,” Alex said. I need to know.
Is this another victim or my own flesh and
blood?

Brooke coughed and made hacking noises. For a
split second, he thought she might be hyperventilating. “I need
water,” she said in a raspy voice.

Jack pulled a water bottle from inside his
jacket. “I don’t have cooties, help yourself.”

She gulped it like she’d never had water in
her life.

Jack glanced at her and back to Alex. “You
want me to keep her company?”

“Yes. She’s upset.”

“You’re not blocking me from the scene,”
Brooke piped. “I want to know if that’s my daughter’s body.” Her
tone held a clarity she hadn’t displayed in the last few minutes.
Guess the water had helped her.

“Jack, just show us,” Alex said.

Jack shrugged and escorted them to the tomb.
“Brooke, I need you to stay out of the police tape, I’m sorry.”

“Let me in then,” Alex said, ducking under
the tape without waiting for approval. Better to ask forgiveness
than permission, at least where his only daughter was
concerned.

“Talk to me, tell me if it’s her,” Brooke
bellowed from the other side of the yellow line.

Focus. You can do this.
Look at the body. He took a resolved breath and knelt
down, then shone a flashlight into the victim’s face. Her face was
messed up, the bloody stains almost rendering her
unrecognizable—but it wasn’t Ella.

Thank you. Relief
and confusion vied for equal time. Definitely not Ella, but almost
as bad. It was Kasey, Ella’s friend.

“Alex, say something!” Brooke yelled. “Is it
Ella?”

“No.”

“Thank you, Universe,” Brooke choked, and
then she collapsed onto the dirt.

“Uh, Jack,” Alex prompted.

Jack helped Brooke sit up. “Got it. I’ll take
care of her.”

“Thanks,” Alex said. He turned to look at
Brooke. “I do have some bad news, though.”

“What?” Brooke asked.

Alex walked back to where Brooke sat on the
grass. “It’s Kasey, Ella’s best friend.”

Brooke’s eyes clouded for a minute, and then
tears began to stream down her cheeks. “No. I’m sorry. I’m so
sorry.”

“Brooke?” Alex said.

Why was she so apologetic? Granted, they were
both glad the body wasn’t Ella. Could Brooke be crying out of
guilt, empathy for Kasey’s parents? Or did she know for certain
that Fallen Angels had done this, and she felt responsible for not
stopping them?

Brooke didn’t answer, just continued to cry.
She wrapped her arms around her knees.

“Why would anyone harm Kasey?” Alex asked to
the night air.

None of this made sense. He scanned the area
but saw nothing out of the ordinary. No clues, only Kasey’s
blood-spattered body. A body which should be dressing up for high
school dances, not lying dead in a cemetery. Alex clenched his jaw
to avoid coming apart himself.

Jack got Brooke to put her head between her
knees and breathe. “Let me finish up the report,” Jack said. “I’ll
talk to the parents. This must have been a scare for you, with Ella
missing. You take Brooke home. I’ve got this.”

Alex hated for his new partner to get saddled
with the worst assignment ever: telling parents their child had
been killed. And yet, at this very moment, for the first time in
his NOPD career, he wasn’t sure that he could handle doing just
that. Not without falling apart on his own. Kasey was Ella’s best
friend. The little girl who played Barbie’s with his daughter. Too
many memories; he was too close to this one.

“I can take this, if you’d rather,” Alex
said.

“No, y’all have had a scare. You take Brooke
home. I’ll talk to the family.”

Alex nodded. Jack had proven to be the ideal
partner, willing to help but not stepping over the line to ask
questions. No sense bringing in the whole NOPD to fight Fallen
Angels, not that his precinct would even believe him.

“Thanks,” Alex said. “Kasey’s parents live on
Sycamore Street, number 14792. Tell them to call me if they need
anything. Meanwhile, I’m going to catch this bastard.”

“Best plan I’ve heard today,” Jack said.

###

Alex pulled the car out slowly. He didn’t
want to upset Brooke more than tonight’s events already had. His
stomach wasn’t far from queasy either. She stared out the window,
shaking her head. “I was so scared it would be Ella.”

Keeping his left hand on the wheel, he
continued to drive while patting her knee with his right. “I know,
but it wasn’t her. Let’s stick to our plan and get Ella away from
Dominick.”

“What if whoever did this gets to Ella next?
What if they’re picking young girls for fun? What if this is
Soren’s doing?”

Her voice cracked and her chin began to
tremble. Uh-oh. Next step, tears. A sharp
wailing noise echoed inside the car as she began to sob. Brown
eyeliner began to drip down her face, making it appear bruised.
Yep, tears. Say something to comfort her, you
idiot.

“We’ll be okay.” Gee, that
sounded lame.

Brooke turned to him, her gaze swelled with
panic. He’d never seen her so petrified, not even when she learned
she was pregnant and Universe found out. “What if…”

He turned onto her street and parked in front
of Armand’s. After shutting off the car, he turned to look at her,
to give her the eye contact and connection she needed. He knew he
had to keep the situation calm. Even though inside, his stomach was
in knots, too.

“We can’t get weighed down with what-ifs,
Brooke. Kasey is a tragedy, but Jack will take care of the details.
I want to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’ll be fine. It’s just I was so relieved to
know that limp body wasn’t Ella. But how can I feel glad, when it
was her best friend? I’m all jumbled up.”

Her scrambled thoughts actually did make
sense. Maybe because his mind was jumbled, too. “Being glad Ella’s
safe doesn’t make us bad people.”

She sniffled. “Poor Kasey.”

“I know.” He stroked her cheek, then moved
his fingers and cupped her chin.

Her eyes gleamed from leftover tears. “I want
this to be over. I want the killings to stop. I want Soren banished
forever,” she said.

“How is banishment worse than killing them?
Explain this to me again?” Because I’d like to
kill them with pain, then repeat the process.

She shrugged. “Soren wants power above all
else. He was one of the first angels to fall because Lucifer
promised them a chance to be in charge. To be banished and unable
to return—having authority in their hands and then it being denied
for eternity—is worse than killing them outright. Besides, killing
them only sends them to hell. There may be fire and brimstone, but
hell gives Soren the chance to socialize. And Lucifer can send him
right back to Earth, if he wants. Better to banish Soren and get
him out of everyone’s lives.”

“He stays alone in agony forever,” Alex
said.

“Exactly.”

“As long as the bastard gets what’s coming to
him.”

“He will.” Her eyes now held fierceness. “I
promise you. Be at the cemetery and keep others away. We’ll bring
Soren there Halloween night.”

“Once he’s gone, we’ll be a family. A real
family,” he said, and reached for her hand. She clasped it and drew
circles around his palm. Man, her touch felt amazing. They’d been
through the gamut of emotions tonight. He wanted her close to
him.

“Being a family is all I’ve ever wanted.” She
pulled his hand to her breast, and he grazed his fingers around her
erect nipple. Damn.

He scooted closer to her and reached for her
other breast. Suddenly, sharp sirens began to blare. Ouch! He’d hit
the siren by mistake.

“Turn it off,” she said, giggling. It was
great to see her smile after the night they’d had. So much tension
and worry had to get a break, right?

He reached around to put the radio receiver
away and flipped off the shrill siren. The noise could wake up a
country.

“Let’s go to your loft,” he said. The car was
getting mighty uncomfortable. Much like his zipper.

“Um,” she moaned. “Okay.” She grabbed her
things and they sprinted up the outside stairs.

###

Brooke slipped into the bathroom to brush her
teeth, then spritzed on some blackberry fusion perfume. She needed
something to eliminate the freshly-cut-grass smell clinging to her
body after she’d almost collapsed in the cemetery.

When she stepped out, Alex lay across the bed
wearing only satin boxers. Oooh, la la. His muscled chest was
shadowed by hair that dipped to his waist. She wanted to stroke his
chest, tickle him, and laugh with him. Alex, father of her child
and her human love. Her family.

“You just going to stand there?” he asked,
winking at her.

She sauntered over to the bed. “Don’t you
like to watch?”

“I like whatever you choose to do,” he
murmured. The longing stare from his jade eyes sent jolts of
pleasure between her legs. He had such strength, such a protective
nature—and yet he said sweet things in intimate moments. One more
reason she’d fallen for him with no turning back.

Letting her silk robe fall to the floor, she
climbed atop the bed and stretched out next to him. Her fingers
tickled his chest and down to his stomach, all the curly
brownish-red hairs. Quite the handsome human she’d chosen.

“Come here,” he commanded and stroked her
right cheek, pulling her toward him for a kiss. She obliged without
question. His lips touched hers and jolts of bliss surged through
her. The man was phenomenal. A contradiction from rumors she’d
heard about humans.

His tender kisses filled her, and she opened
her mouth wanting more. First, little flicks of his tongue entering
her mouth. Then he dove further, teasing her and making her
temperature soar. His arms wrapped her in a tight hug. Damn, he was
amazing. After what seemed an eternity, his mouth opened wide and
he thrust his tongue all the way into her mouth and curled it
around hers, the moisture of him sending bursts of pleasure
throughout her body.

“Hmm,” she moaned.

He cupped her face in his hands. “I love you,
Brooke.”

She trembled under his soft touch. “I love
you, too.”

She sat up for a moment as he lay on his
back. With a longing gaze, he reached up and caressed her breast.
Between his touch and the cool air, both nipples hardened in an
instant. She slipped her thumbs over the edge of his boxers and
pulled them off. Then she ripped open a condom packet with her
teeth. Protection in place, she climbed on top of him and eased
herself onto his yearning desire.

“Taking charge, are we?” he teased.

“Damn straight, human,” she said. Her cheeks
ached from grinning ear to ear. She loved their teasing pillow
talk.

“Great for me you’re an Elemental of wetness
then, isn’t it?” He thrust himself deeper inside her.

She felt her face go hot. “I’d say we’re made
for each other, Five-O.”

“I’d say so.”

She stopped moving for a second, basking in
his words. They were made for each other.
Soon they’d be a family, without constraints.

His eyes twinkled. “Don’t stop now or I’ll
write you a ticket.”

“We can’t have that, now can we?” she teased,
picking up her pace.

His body moved rapidly with hers. She arched
her back as he thrust himself deeper, bringing her over the edge
and filling her with sheer pleasure. Whew, what a
ride.

With him still inside her, she leaned her
head against his chest. His heartbeat thumped in tune with hers.
“Guess I got out of my ticket today, didn’t I, Officer?”

He nodded, still breathing heavy. “Next time
I may have to arrest you, though.”

She smiled wide. “In that case, guess I’ll
come prepared to negotiate my bail.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Ella kept her eyes shut,
but swatted at the tickling sensation on her skin. She crinkled her
nose and turned her head on the pillow, hoping she could fall back
asleep. The feeling persisted. What’s more, it smelled good.

She opened her eyes, and adrenaline flooded
into her mouth. Dominick’s angular face was only inches from hers.
He’d been watching her.

“Um, hi,” she said, covering her mouth. She
had morning breath, with the added metallic aftertaste of her
adrenaline surge. She hoped she hadn’t talked in her sleep, or said
something stupid.

“Happy Halloween,” he said, as he pulled a
bunch of Iris blooms from behind his back.

“Thanks,” she whispered, making sure to blow
her breath under the covers. “Happy Halloween to you, too.”

The flowers were a welcome surprise. Dad
wasn’t big on holidays, except birthdays and Christmas. It was like
he didn’t want to focus too much on days meant for families, when
she didn’t know who her mother was. And yet, here was Dominick,
bringing her flowers because it was Halloween. Guess Halloween was
a special day in Dominick’s family?

Dominick sat back on the bed and flashed a
smile. “I know how much you love animals, so I’ve planned a trip
for us to the zoo this morning. Then we can catch a nap this
afternoon before the big shindig tonight.”

Impressive. He’d thought of everything.
“Sounds great,” she said.

He stood up and put the flowers in a cobalt
blue vase. Five floral bouquets—daisies, irises, orchids, roses,
and spider mums—lined the dresser in colorful formation, all of
them from Dominick. The moment was so perfect, she hesitated to
even ask. Except she needed to.

“Dominick?”

He turned to her after filling the vase half
full with water. “Yeah?”

“Do you know—?”

“Know what?” His eyes burned with curiosity,
waiting for her to speak.

Do you know who my mother
is? The words clung on the tip of her tongue, yet something
in his body language—the creases lining his forehead, the tightness
around his shoulders—told her to keep the question to herself.

Finally, just to say something, she said,
“Tell me about your uncle Cristos.”

His smile fell to a flat line. “Why do you
want to know about him?”

Make up something.
She didn’t want to get Cristos into trouble. But how did he know her mother? What if Dominick knew her,
too? Wouldn’t he have said something by now? Don’t boyfriends do
that?

She shrugged, like her question about Cristos
was no big deal. “Your dad’s sociable, but Cristos avoids me.
What’s his story? You have all these relatives you’re close to.
Tell me more about them.”

Dominick pursed his lips before licking them.
Maybe he’d bought her explanation?

“Cristos thinks he’s in charge of everything,
thinks he can boss me around. We don’t really get along. Maybe
you’re lucky, not having a regular family. I hear mothers and
daughters argue all the time, too.”

“Maybe, but I still wish I could—”

“Perhaps you’re better off not having to deal
with a mom.” He reached out and began to play with her hair.

“Are you serious?” She glared at him. How
could he say something so idiotic? Didn’t he realize how it felt,
knowing a part of her history was hidden from her grasp? She didn’t
even know where to start looking for who she was, where she came
from. All she knew was she came from Dad. Dad and—who?

Fear hovered in Dominick’s gaze. “I didn’t
mean anything by it. You’re just wonderful the way you are. Even if
you never find out who your mom is, you’re a great person.”

He cocked a half smile. Like his flattering
comment washed away all stupidity. Her gut clenched. Was Dominick
playing her, using her, like Dad said? Or had he simply said
something stupid, like all boys do from time to time?

“I will find out who
my mother is,” Ella said. “It’s not a matter of if, it’s when.”

Dominick reached out and stroked her cheek.
“Of course you will. I’m sorry to have upset you.” His blue eyes
searched hers. “C’mon, let’s go to the zoo. I want to spoil you
today, not argue.”

“Okay.” Yet a twinge rolled deep in her gut.
Dominick knew how to spoil her. And he was incredibly gorgeous. But
something didn’t feel quite right. He seemed so confident she’d
never find her mother. Why? The question nagged at her like an
itchy bug bite.

“You all right?” Dominick asked.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m
okay. Let me get dressed, and we’ll go to the zoo.”

“Excellent plan.” He walked into the adjacent
room to let her get ready.

Once she was alone, she buried her face in
her hands. Why did she feel so strange? Don’t be
a baby and freak out now. Enjoy yourself while you can. Besides,
tomorrow is your birthday. Live a little. You’re long
overdue.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Alex slowly opened his
eyes. Was it morning? A square outline of light shone around the
window shade. Yep, morning.

Not just any morning. Halloween. Worst day of
the year for a NOPD cop.

He nudged Brooke. “Hey, get up. It’s
Halloween.”

She moaned and opened one eye.

Alex grinned. “Yes, it’s true. It’s
morning.”

She shot him a sarcastic look before smiling
wide. “Always happens after an incredible night.”

“That it does.” He leaned over and kissed her
on the cheek. No sense starting anything he couldn’t finish. They
had work to do. “I’m going to hop in the shower. After you get
dressed and ready, care to meet me at the Parish jail?”

She nodded. “You think Kate will cooperate
and give us any info? Maybe she won’t even know where Ella and
Dominick might be.”

“If Kate wants me to pull strings and get her
out on bail, she’ll cooperate. The judge owes me a favor. I’ll tell
him she’s assisting in an investigation.”

Brooke wiped the sleep from her eyes. “You
think he’ll buy it?”

“Technically, it’s true. You know Soren is
behind these murders. We need Kate to get her aunt on our side, at
least temporarily.”

Thirty minutes later, Brooke parked at the
red-brick jail and met Alex inside. “This way,” he said. He led her
down a long hallway and into a conference room.

“Morning, Lieutenant,” one young cop said.
“Who you need to see today?”

“Kate O’Leary.”

The cop nodded. “Be just a sec. You folks
have a seat.”

Brooke paced around the room once before
sitting down. She didn’t like jails, even if it was the Parish one
and not a federal or state institution.

“He’ll bring Kate in,” Alex said. “Let me do
the talking when she gets here.”

“Sure.”

Though I’d like to ask that
bitch a few things myself. But Alex was right. He
needed to handle this. She would handle the Elementals and Soren.
No need to cross into each other’s territory. Occupational hazard
of being an Elemental.

Minutes later, Kate appeared. She had
handcuffs on, her red hair was tousled, and she wore a frown as the
officer plumped her down in a chair.

“You can uncuff her,” Alex said, and he
offered a cordial smile.

Kate’s tense expression relaxed a bit.
“Thanks.”

The cop unlocked her cuffs. “I’ll be watching
from outside if she’s any trouble.”

“Sounds good.” Alex sat down, directly across
from Kate. “You need anything? Something to drink? Smoke?”

“Anything cold would be great.” She fidgeted
with her hands, a sign of nervousness. Maybe Alex could use that to
get Kate’s help.

Alex rapped on the glass. “Get her a
Coke.”

The cop nodded and walked away for a minute,
then returned with three Coke cans.

“What do you want?” Kate asked.

Alex stared at her for a long moment. “The
question you should ask is, what can you do to help your case?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Meaning what?”

Brooke shoved a fingernail into her palm to
prevent herself from talking. Alex’s job. Stay
calm, Brooke. Quiet and calm.

Alex opened his soda and took a drink.
“Here’s the deal, Kate. My daughter’s life is in danger because of
your aunt’s boyfriend. Now, I can’t make your arson charge go away,
but I can talk to a judge who owes me a favor, get him to grant
your bail until trial.”

Suspicion crossed her eyes. “Why? What do you
need me to do?”

Alex leaned across the table and took his
cell phone out of his pocket. “Call your aunt. Get any details from
her, for starters.”

“On what?” Kate asked, innocent as a
lamb.

Stop playing dumb,
Brooke thought. It doesn’t become you. What I
wouldn’t give for a few minutes alone with you to settle some
scores, you arson crazed—

Alex shot Brooke a look. Apparently he knew
what she’d been thinking.

“We know where Sam Swanson, aka Soren, is
staying. But I don’t know where my daughter and one of his cohorts,
Dominick, will be today. Sam may have told your aunt, and I need
her to tell you. That’s for starters. Depending on what we find
out, I may need you to call your aunt again for more info.”

Kate bit her lip. “Why should I believe you?
You’re the cop who recommended I not get bail, remember? It’s your
fault I’m in here.”

Brooke couldn’t stand it any longer. “No,
it’s your own damn fault you’re in here, for attempting to burn
down my bar and hurt my daughter.”

“I didn’t know about your daughter, lady. I
only wanted a good job in a bad economy,” Kate retorted.

“Bullshit,” Brooke said, before Alex shot her
an angry glare.

“Enough,” Alex said. “Kate, call your aunt.
Put her on speaker, and don’t tell her we are sitting here. You do
this, I’ll return the favor. You have my word.”

She popped open her soda and the whoosh of
the pop top sounded loud in the quiet room. “Uh huh.”

Alex furrowed his brow. “Do we have a
deal?”

Kate thought a minute, her shifty eyes
darting around the room. “Can I get out today?”

“I’ll set it up.”

“Then fine,” Kate said.

“Good.” He punched the speaker button to
begin dialing. “What’s her number?”

Kate recited the digits and Alex dialed. It
picked up on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Aunt Nancy? It’s Kate.”

“Kate? Are you okay, honey?”

“I’m fine. Listen, I may have a way to get my
bail granted. But I need you to answer some questions for me. Do
you understand?”

There was a pause. “What’s going on? I don’t
even recognize this number.”

“Listen, Aunt Nancy. Tell me where Sam’s been
hanging out lately, and anything you know about Dominick and his
girlfriend.”

“Dominick is Sam’s son from his late
wife.”

Brooke put her hand on her mouth to keep from
laughing. Soren’s late wife? How did Fallen Angels come up with
such whoppers?

Alex made hand signals, prompting Kate to
keep talking.

“Did Sam say anything about Dominick, about
where he may be today?” Kate asked.

“Nothing major. In all honesty, Sam’s been
busy avoiding me. He did say something about Dominick taking his
girlfriend to the zoo at some point.”

“The zoo?” Kate asked, complete surprise in
her voice. She wasn’t the only one. Brooke’s throat went dry and
the dizzy feeling almost knocked her off her chair.

“Yeah, something about the girl loving
animals. Dominick wants to show her the new snake exhibit. Then
they’re going to the Halloween ball tonight.”

“What time were they supposed to be at the
zoo?”

“Kate, this is all very odd. Are you sure
you’re okay? I have calls into several lawyers about your
bail.”

“Thanks. I just want to get out of here. And
I may need to call you again.”

“Sure, honey. Whatever you need.” There was a
pause. “Do you think Sam is up to something?”

Brooke and Alex swapped glances.

“What do you mean?” Kate asked.

“He’s been avoiding me too much lately. I
didn’t know if you’d seen him. He said he might come out and try to
visit you.”

Soren, visit a jail? Not
freaking likely.

“He hasn’t been here,” Kate said. She held up
her hand and made the Scouts Honor symbol.

“One more thing I’m going to have to get on
his case about,” Nancy said, her irritation coming through the
phone line loud and clear. “When will you know about the bail? Do
you need me to bring you anything?”

Kate let out a heavy sigh. “If I wind up
being here another night, then more books would be great,
thanks.”

“Will do. Hang in there.”

Alex motioned to Kate to wrap it up.

“I need to go, but answer my questions if I
call you again, okay? Even if they seem off the wall.”

“Okay.”

“Bye,” Kate said.

Alex pressed the speakerphone button. “Good
job. I’ll make a call to the judge. We’ll contact you if we need
you again. I’ll make sure the officer gives you extra phone
privileges if I need to speak to you.”

Kate’s face remained stoic. “Whatever gets me
out of here the fastest.”

Alex stood and walked to the door, and Brooke
followed.

“Sorry about your daughter,” Kate offered. “I
honestly didn’t know.”

Brooke hesitated, not sure whether to accept
the girl’s sincere-sounding plea or respond by slapping her silly.
But what’s done was done, and she needed to rise above this.

“I tell you what, Kate. Help us now by
keeping your mouth shut. Don’t tell your aunt anything about us, or
you’ll be sorry.”

###

Brooke started her car and followed Alex to
the Audubon Zoo. Parking was a mess. She had to drive through the
diagonally-spaced aisles for twenty minutes before she found a
place. Alex parked on the next aisle over and stepped out of his
squad car. Overhead, dozens of red balloons and white streamers
blew loose in the wind.

“What do you think is going on? A concert?”
Brooke asked. “The zoo’s always crowded on weekends, but this is a
madhouse.”

“No idea,” Alex said. They trekked across
rows of cars and reached the entrance. He pointed to a big colorful
marquee. “No wonder it’s packed. Look.”

A giant black and orange sign advertised
Halloween Fest, an all-day activity at the zoo including face
painting for kids, a trick-or-treat day party, costume contest,
even the chance to pet animals whose handlers were around.

Her heart spiked. “No wonder Dominick brought
Ella here today.”

Alex paid for their tickets. Then they walked
under the gray arched welcome sign and into the zoo’s massive
nature-preserve setup. “Meaning?”

“The snakes will be on display. Serpents are
natural opposites of Elementals. If Ella pets it—”

“You mean Dominick will try to get a snake to
attack her?” His eyes widened. “Damn it, I can’t keep up with all
these rules.”

She tried to reassure him. “We’re at a zoo,
so no snake is going to harm her. But if she pets it, her resolve
will weaken. Something Dominick could use to his benefit.”

Alex shook his head. “Everything has a hidden
meaning, doesn’t it?” He put their tickets in his pocket and began
scanning the crowds.

“Let’s head this way,” she said, pointing to
their left. “The Reptile Encounter area is over here, and it’s on
the way to the swamp exhibit. Dominick will likely be near those
two spots.”

Alex nodded and went into full sprint mode.
He was used to crowd control and could weave through masses of
people without much effort. She dashed to keep up, keeping watch
for Ella or Dominick.

“You see them anywhere?” Alex looked around
as they approached the reptile area. A Komodo dragon basked in the
sun, seemingly uninterested in all the squeals and comments from
the crowds. Snakes hissed and slithered violently within their
confined spaces, seeming to sense Brooke’s presence. A giant Boa
Constrictor glared at her with beady eyes. Her throat tightened and
she gasped for breath.

“I don’t see them.” Stay focused. Don’t let
the snakes weaken you.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked. “You look
pale.”

She clenched her hands into fists and then
released them. “It feels like my whole body is asleep.” She coughed
and pointed to the sea lions. “The swamp area is around this way.
Maybe Dominick is confused and thinks snakes are near the
alligators?”

Alex thought a moment. “You don’t have to
convince me that Dominick is a dumbass. Let’s go.”

Her ease of breathing returned, the further
away she walked. Snakes were meant to be avoided on principle
alone. But Ella didn’t know all the things which weakened
Elementals; she didn’t even know she was half Elemental. The fact
the kid had done so well this long was a miracle, one that Alex
deserved credit for.

They crossed arched bridges that went over
bogs and walked under the large Cypress trees. Behind a fountain,
there was a distinct and obnoxious honking sound.

“What in the world?” Alex asked.

She grinned. “You haven’t been here much,
have you?” She pointed straight ahead. “Sea lions. Clowns of the
water world.”

“I didn’t think the zoo had them.” His eyes
gleamed, and he looked like a kid on Christmas morning. For a brief
moment, they both seemed to relax. The zoo was one of the city’s
wonders. Bridges and sidewalks connected like a giant labyrinth.
Near the large ponds, alligators basked in the sun. One dove under
the water and reappeared, snapping its jaws at a swarm of
mosquitoes.

Suddenly Alex darted his head to the right.
“Did you hear that?”

“What?” Brooke scanned the crowds.

“I could’ve sworn I heard Ella laugh.”

Brooke strained to hear anything that would
lead them closer to Ella or Dominick. Up ahead, faint and floating
in the wind, was a giggling sound. Ella?

“C’mon. I think I hear her, too. Let’s go.
The noise is coming from the swamp.”

They sprinted in that direction. “I think I
see her,” Alex said, lifting his head to peer above the crowd.

“I can’t tell.” Brooke glanced around. Maybe
they were running in circles?

“C’mon, follow me.” Alex ran after a young
girl with shoulder-length brown hair. “Ella?”

She didn’t answer.

“Ella?” He reached for the girl’s shoulder
and she spun around. The hope in his face disappeared instantly.
Not her. She had the same hair coloring, same build, but she wasn’t
their Ella. “Sorry, I thought you were someone else.”

Brooke reached for Alex’s hand. “We’ll find
her. Don’t worry.”

He glanced at his watch. “The problem being,
I need to go soon. I’m due at the cemetery. What about the
Elementals? Can they come out and help you search? Or are they
still staking out the Palisades hotel where Soren supposedly
is?”

“I’m sure they can help.” She reached for her
cell phone and texted Terran. He was supposed to call her soon
anyway. A few seconds later, her phone beeped. “They’ll be here
within the hour. When do you need to go?”

He glanced at his watch once more. “In about
twenty minutes. I need to brief a few rookies on tonight, and get
set up in St. Michael’s cemetery before it’s too late.”

“Sure. Let’s walk the perimeter, check out
the elephants on the way back to the entrance. Then at least we’ll
have covered our bases.”

He nodded and they began the long trek down
the eastern side of the zoo. “How did she even get here with
Dominick?” Alex asked. “I thought your pal Cristos was supposed to
keep her away from him as much as possible? Especially since being
around Dominick will weaken her more?”

“Cristos can’t let on that he’s helping us.”
She stepped off the walkway to look at the endangered species
carousel. Oil paintings of endangered animals added a perfect color
backdrop to the sixty or so figures in the menagerie. She traced
her finger across a zebra’s ear. “I’m sure there’s a reason.”

Alex arched an eyebrow. “Are you certain we
can trust Cristos?”

I hope so.

“He didn’t let her slip away on purpose,”
Brooke said. “Hopefully, we can find Ella here at the zoo to warn
her. But if not, we’ll crash the Halloween ball. Either way, we
have several chances to find her before midnight tonight.”

“Text me if you find her. Meanwhile, I’ll
guard the entryway to St. Michael’s. Y’all are meeting at
Gabriella’s gravesite at 9:00 p.m. to banish Soren, right?”

Alex recited the plan methodically, as if
telling someone how to start a car. Must be his defense mechanism,
his way of processing.

They moved past the elephants just as one
splashed water on its back. Claps and squeals erupted from the
nearby children.

Brooke picked up her pace and they approached
the exit. She’d have plenty of time to look around with the
Elementals once they arrived.

“Yes. Cristos will get Soren to the cemetery
by telling him we’re seeking more power. Soren won’t allow that to
happen. In reality, we’re luring him there to banish him, so Ella
never has the opportunity to drink from the chalice.” Brooke
paused. “Until it’s her choice.”

He grabbed her hand and kissed her. “Take
care of yourself, okay? Lots of crazies out today. You sure you’ll
be okay here, waiting for the Elementals?”

His protective tone warmed her heart. “I’ll
be fine. Go, be a cop and I’ll see you at St. Michael’s later.”

“Love you,” he said, seeming reluctant to
release her hand. After a long second, he did. “See you
tonight.”

She watched him exit and walk toward his car.
Then she glanced at her watch. The Elementals would arrive any
minute.

“Ew! Dominick, I hate snakes.”

Brooke froze, her heart pounding in her
chest. Ella? Brooke scrambled to check.
Unfortunately, there was a fence blocking the entryway from the
exit, and the zoo had let the bushes grow a bit too thick.

“You’ll love these,” a young male voice said.
Dominick.

Brooke pushed her way to the fence and peeked
through the gate. Yep, it was them.

“I’ve never liked snakes. Can’t we just go
look at the sea lions?” Ella asked.

That’s my girl. Protect
yourself. And I’m here for you.

“Don’t be such a chicken,” he teased, and he
pulled her arm down the walkway and toward the snake exhibit. “Let
me enjoy this one thing. You’ll love the way the snakes feel.”

“Feel?” Ella’s voice trembled.

“The snakes won’t bite, I promise. C’mon, for
me?” Dominick said, offering a charming smile.

You no-good filthy
liar. Fury pulsed through Brooke’s veins. “Ella! Ella, over
here!”

Brooke’s screams didn’t matter. Ella and
Dominick disappeared into the meandering crowd, making their way to
the snakes.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Ella’s feet stopped short.
The snake exhibit was a circular enclosure with walls made of
stone, and the entrance looked dark and looming. “You really want
me to go in there?”

Dominick reached out and grabbed her hand.
“C’mon, Ella. Do you have a snake phobia I’m not aware of?”

He had a teasing tone, yet underneath she
sensed a serious determination. Unless she did what he wanted, they
would be here all day. The quicker she faced this awful experience,
the sooner they could go back to the hotel and rest up for
tonight.

“Fine. But I’m not staying in there for
long.”

“Five to ten minutes, tops.”

Minutes? A long time to her meant walking in,
saying hi to the snakes, and walking out. He wanted to stay for
five or ten minutes? Before she could object, he pulled her
inside.

Her skin instantly turned clammy. Sweat
dribbled down her forehead and into her eyes. She wiped it away
with her arm. Yuck. She hated sweating. What was the deal? It was
October, and a chilly day, too. Must be this creepy place.

“You okay?” Dominick asked, his concern
coming through. At least he hadn’t made fun of her. Between her
eyeliner and the sweat, she probably looked like a raccoon.

“I’m a bit woozy. Just look at the snakes and
let’s go.”

He squeezed her hand. “C’mon.”

Where? She wanted to ask but didn’t. The less
she knew right now and the faster they could leave, the better off
she’d be. Against her better judgment, she followed him as he
walked up to one of the zookeepers.

“Are you feeding them anytime soon?” Dominick
asked.

She put her hand over her mouth to keep away
the nausea. Throwing up in front of her boyfriend was not the kind
of impression she wanted to make. Why had she let him talk her into
this? Most guys used peer pressure to use drugs or get into a
girl’s pants. Dominick used it to get her into a snake pit.

The zookeeper was an old man with thick
glasses and a stained toupee. He looked like someone who’d escaped
from a circus freak show. When he grinned, she noticed his teeth
were crooked. And yellow. Eww.

“Oh yes,” the zookeeper said with excitement,
“You’re in luck. I’m about to give them their lunch.”

“Excellent,” Dominick said, testosterone
oozing from his voice.

Ugh. The things boys were into. She wanted to
get out of there. Fast.

“What—exactly—do snakes eat?” she asked,
hoping the answer wasn’t “zoo visitors.”

“They love mice.”

“Yuck.” When Dominick turned to glare at her,
she swallowed hard. He’d spoiled her so much lately. Couldn’t she
just do this one thing for him without complaint? “Sorry, did I say
that out loud?”

“Watching a snake eat is an erotic
experience, some say,” the zookeeper said. Now she was certain he’d
escaped from some psycho circus. Zoo employees weren’t supposed to
use the word erotic around the guests,
were they?

“I don’t want to watch this,” she said, and
turned to walk out.

Dominick gripped her hand. “You promised, for
me.”

She stared down at her wrist. The blood began
to drain from her hand and it turned white. “Dominick, let go.”

He cocked an eyebrow and pulled her into him,
like they were dancing. Like his forceful grip was just another
joke. She didn’t care. She didn’t like being constrained.

“I mean it, let me go.” You
stupid jerk.

He pushed his face closer to her ear and
whispered, “Please do this for me. You wanted me to be more
aggressive when my hand was near your breast.”

“That was different,” she said, heat flowing
to her cheeks. Why was he mentioning their intimate moment now? It
was none of the zookeeper’s business.

“How so?” he whispered, his words feeling wet
and hot against her ear. “Do this and then we can go, I promise.
Just watch with me.”

“Fine,” she said flatly. This was not a side
of him she wanted to encourage, but she’d do this one thing. Then
they could leave. And later, she would set him straight about what
was and what wasn’t okay.

“Go ahead,” she prompted, “you may as well
shove the mouse down the icky snake’s throat.”

“Ah, miss,” the zookeeper said, “you’ve got
the wrong attitude. This here’s magic in many people’s heads. The
way the snake takes its food and digests it—”

“A big wad down its skinny body. Yeah, it’s
gross,” Ella said.

Dominick shot her a dirty look. Why was he so
cross and insistent today? And what was with this stupid snake
fascination? Were there other things she didn’t know about?

“Continue,” Ella said, doing her best to keep
the contempt out of her voice.

Dominick smiled. “Please feed the snake,” he
told the zookeeper, and held Ella’s hand.

The old man grinned, winked at Dominick, and
said, “She’s a fireball, that one.”

“That she is.” Dominick clasped her hand
tighter. What was she, chopped liver? They talked about her like
she wasn’t even there.

The old man lifted the dusty lid of an
aquarium and pulled out a white mouse by its pink tail. The mouse’s
feet wiggled and pushed against the air, trying to escape its fate.
He held the mouse in his hand and dangled it above the snake’s cage
for several seconds. It squeaked in panic, while the snake
slithered with anticipation.

Food chain or not, this was freaking creepy.
She glanced at Dominick, whose eyes were open so wide, he could’ve
been in a trance. “You don’t kill the mouse first?” she asked.

“Shh, watch.”

She turned her head back. Poor little mouse. This will be over soon.

The man lifted the snake lid. With one quick
motion, he dropped the prey into the snake’s den. The snake snapped
at the mouse’s head to hold it still, then wrapped its scale-like
body around it and squeezed.

“Listen,” the zookeeper said, with a weird
gleam in his eyes.

Listen for what? The snake coiled tighter
around the mouse’s body for several seconds. Then the mouse let out
a shrill and helpless squeal that echoed against the walls. Ella’s
ears throbbed in pain. The mouse fell silent, and the snake opened
its mouth wide to swallow.

She was so over this. If she didn’t do
something to detach herself, she would hear the horrible squeal in
her ears forever. Dad used knowledge and facts to stay calm. Maybe
that approach would work for her?

“Looks like it would hurt to open its mouth
so wide,” Ella said.

Dominick’s gaze radiated an awe she hadn’t
seen before. Like he was so impressed she would make such an
observation. Freak. Maybe she didn’t need a boyfriend after
all.

The old zookeeper grinned. “The snake has to
dislocate its own jaw to eat, to fill a basic need. That’s what I
call sacrifice.”

Ella’s knees began to feel wobbly, and she
backed away from the zookeeper. He was too weird. The further away
she was from him, the better.

The snake pushed the mouse into its jaws and
began to swallow. As the tiny thing shoved its way through the
snake, she swore she saw the snake smile. There had definitely been
a gleam in those yellow beady eyes.

Her head began to ache. More sweat doused her
face. Why was she reacting like this? She didn’t like snakes, but
she shouldn’t be sweating. Should she? When she glanced at
Dominick, he only smiled and held her hand tighter.

“The snake has to endure pain to meet a basic
need,” Dominick said. His voice sounded like an eerie recording in
a haunted house, more than the boyfriend she knew.

Brain, help me out here.
Think of trains. Trees. Washing the dishes, I don’t care. Think of
anything except about where you are right now.

The old man winked and began to clean the
glass enclosure, where the snake was happily pushing the mouse down
its slender body. “It’ll take a while for the mouse to digest, but
the whole thing is quite an experience to watch, now ain’t it?”

Dominick nodded. He looked like a kid who’d
been let loose in a candy store. So gross. Why was he into this
stuff?

“Let’s go, please,” Ella said. Now her ankles
began to feel shaky. A hot sensation pulsed through her, kind of
like when part of her body was asleep. Instead of feeling numb,
though, her skin smoldered with pain.

“Another few minutes,” Dominick whispered.
“Please?”

“I’m really feeling woozy.” She leaned
against him to steady herself. Everything began to blur. Snakes,
mice, stones, and the orange and black streamers for Halloween all
swirled into random images. From far off, she could hear the song
Monster Mash playing over a loudspeaker.
The air had grown stagnant in this reptile hell, and the wicked
gleam in the snake’s eyes dominated her thoughts.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Dominick asked. His
words sounded muffled and drawn out, like he was talking under
water. “Ella, are you okay?”

“I’m…I’m…”

And everything faded to black.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

“Ella, are you all
right?”

“What?”

She tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids
felt heavy as cinderblocks. And what was with the Conga drum
booming in her head?

“Will she be okay?” a man’s voice asked.

She forced one eye open. Creepy old zookeeper
who’d fed the snake. Great.

“Dominick, I need to get out of here. Right
now.”

He rubbed her arm. “We’re going. You know I’m
always here for you.”

Humph. You’re the one who
made me watch a perverted version of Animal Kingdom.

“Can you stand?” Dominick asked.

It was only then she realized she was sitting
down. “Eww, why am I sitting on the dirty ground?”

“You fainted.”

“What?”

The pounding in her head wouldn’t stop. She
tried to make sense out of what happened. Not an easy task with a
killer headache.

“You went down flat,” the old zookeeper said.
“We were worried you’d busted your head.”

“Great.” She was in a nightmare, no doubt
about it.

Dominick put his arm around her waist and
pulled her to her feet. “C’mon, let’s get you some fresh air.”

“Good,” she said, struggling to keep her
balance. “It’s about damn time.” Why was she so woozy? She’d never
fainted in her life.

He led her away from the snake area. With
every step, she felt better. She stumbled toward a bench and
slumped down.

“You must have become overheated,” Dominick
said. “But you have to admit, the snake eating the mouse was so
cool.”

She gasped for breath, thankful there was
fresh air to breathe. The air in the enclosure had been stale and
thick with the stench of death.

“I want something to drink. Can you get me
some water?”

He glanced around. “Yeah. You’ll stay right
here? Don’t talk to anyone.”

She stopped her deep inhales and glared at
him. “Don’t talk to anyone? You’re not my Dad.”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” he said. “Just
be careful. You know the nuts come out at Halloween. I’m only
saying—”

“Fine.”

His eyes clouded with uncertainty. “Are you
mad at me?”

She waited a minute before answering. Let the
jerk worry a little bit. She was angry. Why had he made her witness
the psycho snake act? Why hadn’t he listened when she told him she
didn’t feel well? Did he inherit the stupid gene?

“Please don’t be mad. I had no idea you’d
faint,” Dominick said, turning his lips upward into a charming
half-grin. He knew she found the expression adorable. Explained why
he was laying it on thick.

Her head pounded even worse. “I’m fine. Just
get me water.”

“Sure.” He leaned over and pressed his lips
to her cheek, hard, to kiss her. Her woozy feeling returned, but
improved when he strutted away.

She wiped her cheek. Normally a kiss would
thrill her, but this one felt different. Possessive, maybe? Like he
owned her, like the kiss had been a claim to his territory.

“Ella,” a female voice whispered.

She turned around. Had someone said her
name?

“Over here.”

Ella spun her head toward the high grass
behind the walking path. “Brooke? What are you doing here?”

Brooke crept closer and looked around. “I
don’t want Dominick to see me.”

“Why?”

“Are you feeling okay?” Brooke’s gaze filled
with concern.

Ella nodded. “He took me in to see the
snakes. I feel a bit woozy, that’s all.”

Brooke’s pupils grew huge. “Listen to me
carefully. Did he make you watch the snake eat?”

Ella gulped too much air in one breath and
coughed. “How did you know?”

“Shit.” Brooke pulled out the vial necklace
hanging from her neck.

“Cool necklace,” Ella said.

“It’s holy water.”

Brooke opened the vial and poured the holy
water along Ella’s arms and hands, then touched a few drops to
Ella’s forehead.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

“Helping you.” Brooke gave a warm smile.
Something about her seemed familiar, and yet far away. “Feel
better?”

Ella thought a minute. Wow. “Yeah, it does.
But how come?”

“Holy water is a healing source. You have a
natural aversion to snakes because they rob your body of water.
Think of it like fast-paced dehydration. Just being near snakes can
make you sick. The effect intensifies if you watch them eat.”

Ella cleared her throat. “How do you know all
this?”

“Dominick will be back soon.” She gripped
Ella’s shoulders. “Don’t trust him. I want you to come with
me.”

Ella inched away. “And go where? To my Dad’s?
I’m not ready for that yet.” Even if Dominick had been a
world-class jerk for the last hour.

Tight lines creased Brooke’s forehead. “Is
your dad really so terrible?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“He’s a good father.”

Ella’s skin felt itchy, and she began to
fidget with her hands. “I know, but he’s so overbearing
sometimes.”

“I’m feeling really exhausted and need to
go,” Brooke said. “You can’t tell Dominick I was here.”

“Why not?”

“Because he can’t be trusted. Promise me,
Ella.”

“Fine, I promise.”

Brooke raced down the embankment to leave.
“And for your information, Dominick knew damn well the effect the
snake would have on you. Why else would he bring you here
today?”

Ella’s heart pounded so hard, it threatened
to break her ribs. No. Dominick was sweet, the boyfriend she always
wanted. He wouldn’t do something like that on purpose. She’d
fainted, that’s all.

“If you look deep within yourself, you’ll
know I’m right,” Brooke whispered as she hurried away.

Seconds later, Dominick returned with some
bottled water. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” Ella said, glancing around.

“Something wrong?” he asked, one brow raised
in suspicion.

Ella cast a long gaze toward the embankment.
Where had Brooke gone, and how come she knew so much about the
snakes? And what would help?

“Ella?” Dominick prompted. “Are you looking
for something?”

“No.” She took a few sips of her water, which
did help. Any time she felt nervous, strange, or even sick—water
had helped. She’d given up trying to explain it and just accepted
it as a fact of life. “I’m fine.”

He sat down beside her and patted her knee.
“Let’s get you back to the hotel to rest up for tonight. Sound
good?”

“Sounds fantastic.”

About damn time.
She’d bring up his asinine attitude about the snakes later. No
sense ruining Halloween with a big argument. As long as he acted
decent now, she’d be fine. A nap sounded wonderful.

He reached for her hand, then immediately
yanked it away. “Damn it!”

She jumped, the adrenaline surging from his
gruff reaction. “What’s wrong? I thought you liked holding
hands.”

His piercing stare unnerved her. “Your hands
have holy water on them.”

How could he possibly know? “Well, I,
um…”

“Did Brooke do this to you while I was
getting the drinks?”

How should she answer? She’d never been a
talented liar. He’d know the truth no matter what.

His jaw clenched. “Was Brooke here or
not?”

“How do you know her name?” Ella asked.
There. Put the interrogation back on him.

He knelt down in front of her and caressed
her knee. “Brooke isn’t a random barmaid, Ella. She’s part of a
group that hurts people. My dad’s trying to stop them from hurting
anyone else.”

She gulped. Everyone was telling her who to
trust, what to do. “I don’t understand.”

He stroked her cheek with his hand. “Don’t
worry about a thing. Let’s go back to the hotel and relax. Tonight,
we’ll have the time of our lives. Remember, if Brooke should
approach you, don’t talk to her. She’s dangerous. I don’t want you
to get hurt.”

I’m helping
you. Brooke’s words flashed through Ella’s mind.
Dominick had been the one who dragged her into the snake pit. If it
weren’t for the holy water, Ella would still feel woozy. Ella’s
head began to ache. If Brooke had been trying to help, then what
the hell was Dominick trying to do?


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

After having his way with
six women in the warehouse district, Soren wandered the Quarter
streets and meandered through clothing shops. Humans liked a
cigarette afterward; Soren liked to shop.

Dominick had picked out his outfit and mask
for the ball last week, but Ella would need something fitting,
something suitable for such an occasion. Not only for the ball, but
for when she would put her lips to the chalice, drink its potent
contents, and become one of their clan. Forever.

The thought sent decadent pleasure coursing
through him. He didn’t know which excited him more: defeating
Brooke by stealing her daughter or getting someone with Ella’s
spirit on his side. No matter. Good situation all around.

Every store window held mysterious
promise—vibrant green and purple eye masks, feathered hats, beaded
dresses with backs that dipped far down to pleasure-filled places
not spoken of in public. New Orleans, the land of masks. People
went about their daily business, were good Catholics, and then let
down their guard by the full moon’s light.

Halloween provided the chance to crank up the
heat. Masks helped humans uncover their alter egos, revealing the
fun side underneath. Soren had met some amazing women behind the
masks over the centuries. Tonight, Ella would wear hers.

One ruby dress caught his eye, with the
mid-day sunbeams striking against the crimson sequins. Not too
gaudy, a Victorian style, but hip for the young generation. She’d
look stunning in such a garment.

He lifted the hanger and went to
checkout.

“Someone’s going to the ball tonight?” the
clerk asked, wearing an excessively cheery face. How annoying.

“My daughter’s first date, yes.” No sense
telling some stranger the truth.

“She’s lucky to have a dad who buys her such
nice things.” The clerk put the dress into a garment bag and handed
it to him.

Soren shot her a sexy smile. “Nice of you to
say, ma’am.” With an extra wink for good measure, he left.

Look out, children.
Tonight, the wolf is coming out to play.

###

An overcast sky loomed outside Soren’s hotel
suite window, but the weather reports promised a full moon for
Halloween night. Perfect. With precision, he wiped the dust from
the chalice while singing his favorite Jill Tracy tune,
Let’s Spend an Evil Night
Together.

I'll hold your hand while
they drag the river, I’ll cuddle you in the undertow. With a
sinister smile, he polished each Elemental symbol while the lyrics
tickled his tongue. We'll drink a toast in the
torture chamber, and you'll go down on a bed of nails. We'll
rendezvous in cold blood, I'll tie you up to the third rail. Let's
wile away the hours, let's spend an evil night together.

Maybe it was his good mood, but the chalice
seemed to sparkle more when in his controlling grasp. He paused a
moment, admiring his reflection in its shiny surface. Evil night
together, indeed. What better way to spend Halloween than making
Ella his own?

The clock struck on the two o’clock hour, and
Soren’s impatience took over. Dominick should be back by now. Soren
hoped the snake trick had played its part in today’s events.
Dominick was young enough to get away with more than the average
Fallen Angel, yet naive enough to get into trouble.

He hoped the kid had used basic common sense.
Ella had her mother’s talents, even if she didn’t grasp the full
extent of where she’d come from.

Cristos came inside from the balcony.
“Where’s the kid?” His face was flushed, perhaps worried.

“I’m sure he’ll return soon,” Soren said.
“You all right?”

“You should’ve let me tail him. He’s
young.”

“Which is exactly why his methods will work
on Ella.”

Cristos let out a sigh. “I’m going to check
in with my troops. Do you need anything while I’m out?”

“Don’t go far. Depending on what Dominick
says, I may need you sooner rather than later.”

Besides, I want to keep my
eye on you.

“Fine.”

As Cristos reached the door, Soren’s
adrenaline peaked. “Soldier?” he said.

Cristos turned around. “Yes?”

“Don’t cross me. Not today, not ever
again.”

“You know I’m loyal to you.”

Soren raised an eyebrow, hoping he’d see some
form of uncertainty on Cristos’s face, anything he could use.
Nothing. Cristos had either become a poker expert or he was telling
the truth.

“Make sure you remember that.”

“I will,” Cristos said in a reverent
whisper.

“Good to hear.” Soren went to put the chalice
away in the other room.

“And look who’s back,” Cristos bellowed from
the front doorway. “Dominick and Ella.”

Soren grinned. Cristos was back in the good
graces, his loyalty firm. Announcing Ella’s presence proved Cristos
was on board. Soren didn’t know why he was worried. Antarctica had
done wonders.

“Dad?” Dominick asked, trepidation in his
voice.

“Just a minute,” Soren yelled through the
side room of the suite. The safe to lock the chalice away was in
the main area, where Ella and Dominick were. Soren grabbed a large
bag, shoved the chalice inside, and set it on the top shelf of the
closet. He’d lock it back in the safe later, once Ella was
gone.

With that taken care of, Soren stepped into
the main area, shutting the French door divider behind him. “Hello,
you two. Want some sodas?”

Dominick shook his head. The kid wasn’t
holding Ella’s hand like he usually did. Strange.

Ella plumped down on the couch, seeming happy
and alert. Odd. Shouldn’t she appear weak and tired? Had the snake
trick not worked? Maybe it didn’t have as strong an effect on
someone with half-Elemental blood?

Soren winked at Dominick. “Why don’t you take
her into your room so she can rest? Then come back in here and help
me clean up the kitchen area.”

He cocked an eyebrow to ensure Dominick
understood the hidden meaning in his words. It was time to chat,
but without Ella listening in.

“Good idea,” Dominick said. They went into
the other room. Minutes later, he returned.

Soren set the clanking coffee cups aside.
“Why is she not weak like she should be? You did take her to the
snake exhibit, did you not?”

“Yes, and I’ll get to that in a minute.
First, I need to tell you what I overheard.” Dominick smiled so
wide, he looked like he’d discovered the treasure of all time. “The
Elementals were at the zoo, also. When Ella was in the restroom, I
overheard them. They plan to meet at St. Michael’s cemetery
tonight, nine o’clock, for a special ceremony around Gabriella’s
gravesite. They claim this will give them complete power over
you.”

Soren narrowed his brow. “They’ll never
defeat me. I won’t allow such things.”

He stood and paced the room. How dare these
menial Elementals try to take his power.
Presume they will beat him? Did they not know this was HIS day? Halloween had been created for him, not
others!

“They’re meeting at nine, you say?”

Dominick’s eyes gleamed at having done so
well. “Yes, at Gabriella’s gravesite in St. Michael’s cemetery.
Shouldn’t be too hard to locate.”

“I’ve called in a few favors to ensure the
cop will be stationed at St. Michael’s tonight. With the recent
killings, he has no choice. Cristos could get me inside.”

“Won’t the cemetery affect your strength?”
Dominick asked.

Ah, the young. They didn’t know how things
worked. “On any other day,” Soren began, “you’re absolutely right.
But Halloween is my day, the one day a year my strength is more
powerful than any Elemental can imagine.”

“So you could get inside the cemetery with
Cristos.”

“About damn time the ritual mark does
something to benefit me, instead of causing problems. If I have to
tolerate a lovesick Cristos, I may as well use the mark for my own
benefit to get inside the cemetery gates.”

“So tonight, it ends. The Elementals will be
out of the way, and you’ll be back here by the time I return with
Ella. Before midnight.”

Soren nodded. “Exactly.”

Dominick shook his head in amazement. “Master
Soren, you are the wise one.”

“Easy, kid. Now tell me why is Ella not
weakened? Why weren’t you holding hands with her when you arrived?
Don’t you remember what I told you about humans and their displays
of affection?”

Dominick gulped. “Yes, but—”

“But what?”

“I only left her for a minute, to get her
some water. The snake room was wonderful. She grew so weak, she
fainted.”

“You left her alone?” Anger surged through
Soren’s veins.

The kid lowered his gaze. “Yes, Master Soren.
I told her not to speak to anyone, but when I returned—”

“When you returned, someone had helped her.
Damn it, kid!”

Would anyone ever live up to his
expectations? Just goes to show, no one had talents like him, which
had been a blessing and a curse.

Dominick’s gaze was filled with remorse. “I
went to grab her hand and it shocked me. Turns out someone covered
her hand in holy water.”

Soren reached for a large Earth-shaped
paperweight and hurled it against the wall, cracking the plaster.
“Damn Elementals always screwing in my business!”

Dominick sat down, his body trembling. “But
you can stop them, now that we know about their plan tonight.”

Soren rubbed his chin. “Are you positive they
didn’t pull the bait and switch on you? Perhaps they meant for you
to hear the info?”

A juvenile grin spread across Dominick’s
face. “No, I stayed hidden. Stupid Elementals didn’t know I was
there.”

Soren hoped the kid was right. However, if it
was a trap, at least he’d be prepared. “Fine. Did Ella say anything
we should know about?”

“She’s not saying much. I think she’s angry
because I made her go into the snake enclosure.”

“Women.” Soren stopped. Why finish the
thought? The one word said so much.

“Ella is happy about tonight,” Dominick said.
“I think we have a great chance with her, even though the snake
charm didn’t work as planned.”

“We’re the better species. If Ella won’t join
us, we’ll force her to drink. She’ll help our kind survive.” Soren
flexed his arm muscles and admired himself in the mirror. “She
won’t have a choice, ever again.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Ella rolled over in bed
and glanced at the clock. 5:00 p.m. Naptime over. Time to get up
and prepare for her dinner date, followed by the Halloween ball.
Not that she’d managed to get any restful sleep. Snakes immersed in
water kept forcing their way into her dreams. She’d tugged the
covers and kicked the blankets, grappling the slithering creatures
through the night. Now she was awake, but exhausted.

There was a knock at the door. “Ella?”
Dominick said.

“Yeah?”

“I wanted to make sure you were awake.”

“Barely, but I’m here,” she said.

“We leave in an hour. My dad has a car for
us, so we don’t have to walk the Quarter streets in our nice
clothes.”

She tossed off the comforter. “I’ll be ready.
Thank him for me.”

“You can tell him yourself. He wants to stick
around and take photos of us before we go.”

“Okay.”

It must be nice to have a parent who supports
going out on dates. She got out of bed and argued with the lace bra
she’d bought two months ago with her own allowance. Fortunately,
Dad never discovered her means of Internet shopping: she’d give
Kasey cash, Kasey used her credit card to order things, and then
Ella picked up the items when Dad wasn’t looking. The perfect
setup. If Dad had his way, she’d be in a training bra and on her
way to becoming a nun.

Come to think of it, she hadn’t heard from
Kasey, not since she’d left town. She had to be back by now, right?
Ella reached for her cell and texted: Hey, where
you been?

A second later, a big red X appeared next to
her message. Undeliverable? Odd. Ella dialed the number, only to
hear shrill beeps and a robotic announcement. “The number you have
called is no longer in service.”

Strange. Had Kasey’s parents taken away her
cell phone? They’d never been the strict type, but Ella didn’t have
any other explanation. No way would Kasey get rid of her cell on
her own. The girl was joined at the hip with her phone.

Ella brushed the sleep from her eyes. She
could call Kasey’s parents tomorrow and ask. Right now, she needed
to get dressed.

After successfully putting on all the
undergarments to a gown—who knew how many layers of lace and fluff
were supposed to go under these fancy things?—she slipped the dress
over her head. It was crimson with an empire waist, and tiny
sequins sparkled when she turned in front of the mirror. The back
dipped past her waist with a gorgeous V shape. She smiled. Dad
would have such a fit if he could see her now.

Next step, make-up. She brushed on some jade
eye shadow, followed by brown eyeliner. Wait. Where was her
lipstick? Maybe it had fallen out somewhere? She searched the
bedside table and the dresser. Nothing. Hmm, maybe it fell out of
her jeans pocket in the closet? She went to look and accidentally
bumped the closet door. A bag teetered on the top shelf, ready to
fall over at any second.

To steady the bag, she reached for it and set
it on the floor. That’s when her skin grew warm and tingly. More
than that, she was thirsty. She crept over to the door and made
sure it was locked. Dominick had acted strange lately. Maybe he’d
hidden a special surprise for her inside the bag? Something was
inside. She’d never felt this tingling sensation before.

Slowly, she pulled the top of the bag open.
Then she gasped. The chalice? What the hell was it doing here?

“Ella?”

Holy crap! Dominick’s voice came out of
nowhere. She jumped and almost tripped over her own feet.
“Yeah?”

“Are you almost ready?”

“Um…” What the hell was she supposed to say?
Nothing made sense. Dad had been so angry when she tried to drink
from the chalice. He warned of its power. And yet now it’s here, in
Soren’s hotel suite? How? When? Had Dad been privy to something she
still didn’t know about?

“Ella? You okay?”

She gulped. “Yeah, I’ll be ready in a few
minutes.”

Physically ready, anyway. Mentally
prepared—well, that might take some time.

###

Ella folded the burgundy cloth napkin in her
lap. Don’t be a klutz and spill food on your
beautiful dress. Dominick sat across from her, looking
absolutely gorgeous in his dark suit. No wonder she’d fallen for
him so fast.

“Tujaque’s is the second oldest restaurant in
New Orleans,” he bragged, as if he’d built the place himself. “The
place was here before New Orleans even had its name.”

She nodded and smiled, but underneath the
table she wrung her hands together. Things had shifted. The snake
had only been one strange occurrence in a whole string of odd
events. How did Cristos know her mother? How did Soren get her
family’s chalice into his hotel room?

A waiter, dressed like a professional penguin
in a tux, came out and served them lobster bisque and rolls.

Dominick raised his glass of iced tea to
hers. “To a phenomenal evening.”

Her stomach twisted into a knot. “There’s
something I want to talk about.”

He reached across the table, his hand
outstretched and beckoning hers. Reluctantly, she pulled one arm up
from under the table and let him clasp her hand.

“I shouldn’t have pushed you to see the snake
exhibit,” he said. “I’m sorry, and I hope you can forgive me.”

His touch was warm, sending tingling jolts to
her toes. “It’s not about the snake. Well, maybe it is.”

“Shh,” he said, and gripped her hand. Ouch.
“We have the entire evening together. This is going to be a night
neither of us will forget.”

She freed her hand from his and grabbed the
small glass of ice water. She gulped it down in seconds, needing it
to calm her nerves. The liquid made her feel better, more at peace.
Even as a kid, when she’d be sad about something, taking a shower
had always helped. How she wished she could spend an hour in the
shower right now, be able to figure out some things.

“Dominick—”

“This is our night,” Dominick said. “Nothing
will ever be the same.”

Butterflies danced in her stomach. “See? When
you say things like that, after dragging me into the snake exhibit,
I feel…strange.”

His eyes reeled with confusion, like he’d
never heard criticism before. “What do you mean, strange?”

She dipped her spoon into the lobster bisque,
blew on it and took a swallow. Wow. The rich and creamy texture lit
up all her taste buds. Yummy.

“Obviously you like the soup,” Dominick said.
Even if you don’t like me, his expression
said loud and clear.

“It’s fantastic. You made a great restaurant
choice.”

He shrugged. “I wanted tonight to be special,
but you seem upset with me. If I could take back the snake
incident—”

“Tell me what you know about my mom.”

The color in his cheeks vanished. He grabbed
his iced tea and took several swallows. Obviously she’d surprised
him with her blunt question, but now seemed as good a time as any
to learn what he knew. He knew something. The chalice was only one
piece of the puzzle.

“I, well, your mom left when you were little.
Isn’t that what you said?”

She swiped her spoon around the bowl and took
another delicious bite. “I think you know more.”

“What do you want me to say here, Ella?” His
stern gaze reminded her of an adult. The kind of stare Dad gave her
when he didn’t have the answer.

“I want you to tell me the truth,” she said.
“People keep telling me not to trust you.”

Dominick frowned. “What people?”

“Never mind. Look, I want to trust you. I
like you a lot, Dominick, but I think you’re keeping something from
me. Tell me what it is.”

“I like you, too. But I just—”

“Cristos said he knows my mom. Do you know
her, too?”

Dominick glared at her and bit his lip.
“Cristos is a middle-aged freak. He’d say anything to get people on
his side. I told you not to trust him.”

She wiped her mouth with a napkin. “You’re
avoiding the question.”

His eyes scanned the table, and he began to
rearrange the salt and pepper shakers. Almost like doing so would
make the question go away.

“Dominick? I’m waiting,” she said.

He didn’t make eye contact. “Here comes our
waiter with the next course. Let’s chat about this later.”

“But I—”

“Later, I promise,” he said.

She wanted to persist, but the waiter placed
a mound of crawfish etouffee in front of her. The sauce on the rice
and meat teased her nostrils, it smelled so wonderful. They were in
a fancy place. She didn’t want to start a big fight, get them
kicked out. Not when she was just beginning to see all the city
sights. But she needed to figure out what Dominick wasn’t telling
her.

“Let’s talk later on. Agreed?” Dominick’s
voice sounded commanding, final.

“It’s important,” Ella said. “We can talk
later, but promise me we will.”

“Absolutely.” Then Dominick flashed the smile
she’d fallen in love with. Why did his smile seem to make her
forget all the bad feelings churning through her?

“Then I guess we’re okay.” She tried to use a
cheery tone, but something was off. Bottom line, she would find out
what Dominick knew before the night was over. Especially if he
tried to stall on her again, like everyone else had.

Maybe Dominick could lead her to her mother,
once and for all.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

In St. Michael’s Cemetery,
Brooke and the Elementals formed a circle around Gabriella’s
tombstone. This was it, the opportunity they’d been waiting for:
take Soren down.

Alex guarded the main gate, which fortunately
coincided with his cop patrol duties. Anyone wanting to scavenge
the cemetery on Halloween would be turned away. Only Soren and
Cristos would be allowed in. That is, if they showed up. Brooke
crossed her fingers. She hoped Dominick had bought their earlier
ruse.

Phoenix pulled a cigarette out of his pocket
and churned fire from the stick. “What’s the plan if Soren does
show up? Because if no one objects, I have a few plans of my
own.”

“Like what?” Brooke asked. Knowing Phoenix,
it would be something inappropriate.

“Blowing rings of fire for him to jump
through, burning him in the process.” Phoenix smiled, apparently
pleased with himself for having the idea.

“What good would that do?” Terran asked.

“Dude, Soren has made us jump through a bunch
of hoops for his maniacal plans. I say we make him jump through a
few. Literally. And, should he get burned in the process, so much
the better.”

“Tempting as your idea is,” Brooke said,
“Let’s not.”

“True,” Terran said. “We need to pretend
we’re in the midst of our own power ceremony. Once he approaches,
we surround him, join hands and banish him. But we need to wait
until he’s close enough for it to work. Make the ceremony look
authentic, folks.”

Tempest nodded in agreement. “We’ve never
taken down a leader as powerful as him before. I think we should be
specific when we give the banishment order.”

Brooke’s throat went dry. She really was not
looking forward to this show-down, but getting rid of Soren would
mean everything could change for her. For her family.

“Good point. The standard verbiage may not be
strong enough to bind him. Name a place where we should banish him
to.”

“Hell?” Phoenix said, smiling.

“You idiot, he’d gain more power and return
back to Earth,” Terran said. “How about Siberia?”

Brooke laughed to herself. “What about giving
him a dose of his own medicine? How about Antarctica, where he sent
Cristos?”

“Luxury accommodations for a Minare,” Phoenix
smirked. “But fine by me.”

“Good.” Brooke took a deep breath. “With the
power of our four Elements, and us joining hands, we banish Soren
to Antarctica forever.”

Terran nodded in agreement. “Works for me.
Now we need to wait for him to show up.”

“I’m already here.”

The lump in Brooke’s throat plummeted to her
stomach. She spun around, only to see Soren swagger out from behind
an enormous oak. Terran, Tempest, and even Phoenix were too stunned
to speak. Where was Cristos? They had agreed that Cristos would
send a text, alerting them to expect Soren. It wasn’t even nine
o’clock yet! What the hell?

Soren grinned wide. The bastard seemed
pleased he’d arrived unannounced. “So, you four think you can gain
more power and banish me? Boy, I took you for a bunch of fools. I
didn’t think you were this stupid, Brooke. Did you, Cristos?”

Good. Cristos is here.
He’ll help. Brooke swallowed hard. I
hope.

With a solemn face, Cristos arose from behind
a large azalea bush. Brooke tried to read what lay behind his gaze.
Would he help them? She couldn’t tell. His handsome features looked
even more tempting in the moonlight, disguising any motive on his
face.

“No, Soren,” Cristos said, laughing a little.
“I didn’t think they would be so foolish.”

Stay calm. Move ahead with
the plan. It’s a trick. Cristos will back you up. She
put one hand behind her back, gesturing for the Elementals to fan
out, circle Soren. With a bit of luck, they should notice her hand
signals without alerting Soren.

“You’re the foolish one, Soren,” Brooke said.
“I’m fighting for my daughter. What exactly are you fighting
for?”

Stall him. Stall him until
the Elementals are in place.

Soren shot her a menacing glare. Seconds
later, he towered over her with no sense of personal boundaries.
Leaning over, he whispered, “My kind was here first. All I’m doing
is taking back what’s rightfully mine.”

His cold breath in her ear made her skin
crawl, and his tone sent chills down her spine. She stepped back a
few inches to distance herself. The other Elementals gradually
formed a circle around him. Good. They were almost ready for the
banishment order.

“Humans aren’t your playthings, Soren.
Gabriella was never yours.”

His eyes twinkled, like a sadistic Santa
Claus. “Neither was Ella, but that didn’t stop me.”

Rage pulsed through Brooke’s veins. She might
be standing right next to the most evil Fallen Angel on the planet,
but she wouldn’t let her daughter be hurt.

“Ella isn’t yours. She never will be.
Understand?”

He cocked an eyebrow. “I failed with Ella all
those years ago, but everything’s about to change.”

What did he mean, he failed with Ella years
ago? When? Wait. Stay focused. He was only
trying to push her buttons. “What are you talking about?” she asked
as calmly as she could.

Soren tilted his head, curiosity gleaming in
his eyes. He turned to Cristos, who’d begun to fidget. “You never
told her, did you?”

“Told me what?” Brooke said. She kept an even
stare on both of them. When the Elementals were in place, would
Cristos be ready to help?

“No need to dredge up the past,” Cristos
whispered. Behind the emotionless face, she could read the
desperate plea in his eyes: Forget Soren’s
words.

Why? What was Cristos up to? Her throat
turned dry and scratchy, and she gasped for air. Had everything
been a trick? Would Cristos not help? He didn’t appear too stable
at the moment.

Soren let out a deep belly laugh. “You never
told her? Now that’s funny.”

To hell with Cristos’s unspoken plea to
ignore Soren’s words. She needed to know what the hell was going
on. Right now.

“What’s he babbling about?” Brooke asked, her
gaze locked on Cristos.

“I can’t believe you never knew,” Soren
cackled.

Brooke glared at Cristos. First, he hadn’t
sent the warning text so the Elementals could be ready. Now, he was
keeping secrets. Had all this been an elaborate plan to take her
kind down? How could she be so foolish, to believe the best in a
Fallen Angel?

“What is Soren talking about?” she
demanded.

“It’s not relevant,” Cristos said. “Please,
just drop it.”

Soren slapped his knee and laughed even
harder. “Tell her, soldier. I can’t wait to hear this.”

What had Cristos done? Cristos cast an
apologetic glance toward her. “Soren, shouldn’t we be getting
back?”

“Tell her!”

Soren’s face had morphed into something
eerie, something monstrous.

Brooke’s stomach muscles clumped into knots.
She waited for Cristos to speak. He approached her with the
lackluster enthusiasm of a shy student being forced to the
blackboard.

“I was given orders,” he began. He shot a
nervous glance at Soren before turning back to her. “To prevent
Ella from ever being born.”

She swallowed hard. “I don’t understand,” she
said. “Ella was born a healthy baby.”

Cristos pursed his lips. Every line on his
face tightened. She could tell he wanted to be anywhere else except
here, doing as Soren ordered. Maybe he would still be her ally.

“Time’s a wasting, soldier,” Soren said, the
veins in his neck bulging as he looked ready to strike.

“Yes, Soren,” Cristos said dutifully, and a
pair of remorseful eyes gazed into hers. “Do you remember the rainy
night when you fell down the steps? You were probably six months
along.”

Adrenaline surged through her as she pieced
together the memory. It had been so long ago. Dark night, stormy
with lightning strikes every few seconds—the kind where the air
crackled with electricity. She’d been alone, lost her footing and
slipped down the stairs, her body rolling over and over the sharp
edges. The young ER doctor told her it was a miracle she hadn’t
lost the baby.

The memories had faded—until now.

“I remember. I lost my footing and tripped.
Why?” She searched his blue-silver eyes for some meaning, some
reason.

Cristos bit his lip. “You weren’t alone that
night.”

“Stop pussyfooting around, soldier. Tell her
the good part,” Soren said, a big grin plastered on his evil face.
Clearly, he enjoyed humiliating his own troops.

“I was under orders,” Cristos repeated, as if
to emphasize the point.

“To do what?” Brooke asked. “Tell me the
truth.”

Cristos lowered his eyes.

“Tell her or I’ll kill you myself,” Soren
said. “Let you enjoy hell, let Lucifer handle you.”

With a resigned sigh, Cristos met her gaze
with remorseful eyes. “I pushed you.”

“What?”

She stood, fists clenched, her entire body
shaking with anger. She wanted to slap him to the ground, but the
idea of touching him repulsed her.

“You pushed me down a set of stairs, to kill
Ella? I felt guilty for years for stumbling over my own feet!”

Damn, her mouth was parched. It ached to push
the words out.

“Those were my orders,” he whispered, once
again giving her a pleading look. His intense stare held the words
I’m sorry. Yet he
said nothing.

Maybe appearing kind had been a trick to gain
sympathy all along. How idiotic had she been? Trusting Cristos
would help her, when he’d wanted to kill Ella from the beginning?
How could she have thought a Fallen Angel would ever help her or
the Elementals?

She thought of Alex, what he would do right
now. He would set emotion aside and gather facts, figures, and
cop-like things.

“Whose orders?” she asked.

Phoenix shot her an impatient glare, wanting
her to join the circle so they could banish Soren for good.
In a minute, she glared back. She needed
to find out if Cristos should be banished too.

Soren cackled again. “Mine.”

Cristos nodded, shame washing over his
handsome features. She turned away, unable to look at him, and made
eye contact with the Elementals. It was time. She’d deal with
Cristos later. No, scratch that. She would kick Cristos’s ass down
the river later.

Soren beamed at his own power. “Ella would’ve
died that night, too, had it not been raining. Damn water falling
from the sky restored your strength. Of course Cristos didn’t think
of that at the time.”

“You will never take
me or my daughter,” Brooke spat. She gripped the hands of her
Elemental colleagues surrounding Soren. With closed eyes, they
spoke fast and in unison. “With Universe and the power of the four
Elementals, we banish you, Soren, to Antarctica forever.”

There was a long pause, followed by a booming
sound.

“Am I free to go now?” Soren asked.

Brooke opened her eyes, followed by wide-eyed
puzzlement from Terran, Tempest, and Phoenix. She’d presumed the
boom was Soren leaving, but apparently not. The surge had knocked
them onto the ground, while Soren stood in the circle’s center,
looking amused.

What the hell happened? Why hadn’t it
worked?

Phoenix began to stammer. “I…I don’t
understand.”

Laugh lines creased Soren’s face. “Apparently
y’all need to get a new spell. As for me, I’m going to finish what
I started sixteen years ago. I must say, it’s sure going to be
better to take Ella’s soul for my benefit, rather than simply
killing her. Guess Cristos’s failure all those years ago proves one
thing. Everything does work out for the best.”

He leaned over and added, “She’ll prove
herself quite useful to my team.”

“You fucking bastard!” Brooke lunged for him,
but her body didn’t move. What the hell?

Soren smiled. “Reverse psychology, my dear. I
knew you’d try to trap me tonight, unlike you who didn’t see me
coming.”

“What the hell did you do to us?” Phoenix
said, struggling to move.

“Relax, the effect will wear off in about
fifteen minutes. Just enough time for Cristos and me to get a head
start.” Soren snapped his fingers, beckoning Cristos. “Come. Time
to go.”

Brooke yanked and tugged, desperate to move.
She wanted to reach out and trip Cristos. Maybe banishment wasn’t
the best thing. Maybe Alex was right and they should just kill
Soren outright. No. Then he’d go to hell and eventually return. At
least in Antarctica, they’d know where he was. And Cristos could
go, too. Bastard deserved it.

Soren and Cristos walked away through a patch
of oak trees. Clumps of Spanish moss captured the moonlight and
cast shadows on the ground, so Brooke couldn’t tell which way
they’d gone.

She kicked, shoved, and willed herself to
stand up. Nothing worked. No, no, no! Damn it! Only her head could
move. She couldn’t even use her fingers to text Alex. What were
they supposed to do now? Soren was on his way to get Ella. Who the
hell knew what Cristos was capable of doing to her daughter?
Especially since Brooke had been stupid enough to believe Cristos
could have helped their cause? Why wouldn’t he want to get rid of
Soren, too? Become leader of the Minare in New Orleans? It made no
sense.

“This isn’t working,” Tempest said. “I can’t
even use my powers.”

Phoenix stared down a nearby candle on top of
a crypt. “I got nothing, too.”

Shit. “If we don’t get to Ella before
midnight, Soren will force her to drink from the chalice. She’ll
become one of them.”

“We can’t let that happen,” Terran said.

Phoenix’s pupils expanded to three times
their normal size. “Um, not to be a downer here…”

“But?” Terran prompted.

Phoenix stared at Brooke. “You know what has
to happen if Ella drinks from the chalice tonight, right? If she
does become one of them, then—”

“Yeah.” Brooke knew where this conversation
was going. And she was determined to not let it become a reality.
She scuffled and kicked once more, using every ounce of her will.
Damn it, why wasn’t it working?

“Brooke,” Terran said gently. “Phoenix has a
point. If Ella joins the Minare, then tomorrow—”

“I know,” she retorted. “Then tomorrow, we
have to kill her.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

Move.
C’mon now, move! Despite her pleas, Brooke couldn’t get her
legs to cooperate. She thrust her arms out, kicking at the dirt.
Nothing happened.

They didn’t have much time. She and the
Elementals had to stop Soren before midnight. If they didn’t, and
he robbed Ella of her soul, then Brooke would need to steal it
back. And she really didn’t want to kill her only daughter.

“Shouldn’t this Fallen Angel spell be wearing
off about now?”

Terran stared at his fingers. “I’m trying to
wiggle my hand, but nothing’s happening.”

“Try harder,” Brooke said. “We can’t let
Soren get Ella.”

“State the obvious, why don’t you?” Phoenix
said with a smirk.

“Too bad your attitude couldn’t be
paralyzed,” Brooke said.

Irritation coursed through her, and she had
the unexplainable urge to slap something. Phoenix would do just
fine.

“What happened with Cristos? I thought he was
on our side.” Terran said.

Brooke’s jaw tightened. “Don’t say the
bastard’s name.”

Terran shrugged. “You’re the one who said he
would help.”

“Cut me some slack, will you? I have no idea
what happened, but I’m not making the same mistake again.”

Brooke kept her lips shut to prevent the rage
surging through her from coming out. No sense saying anything she’d
regret. Not tonight, when she needed their help.

“Wow, some confession on Cristos’s part,”
Tempest said. “Pushing you on purpose?”

Brooke tried to lift her hand to stop Tempest
from talking, but still nothing moved. “Change the subject. We
can’t trust Fallen Angels, no matter what.”

“Isn’t that what I’ve stated all along?”
Phoenix asked.

“Quiet,” Brooke said. A slew of other
colorful words popped into her mind, but she restrained herself
from saying them. They needed to work together, not let Soren split
up the ranks.

Footsteps approached, fast sounds of feet
crunching against the gravel.

“Holy hell,” Alex said, gawking at the four
of them on the ground. “What happened?”

“Soren put some kind of paralyzing spell on
us,” Brooke said. Her throat went dry, and then her eyes watered.
Needing water in one place, gushing tears in another. Why couldn’t
her Element stabilize? “The banishing didn’t work. And Cristos
tried to push me when I was pregnant and—”

“Hold it. Slow down. What happened?”

Terran took the lead and brought Alex up to
speed. Good thing, because Brooke could barely open her mouth
without releasing another flood of tears.

Alex didn’t even blink. “Then we’d better
figure out something, fast.”

“What can we do to Soren at the ball that we
couldn’t do here?” Phoenix spat. “It’s no use.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Alex said,
shaking his head in disbelief. “The most stubborn one of you wants
to quit? You can’t. I have to stay here and work. If I could go for
you, I would. But I can’t. You all need to go and stop Soren.”

“I told you humans were a pain in the ass,”
Phoenix said, shooting an I-told-you-so
glance at Terran, who ignored him.

Alex leaned down and touched Brooke’s wrists.
“Do you feel that?”

“No.” Tears stung her eyes. She couldn’t even
feel her lover’s touch. Maybe this was the real consequence for all
her mistakes. Being unable to feel the love of her life, losing her
only child.

“Even Phoenix is making sense,” Brooke said.
“If the banishment didn’t work on holy ground by Gabriella’s grave,
what makes you think it will work in the Quarter, where black iron
flanks every street giving Soren more strength? It’s hopeless.”

An incredulous look crossed Alex’s face.
“Hopeless? I was trapped in a shipping container, held captive by a
Fallen Angel with a tattoo fetish, and I managed to escape. You
can’t give up, Brooke. I can’t save our daughter, but you four can.
Don’t give up now. Ella needs you.”

Terran half-smiled. “I admire your attitude,
man, but what do you suggest we do? Until we can control our
muscles, we’re stuck here. Soren said this lasts fifteen minutes,
but who’s to say Soren didn’t lie? He did invent the sport, after
all.”

Alex glanced around, summing up the
situation. “Then I’ll carry each of you to the car and get a
uniform to drive you. You can recover on the way.”

“Alex,” Brooke said, “I can’t.” The words
sounded foreign coming out of her mouth. Granted, she couldn’t
move, but why did she feel so hopeless? It was like some powerful
undertow had dragged her down, pulling her into utter
desperation.

Had there been something in the paralysis
spell to affect their will to fight? Not to mention their ability
to get along? She so wanted to slap the
hell out of something. This wasn’t a familiar feeling, and yet it
overpowered her mind.

Alex narrowed his eyes and stared into hers.
“This isn’t you. I don’t know what happened with Soren, but let me
tell you what I see. I’ve listened to all your Elemental and Fallen
Angel rules of living for years now. One thing I’ve admired, you’ve
always been ready to fight back against evil. But now, with the
most at stake and our daughter’s soul in jeopardy, you’re ready to
give up? What’s that about?”

Brooke frowned. “I don’t want to, but I have
no idea how we’re ever going to banish Soren when we do find him.
Tonight’s method didn’t work.”

“So fix it!” Alex said. “C’mon, y’all are
Elementals. Use your powers. Call the Mercury guy, the one who
wears strange hats. Do something, damn it!”

Tempest arched an eyebrow. “The cop has a
point. Maybe Merc can explain why the banishment didn’t work.”

Alex smiled at her. “It’s worth a try, right?
C’mon, Brooke, this is our only chance.”

He was right, every cell in her fiber knew he
was right. The despair coursing through her was only an illusion.
“Okay, let’s call Merc.”

The other Elementals nodded. “Mercury?” they
called out in unison.

Brooke stared at her fingers. Move. Wiggle. Do something, damn it!

A crackle of lightning shot across the sky,
and Mercury appeared from behind a tree. “You called?”

Alex stepped forward. “They did. Talk some
sense into them, please. After one serious setback, they’re ready
to give up.”

Mercury furrowed his brow. “Brooke, is the
cop telling the truth?”

She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t even
know if Mercury could help. Why hadn’t he warned them that Soren
could defeat their spell? Universe didn’t reveal entire plans for
every situation, but they’d never encountered this kind of setback
before. In past centuries, they’d all managed to fight tirelessly
and defeat evil.

Not tonight.

“The banishment didn’t work, Merc,” she said.
“And I think he put a despair spell on us, because my mind knows I
should fight, but I have no motivation. Soren is immune to our
power of four.”

Merc shook his head and frowned. “Seems the
human has more hope than the four of you. And he only has the
powers of the NOPD. You four have the Universe behind you.”

“Yeah, and Universe isn’t exactly sharing
intel with us. We still don’t know how to banish Soren once we find
him,” Phoenix muttered.

“You know,” Merc lashed, “your whining
attitude is getting on my nerves, and Universe’s, for that matter.
I think your next assignment is indeed in order.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I have a cover
job. I’m a Wall Street broker, remember?” Phoenix asked. Color
drained from his face.

“You need to be in a job which teaches you
better people skills,” Merc said. “But such things are a tale for
another time. To banish Soren, you need to use the Elements.”

“We are the humanized Elements,” Terran
said.

“No, use the actual Elements,” Merc said.
“You, take a handful of soil from Gabriella’s gravesite. Tempest,
capture some wind into a jar. Brooke, use the tears you’ve cried
for water. Phoenix, bring the candle atop Gabriella’s grave.”

“Wait a minute,” Brooke said, a tiny bit of
hope returning. “You’re saying we couldn’t banish Soren because we
didn’t use the actual Elements with our casting out? And if we use
these resources, it will work?”

“Yes.”

“That would’ve been good to know beforehand,”
Phoenix said.

Merc glared at Phoenix. “If you weren’t so
busy being antagonistic, perhaps you would’ve figured it out. Yes,
indeed, fire boy. Your future is definitely looking
interesting.”

Phoenix let out a heavy sigh. Brooke started
to wiggle her finger. YES! It worked. “The spell is wearing off.
C’mon, let’s try to regain our strength and go.”

“To the ball?” Alex said. “Or the hotel?”

Brooke considered the quandary. Soren would
want the ceremony to be private, so he’d probably have her drink
from the chalice in his Palisades hotel suite. Then again, he was
one for pride. Maybe he would be at the ball?

“Merc, any kind of hint you can give us?”

Merc smiled. “I do have one tidbit of advice.
Listen to your cop, here. Alex seems to have better instincts than
the rest of you right now.”

Brooke hung her head for a minute. Merc was
right. Alex had never given up hope, and he was human. He deserved
better than for them to quit trying. Especially since he had to
stay in the cemetery and couldn’t rescue Ella himself.

“Whatcha say, Alex? Which one should we go
to?” Terran asked.

Alex rubbed his chin. “You’ve been chasing
Soren all month, and he’s always been one step ahead. I say go to
the hotel, that way you don’t miss the opportunity.”

“Then such is the plan,” Terran said, now
able to stand up. Tempest and Phoenix did the same, followed by
Brooke.

“Gather ye Elements while ye may,” Merc said
gleefully.

“I believe Whitman used the word ‘rosebuds’,”
Brooke smirked.

“Showoff,” Merc said. “Go get your daughter.
And remember Universe’s deal.”

Panic flooded Brooke’s chest. There had
already been a number of setbacks, and this was her last chance to
get it right. Save Ella, be a family. Screw up, leave and never see
Alex or Ella again.

Brooke glanced at her Elemental colleagues
before returning to Alex’s love-filled gaze.

She took a resolute breath. “I’m going to get
our daughter back.”

Alex nodded and smiled. “Good to hear. Kick
some Fallen Angel ass while you’re at it.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Ella had never seen so
many costumes in her life. Now this was
the kind of life she had in mind. There must have been two hundred
people in the Hotel Montleone ballroom. Even the walls were fancy,
lined with sculptured ovals and trim.

People of all sizes were dressed in Halloween
garb, ball gowns or tuxedos. Everyone danced in time to sinister
music under the chandeliers, whose dangling crystal pendants
captured the room’s colors. She almost tripped on her own feet
because she couldn’t take her eyes off the colorful shimmer.

Dominick steadied her hand. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she said. I’m a klutz. Let’s dance so
I can figure out the best time to ask you about my mom again.

He led her to the center of the room, where
he swept her into his arms. Wow. In his tux, with his eyes beaming
at her, he was absolutely gorgeous. She knew he was handsome, but
somehow the OMG he is so gorgeous thought
wouldn’t leave her head.

Wait a minute. Wasn’t she going to ask him
something? She closed her eyes, trying to remember. Only surreal
colors flashed behind her eyelids.

She opened her eyes and chills shot down her
spine. Masked people were closing in on her. Cat-face leopard
masks, sequined ones, hot pink feathered ones—all whirred around
her until her stomach churned.

“Dominick?”

He leaned over and whispered his warm breath
in her ear. “Yes, Ella?”

“I can’t remember what I was going to
say.”

“Then don’t talk.” He grinned wide and
continued to glide her across the floor.

But I’d planned to say something. I needed to
know the answer to my question. What question? Why can’t I
remember?

He kissed her cheek. “Tonight is going to be
perfect. Just trust me.”

Heat pulsated under her skin. Her heartbeat
pounded in her ears. No. Something is
wrong.

She tried moving away, when she bumped into
the grim reaper and screamed.

“It’s only a mask, Ella,” Dominick said, and
he pulled her into his arms.

Her throat went dry. “Can we go get something
to drink?”

“Let’s finish the dance first.” He stroked
her cheek and continued to lead.

Move, feet, move. Get through this dance and
you’ll be fine. Damn, what was I supposed to ask him?

“Sorry, I have to sit down.” She pulled away
and weaved through pirates, antebellum ladies and grim reapers
until she reached the ballroom entrance.

“Ella, wait up.” Dominick picked up his pace
and followed her. “Do you really want to leave?”

Yes. No. Maybe. Did she? She didn’t know. Why
was she so wishy-washy all of a sudden? Good grief. She’d become
Charlie Brown reincarnated.

“I…I don’t know.”

Dominick’s eyes gleamed, like he knew
something she didn’t. “We don’t have to dance anymore if you don’t
want to, but you need to see the Carousel Lounge before we go.”

“I’m not twenty-one. They won’t let me
in.”

He shrugged. “This is New Orleans. I doubt
they’ll card us. But if it makes you feel any better, we’ll get a
soda. Okay?”

She nodded and held onto his arm as he led
her into the carousel bar. Wow. He wasn’t kidding. A bar top and
chairs formed a circle in the middle of the room, with an
honest-to-God carousel top above it. Much like the kind she rode in
City Park when she was a kid, with fancy painted murals and smiling
masks.

What was it about the masks in this place?
Uneasiness coursed through her every time she saw one. And being in
the ballroom, surrounded by a masquerade, was just too much.

“You like it?” Dominick asked.

“I’ll like it more if you get me some water.”
Something to calm the anxiety rushing through her veins, something
to put things in perspective.

He frowned. “Let’s get root beer floats.
C’mon, Ella, water is boring.”

“Since when? I want water, Dominick.”

His hand caressed her cheek. “Share a root
beer float with me. Two straws, it’ll be romantic.”

Her skin became numb and tingly. Suddenly she
didn’t need water so much anymore. “Okay.”

He grinned like a little kid. “Tonight’s
going to be perfect, Ella. Just like I promised.”

 


 



CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Soren took a swig of
whiskey and clutched the black-iron balcony rail. He shouted to the
crowded streets below, “Happy Halloween, New Orleans!”

Onlookers turned to see. Some waved and
returned the wish. Others flipped the bird and yelled obscenities.
Soren turned to Cristos, who sat slumped on a chair inside the
hotel suite. “Don’t you love this city? So many sinners for the
taking.”

Cristos didn’t share in the enthusiasm. With
enough nonchalance to qualify it as an Olympic sport, he said,
“Yes, sinners. Isn’t it grand? Yeah, yeah.”

“What’s your deal, soldier? You still pissy
because I forced you to tell Brooke the truth? About how you tried
to kill Ella?”

“Was ordered to kill Ella,” Cristos said.

Soren stepped closer and glared at his first
lieutenant. “Ordered by me, your own kind. Ritual mark or not, you
lovesick puppy, I better be able to count on you tonight.”

Cristos met his glare for a long moment, and
then lowered his eyes. “I just think it would’ve been more prudent
to keep it secret. Brooke trusts me. We could’ve used that to our
advantage. Now she won’t even look at me.”

Soren wriggled his nose. How much good could
a lovesick Fallen Angel be? Hmm. Once Halloween was over and done,
once Soren had Ella on his team, then perhaps a permanent
banishment to a horrible location would be the best way to deal
with Cristos. Having a lovesick soldier wouldn’t do their clan any
good. But tonight, Soren needed him.

“I see your point,” Soren said, using his
best polite voice. Make him think you
care. “But this way, Brooke will come after me without being
in control of her emotions. She’ll make mistakes. And my army of
the seven sinners will be ready and waiting.”

Cristos glanced toward the front door.
“They’re all in place, I presume?”

Soren nodded. “Situated in front of the hotel
and outside the suite’s doorway. Sloth may not help much, given its
nature, but lust and pride can be powerful allies. After all,
Brooke’s an attractive woman.”

Cristos’s eyes clouded with confusion for
several seconds. Then his pupils enlarged. “You’re encouraging rape
as a means to keep Brooke away?”

“Please,” Soren scoffed. “I’m encouraging
doing whatever is necessary to get the job done. It may not be my
first choice, but if it works, so be it. The job, in case you’ve
forgotten, is to keep the Elementals away while we take Ella.”

Cristos bit his lip. “Soren, I understand.
It’s just that—”

Soren let out an impatient groan. Damn tattoo
mark had turned his top soldier into a gushy-feely Fallen Angel.
Hardly appropriate for their kind. Perhaps Soren could trade him
out to another clan, rather than getting rid of him completely.
Cristos could sure use some toughening up.

“I know, you think you have feelings for
her,” Soren said. “Who knew the damn ritual mark on Alex would
affect you like this? But, lesson learned. Make no mistake,
soldier. I’ve given my army carte blanche to do with the Elementals
as they please.”

Carte blanche. Soren grinned, enjoying the
way he could use French expressions within regular sentences. New
Orleans humans did the same. He’d fit into the Crescent City rather
nicely.

“What about Dominick?” Cristos asked. “He and
Ella are at the ball. Does the kid know the plan?”

“I gave him his orders this morning. He’s on
board.”

Cristos stared down at his glass of
water.

“You’ll want to remove the water from the
room before they get here,” Soren warned. “Remove anything
associated with any Elemental from the premises. Last thing we need
is for Ella to have a source for strength.”

“I’ll put it away before they arrive.”

“Good job, soldier.” You’d
best keep it up.

Cristos scratched his head. “Ella will most
likely fight us, you realize.”

“I taught Dominick some memory-scrambling
tricks to use on Ella at the ball. If she can’t remember who her
Dad is or what’s worth fighting for, she won’t resist drinking from
the chalice.”

Cristos’s eyes widened. “Dominick’s young,
Soren. It takes a long time to perfect those memory-loss skills.
What if he botches it up?”

Soren clenched his jaw. “The kid’s been under
my supervision. He’ll do fine. Just make sure you’re ready to do
what’s required.”

“I am.”

Soren took another swig of whiskey. “Good.
Tonight, we must be ready for anything.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

By the time the Elementals
reached the Palisades Hotel parking lot, Brooke’s muscles had
regained full strength. Excellent. Time to finish this battle with
Soren, once and for all.

“Remember what Merc said. Don’t use our
powers if we can avoid it. We want to be as strong as possible when
we banish Soren.”

“We’re ready, water girl,” Phoenix teased.
Figures it would take him this long to become jovial. He was
probably glad about the chance to return to New York soon.

They parked and walked toward the hotel
entrance, which was guarded by six cloned men in black suits. If
Brooke didn’t know better, she would’ve guessed they were mafia
bosses, especially given their double-wide waistlines.

“What do you think?” Tempest asked.

An unsettling feeling plummeted into Brooke’s
gut. “Something tells me they’re not on our side.”

Phoenix chuckled. “Yeah, I’d say they’re part
of Soren’s army. But what kind of idiot puts souls of sloth and
gluttony in charge of an entryway?”

Brooke gave him a warning look. “The kind of
idiot who saves the worst sins for later.”

Phoenix’s eyes widened. “Oh. Still, Soren has
to know we can easily outrun these guys.”

“So be prepared for whatever other
seven-deadly-sinner types we’ll run into,” Brooke said.

“I always mix them up,” Phoenix said. “What
should we look for again?”

Terran groaned. “Learn your history, man.
It’s wrath, greed, pride, lust, and envy. The men guarding the
entrance appear to be a combo of sloth and gluttony. But those
aren’t the ones I’m worried about.”

“Exactly,” Brooke said. “Wrath, lust and
pride will be the worst.”

Tempest took a deep breath. “I’ll stall these
guys, you three sprint past them and we all meet up at room
666.”

“I don’t like that idea,” Phoenix said.
“Isn’t sticking together our best bet?”

Brooke shot him a surprised look. Now he was
becoming a team player? “C’mon, let’s go.”

“Fine,” Phoenix muttered, and they approached
the hotel entrance.

The man with the widest girth waddled
forward. “It’s them! Don’t let them past.” The fat men bumbled in
unison, their bellies bumping into each other as they stood their
ground.

Tempest whispered, “Leave this to me.”

“What are you doing?” Brooke asked.

“You’ll see.” Tempest closed her eyes and
fanned her hands in the breeze. Seconds later, incredible smells of
roast beef, gravy, and apple pie floated through the air.

“Smell that?” she asked the salivating
men.

The pudgy troupe walked forward, as if in a
trance.

Pointing like a game show host assistant,
Tempest motioned behind her. “There’s sandwiches and desserts,
everything you want.”

“We can’t,” one plump soul said, with drool
forming on his chin.

“Let the others get these four,” another
said. “I haven’t had a decent roast beef po-boy since I died.
Besides, Soren has plenty of backup inside.”

Thanks for the tip,
Brooke thought.

“C’mon over here, boys,” Tempest said. “Go
get your fill.”

They waddled over and began to argue over
cuts of meat.

“Nice job,” Brooke said, and the Elementals
sprinted into the hotel lobby. “Sloth and gluttony down, five more
to go. Now we need to be careful of—”

“Wrath, look out!” Phoenix yelled. He slid to
the ground, barely ducking a baseball bat blow to the head.

Brooke’s adrenaline surged. More of Soren’s
zombie souls lined the lobby. These types wouldn’t be so easy.
Tall, athletic, and muscular men and women stood clutching baseball
bats.

“Any ideas?” Terran said, keeping his own
head away from any moving object.

“The antidote to wrath is forgiveness,”
Brooke said, “but I don’t think these souls are interested in being
forgiven.”

“No shit. They’re interested in beating us
up,” Phoenix said. He shifted his feet, hopping left and right to
avoid getting his head bashed in.

Brooke darted her head left and right. She
needed to sidestep any of Soren’s zombies that tried to charge at
her.

Terran jumped two feet as a baseball bat
swung at his ankles. “Now would be good for any ideas. How do we
get to the elevator or the stairs?”

“We have two options,” Brooke whispered as
she dodged attacks. “Run or charge forward to wrap them in a bear
hug. It’ll trip them to the ground. The bat can’t hurt us if we get
inside their range of motion. A bear hug will render the bat a
useless weapon.”

“Lovely. So only part of my skull will get
cracked?” Phoenix retorted, leaping up and down to escape the
newest items being hurled their way—knives.

“It’s the only way. I don’t think we can
outrun these like the sloths. Besides, a bear hug is kind of like
the antidote to wrath. Love and forgiveness, right?”

Phoenix, Terran and Tempest shot her angry
looks, and in the process Tempest got hit in the ankle by a bat.
“Ouch!” she cried, and limped a few feet over to dodge being hit
again.

“Sorry,” Brooke called. Gain some strength. Connect with your Element, but not too
much. She touched the vial of holy water on her neck,
and instantly felt a surge. “C’mon, you ready?”

“Now or never,” Terran said. “It’s
eleven-thirty. We still have the worst of Soren’s army to face
before midnight.”

“Okay, on the count of three,” Brooke said,
steadying herself. “One, two, three!”

The Elementals charged forward with full
force. Brooke plowed into one of the tallest men and wrapped him in
a hug, then jolted her foot behind his. He stumbled backward, and
she swiped the baseball bat.

“Mine now,” she growled.

She looked to the others. Tempest couldn’t
run fast with her limp, but she’d kissed one of them, startling him
enough to knock him down. Great job! Terran took a bad swing in the
arm and screeched in pain. Phoenix bashed two others and ran his
finger along the soul who’d hurt Terran, causing a burning scar
down the guy’s arm.

“Remember,” Brooke called out. “Don’t use up
too much.”

“Doing what I can to survive,” Phoenix said.
“C’mon, let’s get upstairs.”

Brooke helped Tempest walk toward the
elevator and pushed the Up button. “So, only four left.”

“Greed, pride, lust, and envy,” Terran said,
clutching his arm. “Universe help us if Soren decided to combine
those traits in his army. Because what you’ll get is a—”

“Mean mother fucker with no conscience,”
Phoenix said, then pressed the elevator button a few more times.
“Let’s be ready for whatever’s behind this door.” He stood, feet
apart, eyes alert.

Please give me a break for
the elevator ride. Brooke needed a minute to catch
her breath. They’d escaped the wrath souls. No small feat. Having a
few seconds in the elevator, even if they encountered the worst
souls on the other end, would be worth it.

Brooke stood, ready to pounce if need be. The
bell chimed and the doors parted open. No one was inside.
Whew. Thank you, Universe. “C’mon. Let’s
go.”

They entered and Phoenix pressed the button
for the sixth floor. “They’ll be waiting for us when we get up
there.”

“I know. Give me these few seconds to think.”
Not easy to do, with some lovesick Barry Manilow song oozing from
the elevator speakers. Brooke closed her eyes and took a deep
breath. You can do this. You’ve come this
far. She opened her eyes and looked into the faces of her
colleagues. “We’re going to take Soren down.”

“Just be ready for whatever monster is on the
other side of this door,” Phoenix said.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

The elevator chimed,
signaling the sixth floor. Brooke tensed her shoulders. This was
it, the moment she’d been preparing for all her existence. Should
she charge forward? Peek out? Who knew what pawns Soren placed on
his evil chess board?

Seconds later, the doors opened. She relaxed
a little. Nothing was in their field of vision. “Peek out,” she
mouthed.

Terran peered out and held the door. “I don’t
see anything. The hallway is curvy with places where they could
easily hide, though.”

Brooke stepped out of the elevator. “C’mon,
the coast is clear, at least for now. Stay alert.”

The elevator closed behind them. On the wall,
a numbered map indicating Room 666 pointed down the hall to their
right. Just past ice and vending.

The adrenaline kicked in. Anticipation of a
fight was worse than facing one. She’d expected an immediate battle
with zombie souls when they got off the elevator. Now, with the
hallway eerily quiet, she couldn’t let herself relax. Something
would be waiting for them, but what? And where would it jump out
from?

The Elementals crept across the bright,
zany-patterned hotel carpet. Reaching the halfway point between the
elevator and Soren’s room, Brooke paused to breathe. Maybe Soren
didn’t place any soldiers in the hallway, just to throw them off
their game?

Without warning, a door flew open on their
left. A large man with a perfect six-pack of abs yanked Tempest’s
long hair and pulled her inside. Then he slammed the door.

Shit! Brooke hadn’t expected Soren’s army to
have their own rooms. What should she do now? Brooke pounded on the
door. “Tempest?”

Tempest screamed, followed by a loud ruckus.
Furniture toppling over? “Tempest, are you okay?”

“Keep going. I’m—”

“Tempest!” Terran said. He thrust his large
frame against the door to get in. It didn’t budge.

“You stupid son of a bitch!” Tempest yelled,
followed by a whirring sound.

Phoenix cracked a smile. “She’s using her
powers.” He pressed his face closer to the door. “You need any
help?”

“I’m good,” she called. “Keep moving.”

“Remember, conserve your energy,” Brooke
called, and she followed Terran and Phoenix down the hall. Only a
few more doorways until Soren’s suite.

Another door swung open, this time from the
right. Five athletic zombies burst out, all looking for a fight.
They slugged Phoenix on the head.

“Ouch,” Phoenix wailed. “Didn’t see that
coming.” He kicked one of them and struggled to get up.

Terran’s eyes grew wide. “Brooke, go hide.
We’ll catch up to you.” He hurled a punch, followed by colliding
fists waving in the air. Zombies and Elementals punched and socked,
and the clump of testosterone fell backward into the room before
the door slammed shut behind them.

She assessed the situation. Could she get
past the remaining seven sinner zombies waiting to devour her?
Alone? Probably not. Her best bet was to hide, wait for Tempest to
catch up, and then they’d fight the evil souls together.

Brooke ducked into the ice/vending alcove to
catch her breath. That’s when an eerie voice whispered in her ear.
“Here you are.”

Brooke spun around. No one had been there a
moment ago. She gulped. A hollow-cheeked soul, a cross between
Charles Manson and the grim reaper, blocked her escape. He gawked
at her with fanatical eyes, and his stare sent icy chills down her
spine. The tiny hairs on her neck stiffened, and she struggled to
breathe normally. Soren had struck pure-evil with this one.

“Stay the hell away from me,” she
ordered.

He slithered toward her. “Sweetie, you
couldn’t keep me away if you tried.”

Oh no. She knew that look—crazed,
power-hungry, and adrenaline-charged—the look of someone needing to
dominate. “Back the hell off.”

He tilted his head quizzically. “And if I
don’t?”

She turned to the whirring noise behind her.
Ice machine. Yes. Don’t overdo it or you’ll be
too tired to fight Soren. Just do enough to stop this
maniac.

“You want to dribble some ice on my cock
before we begin?” His tone was matter-of-fact, like he’d asked for
cream in his coffee. The notion sent waves of disgust through her
insides. Where were the others? Shouldn’t they be done fighting
Soren’s army by now? Oh crap. What if they’d used too much of their
powers and were collapsed on a floor somewhere? Meaning she was
alone?

“I…um…” How did one respond to such a gross
suggestion?

He gripped her wrists so hard, her hands
turned white. “Don’t worry about your friends. I’ll take care of
them, too.”

Anger rushed through her. No, you won’t. She glared at the ice bin, trying to
will it open. Ouch. Her wrists hurt too much. She needed her hand
back to open the lid. Think, Brooke. Stall. Then
you can hurl ice picks at his nuts.

“You thinking about how great my hard dick
will feel?” he asked. His breath reeked of mothballs. Yuck.

With resolve she’d long forgotten she had,
she put on a smile and used her most flirtatious tone. “Hmm, yes.
You know how to please a woman like me?”

Ugh. Just saying the words was enough to make
her stomach twist.

The man raised his eyebrow.
“Absofuckinglutely. I have extensive experience with women like
you.”

“Really?” She tried to move her arms, but his
grip remained steady. Damn. Try something
else.

“Man’s natural instinct is to show his
power,” he cooed. “It’s how animals perform in the wild.”

Sick, sick, sick. You’re
defending rape as a natural instinct?

Brooke backed up so her legs touched the ice
bin. “Animals in the wild can use their arms and legs, though.
Don’t you want my hands free so I can touch you?”

She plastered her best pleading look on her
face. If she could convince this evil soul she was interested in
sex, she deserved an Academy Award.

She could see her persuasive argument reeling
in his cold stare. Get laid or keep her arms constrained? After a
few seconds, he stepped closer to her and released her wrists. Ah,
pride. That’s the downfall of that one sin. Soren had made the
mistake of combining pride and lust into one zombie. She could use
his pride to her advantage.

“So baby, how about some suck action?”

“Let me unzip you,” she said, choking back
the rising vomit in her throat. You’re almost
there. Finish this once and for all. She ran one hand across
the bulge in his pants and unzipped them. With the other hand, she
quietly lifted the ice bin lid. Ah, my frozen
friends. Work for me. Frozen darts to penetrate his balls,
please.

“Oh, baby,” the man said, and he tilted his
head back.

She looped her hands around his jeans and
yanked them down with his boxers. “You ready for me?” she cooed.
Damn, she could teach acting classes.

“Hell yes. You’re a fine woman.”

“Now!” Using the powers from the ice, she
flung dozens of icicled points into his dick, followed by two large
frozen nails to pin him against the wall.

He coughed and yelped in pain. “What
the—?”

“I told you to back the hell off,” she said.
“Next time, learn to listen.”

“You fucking bitch,” he yelped.

“Turnabout’s fair play, for an evil soul like
you.” She smiled pretty and sweet, and then returned to the
hallway. Terran and Phoenix staggered toward her, followed by
Tempest.

“Where have y’all been?” Brooke asked. Her
knees went wobbly.

“Soren’s cronies put up a real fight. We had
to rest for a minute to regain our strength,” Terran said. “What
happened to you? Are you okay?”

“One of Soren’s followers tried to rape
me.”

“What?” Tempest hurried to her side.

Brooke patted the empathetic hand of her
colleague. “He didn’t succeed. Lust and pride don’t coincide with
intelligence. The guy trapped me in the vending area. I wound up
shooting frozen arrows at his balls.” She chuckled. Rape was never
funny, but seeing him with a bunch of frozen shards pummeling his
privates sure had been.

“Did you funnel too much of your energy?”
Terran asked. “You may need to rest a minute, too. Before we go to
Ella.”

“What time is it?” Brooke asked. Damn it,
were they too late? She hoped she hadn’t wasted too much time with
Mr. Horndog.

Tempest glanced at her watch. “Eight minutes
to midnight.”

Brooke took a deep breath. “To hell with my
low energy. We need to go in there and banish Soren once and for
all.”

Terran and Phoenix nodded in agreement.
“Let’s go,” Terran said.

Brooke touched the holy water vial around her
neck to restore some energy. It wasn’t much, but it would have to
be enough. There wasn’t time for anything else.

They picked up the pace and ran to room 666.
Strange, it wasn’t even guarded. “Is it locked?” Brooke
mouthed.

Terran twisted the knob slowly and shook his
head. Damn arrogant Soren probably thought why bother guarding the
door, she and the Elementals would never survive his damn army.

But I did. And I’m here to
take you down, Soren.

Terran held up his fingers to the count of
three. With each of them weaker than planned, Brooke knew the
incognito approach was better than demanding a fight. She hoped
they weren’t too late. Everyone deserved free will—especially her
daughter.

Slowly, they tiptoed into the room.

No, no, no! Brooke strapped her hand over her
mouth to avoid an outburst. In the adjoining suite, Ella’s wrists
and feet were bound with ropes. She sat in a large, plushy chair
surrounded by Soren, Dominick and Cristos. They were in a triangle,
trapping Ella inside.

“Drink it!” Soren yelled. He pushed the
chalice to her lips and tilted it. The thick liquid oozed down
Ella’s tear-stained face, but she kept her lips closed.

Soren threw his arm up in the air. “Damn
half-breed thinks she can refuse us?”

“What do you mean?” Ella wailed. “Dominick,
what’s going on?”

Poor kid. Some first love this had turned out
to be. Ella didn’t deserve any of this. Brooke took a breath of
resolve as she and the Elementals tiptoed closer. Any second now,
they’d be seen.

“Just drink it, Ella. Everything will be
perfect once you do,” Dominick said.

Damn little prick sure was
laying on the charm.

Ella shook her head violently and tried to
move her legs, but they only strained against the binding ropes.
“This is my dad’s chalice.”

“No, it’s mine. Your dad stole it,” Soren
snapped.

Ella glared at him, defiance in her eyes. “My
dad doesn’t steal.”

“Damn right,” Brooke said, stopping herself
before adding that’s my girl.

Soren spun around, utter surprise etched on
his face. “Well, well. Brooke. How the hell did you get here?”
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“Let her go.”

Brooke stood, feet apart and ready to attack.
The other Elementals fanned out to surround Soren. No failing this
go-round. No distractions. Time to make things right for her
family.

Soren cocked an arrogant smile. “How did you
survive lust and pride? He was my best rapist.”

“He pinned me near the ice bin. Water
Elemental, remember?”

Soren rolled his eyes and turned to Dominick.
“You see? If you want something done right, you have to do it
yourself.”

“Let Ella go, Soren,” Terran said. “Now.”

Soren smirked and pretended to stumble. “Oh,
wait, yes, I’m so helpless.” He cracked a laugh. “You four don’t
have any power over me. Didn’t you learn anything from your
cemetery stunt?”

Brooke clenched her fists. Cristos appeared
stunned, like a deer in headlights. Some help
you’ve been. Bastard. I can save Ella without you.

Ella winced and struggled to get free. “What
do you want with me? Let me go!”

“Dominick?” Soren prompted. “Shut her
up.”

“Don’t you dare touch her,” Brooke said. The
other Elementals were almost in place, each with their physical
Element in their hands.

“I don’t answer to Elementals,” Dominick
said. He pulled out a knife and held it against Ella’s throat.
“Drink, Ella.” Then the jerk let out a maniacal laugh.

Ella screamed as the blade pressed against
her throat. “Dominick, what are you doing?”

“Making you mine forever,” he said, in a
voice so flirtatious it turned Brooke’s stomach.

Ella’s eyes widened. “So if I drink it—”

“Don’t,” Brooke warned. “You don’t know what
it means.”

Terran pulled out his scoop of earth from
Gabriella’s gravesite. “Time to end this.”

Soren’s eyes widened. “Well well. You’ve
figured out what went wrong in the cemetery. Not bad, but you’re
still not going to trap me.”

“We’ll see about that,” Phoenix said, and he
ignited a cigarette.

Soren stepped back toward Ella. “Dominick,
Cristos, remain where you are. If the three of us stand in a
triangle, the three-pointed star to keep Ella blocked, they can’t
harm us. Not when one of their own is trapped.”

Damn it. He was right. Brooke couldn’t risk
casting the banishment spell with them standing in a triangle. Ella
was half Elemental, half human. Who knew what a banishment order
with her in the middle might cause? Brooke glanced to the clock.
11:58 p.m. Two more minutes, and they’d be home free.

“Will someone please tell me what’s going
on?” Ella asked.

“Yes, Brooke. Why don’t you tell her what’s
going on?” Soren teased. He kept his feet firmly in place.

“I’ll explain everything to you, Ella, I
promise. Just don’t drink from the chalice,” Brooke said.

How were they supposed to split the Minare
up? She needed an opening, a way to banish Soren with no risk to
Ella.

Soren forced the chalice to Ella’s lips and
tilted the chocolate-smelling liquid into her mouth.

Brooke’s knees went wobbly and her throat was
parched. Damn it. It’s over. Had they come this far for nothing?
She looked to her colleagues. All of them stood there, mouths open.
Sure, they could use their Elements to distract Soren for a few
minutes, but with the knife so close to Ella’s throat, Brooke
didn’t want to risk it. How could things end this way? Now Soren
could make Ella his? What kind of conclusion to their hard work was
that?

“Swallow it,” Soren ordered.

Ella didn’t move, meaning the liquid was in
her mouth but she hadn’t swallowed. There was still hope.

Soren glared at Brooke, then at Ella. “Listen
up, you troublesome bitch. Swallow it before I put my fist in your
mouth and shove it down your throat.”

Ella nodded. Then she spit the liquid into
Soren’s face. Good girl.

The veins bulged in Soren’s neck. “I’ve had
enough of your uncooperative nature.” He grabbed the knife from
Dominick, pressed it to her throat, and said, “Drink. Then swallow.
Or you die.”

Fear radiated in Ella’s gaze. The kid was
scared to death. Brooke racked her mind. What to do? She and the
Elementals could risk saying the banishment order, but that wasn’t
the ideal choice with Ella in harm’s way.

Without warning, Cristos met her gaze.
Remorse lay within his glance. Brooke did a double-take. Would he
still help? Was it possible? She had to trust it. Anything was
worth a try.

“Please,” Brooke began, using her most
charming voice. “Help her. You tried to kill her once. Save her
now. I’ll do whatever you want.”

His blue-silver eyes held compassion, but he
didn’t move. Damn Soren must have really put the ringer on him. Any
other time, Cristos could be persuaded.

Ella furrowed her brow. “He tried to kill
me?”

Soren held the chalice steady. “He did, but
he failed. But now you’ll become one of us, and we won’t fail any
longer. Women, children, animals, I don’t differentiate. A sinning
soul is a sinning soul. Now drink.”

Soren turned to Brooke and sneered. “And
Cristos answers to me, not you.”

“I’m sorry, my friend, but that’s no longer
accurate,” Cristos said.

Brooke could hardly believe her ears. Would
Cristos help after all?

With deliberate resolution, Cristos stepped
out of formation, breaking the triangle.

“What the hell are you doing, soldier?” Soren
asked.

“Making my first smart choice in a long time.
You and I go back a long way, Soren, but I can’t condone killing
children. I never could. I chose to follow you, to become one of
the Minare, but your decisions have crossed the line, my old
friend.”

“I told you we didn’t need him!” Dominick
screamed. “You didn’t listen to me.”

“You traitorous bastard,” Soren said. “You’d
betray me now, on Halloween night? My night? I should never have
brought you back.”

Cristos’s nostrils flared, and anger flashed
across his eyes. “You can’t use rape and killing kids against their
will to further our cause. The souls we reap are consenting humans.
Adults. And I’m more than fine with it. But Ella is a child.
Forcing her against her will is beneath us.”

“You will pay for this, you idiot!” Soren
bellowed, and he lunged toward Cristos.

“No, he won’t,” Brooke said, and she turned
to the Elementals, who’d formed a circle around Soren. He’d become
so enraged at his own soldier that he hadn’t noticed they’d
surrounded him. “Elementals, do it, now!”

Brooke opened her vial and tossed a stream of
holy water toward Soren. The Elementals did the same: Terran with
his sprinkling of Earth, Tempest with a gust of wind, Phoenix with
a consuming flame. When the four natural Elements connected, a
surge of energy flooded the room.

Brooke and her colleagues recited in unison,
“By the Universe’s power, we banish you, Soren, to Antarctica
forever.”

Soren gripped Dominick’s arm. “I’m not going
alone!”

Dominick struggled but couldn’t escape. A
gust of wind burst through the room, followed by stillness.

The evil was gone.

Brooke exhaled the breath she didn’t even
realize she’d been holding.

Cristos knelt down and touched the place
where Soren had stood. There was a sad reverence to his demeanor.
“I am sorry I betrayed you, my old friend. But it’s for the
best.”

Brooke ran to hug him. “Thank you. Thank you
for sparing Ella.”

Cristos withdrew from her touch. “I can’t
change what I am, you know.”

She searched his intense eyes, complex pools
with so much history. “I know. But you can be a better leader than
Soren.”

“Perhaps, but you’d better get out of here
before Lucifer gets wind of what I’ve done.”

The clock’s chime struck midnight. Brooke
felt her muscles slowly unclench, almost like putty. She’d made it.
She’d accomplished her task.

“Thank you,” Brooke said. “I owe you
one.”

“And I’ll be sure to collect,” Cristos said,
then he stepped away.

“Uh, not to be a pain, but will someone
please tell me what the hell just happened?” Ella asked.

Brooke smiled. “Sure, kiddo.” She untied the
ropes and hugged Ella tighter than she’d ever hugged anyone in her
life. “I’ll drive you to see your dad. We have a lot to tell
you.”
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Brooke drove to St.
Michael’s Cemetery. The Elementals had fallen asleep in the back
seat, with her and Ella in the front. Along the way, Brooke did her
best to explain the basics of Elementals and Fallen Angels, how the
two species had battled each other for centuries in all corners of
the planet. The big news—Ella, I’m your
mother—she kept to herself. Alex needed to be present for
that discussion.

Ella stared out the window. At this dark
hour, the tiny flickering lights in City Park looked like fireflies
dancing in the night.

“Dominick sure didn’t turn out to be who I
thought,” Ella said. “I hate to admit it, but guess Dad was right.
But how could I know Dominick was a Fallen Angel? Dad is
overprotective for no reason sometimes. I figured he was just being
his usual self.”

Brooke gripped her fingers on the wheel so
she wouldn’t reach out and stroke Ella’s cheek, or make some other
physical gesture that might be too much.

“Your dad didn’t have it easy, either. I know
you’ve been curious about so many things, but Alex did the best he
could. I believe that with all my heart.”

Ella chipped away at her indigo fingernail
polish, seeming to digest the information while appearing busy. She
was her father’s daughter.

“So how come I couldn’t tell Dominick was
evil before now? Am I such a bad judge of character?”

Brooke offered an empathetic glance. Hormones
could disguise so much. “I think the signs were there, but Fallen
Angels can be tempting. You knew something was wrong at the
zoo.”

Wow, it feels like the zoo was months ago. I
only went there this morning.”

“Time tends to disappear in the presence of
Fallen Angels. So do memories.”

Ella’s eyes widened. “I did keep forgetting
things, at the Halloween ball. How did you know the holy water
would help me? Because you’re a Water Elemental?”

Because you’re my
daughter. “You’ll know the answer soon.”

Ella shrugged. “What about the chalice? What
was all that about? It’s after midnight. I’m sixteen now.”

“Happy birthday, kiddo. Don’t worry, your dad
will explain everything.”

Ella nodded, but confusion remained in her
gaze. Thank goodness they arrived at St. Michael’s. If the drive
had been longer, Brooke might have spilled the beans.

“Wake up,” Brooke said to the Elementals.
“We’re here.”

“Damn, I’m tired,” Phoenix yawned. He
stretched out his arms and accidentally bopped Terran in the
eye.

“Hey, watch it,” Terran said, wiping the
sleep from his eyes.

“Sorry.” Phoenix grinned. “Ella, we sure are
glad you’re safe. You have no idea what we’ve been through
tonight.”

“Thanks.”

“Your dad’s this way.” Brooke unlocked the
car and led them all to Gabriella’s gravesite. As they approached,
Ella sprinted into a run and dashed into Alex’s arms.

Brooke stood back a few feet with her
colleagues, allowing Ella and Alex some privacy.

“She’s a good kid,” Terran whispered.

“Yes, she is.” Brooke grinned so wide, her
cheeks began to ache.

Tempest rubbed Brooke’s shoulder. “Ella’s a
fighter, like her mom. You did great today.”

“We all did,” Brooke said. She didn’t know
whether it was exhaustion, or the adrenaline from banishing Soren
and Dominick, but a surge of emotion washed over her like a tidal
wave. She owed everything to her colleagues. They’d come through
for her. Life with Ella, a real family, was now within her grasp.
It seemed too good to be real.

Brooke held her colleagues in a large hug.
“Thanks so much, for everything.”

Phoenix pulled out a cigarette. “Aren’t you
going to tell Ella the truth?”

Brooke glanced up at the indigo sky,
blanketed by zillions of stars. Tiny flickering wishes lighting up
the night, representing the many times she’d dreamt of coming
forward as Ella’s mom. Now the moment had arrived, and she had no
idea what to do.

“Alex should probably break the news,” she
said.

Terran gave a playful jab into her side. “You
nervous?”

Petrified. “A
little.”

He rubbed her back. “She’ll be thrilled to
know you’re her mom. We’d love to have her on the team, if she
wants the Elemental life.”

Phoenix put his hands on Brooke’s shoulders,
and then pointed her in Alex’s direction. “Go to her. Introduce
yourself to your kid.”

Right. Just put one foot in
front of the other. “Are y’all coming?”

“No,” Tempest said. “You need this family
time. We’ll rest here a bit, under the oaks. Meet you back here
tomorrow at dawn, at Gabriella’s gravesite, for All Saints
Day.”

Brooke looked at her watch. Six hours until
dawn. Why was she so nervous? She could take down Fallen Angels
without blinking, but a teenage girl? Fear and insecurity suddenly
ramped up to warp speed.

“Go on,” Terran prompted. “This is what
you’ve wanted for sixteen years.”

“Right.” She took a deep breath. He was
right. Her wish was finally coming true.

###

Brooke brushed past moonlit gravestones until
she reached Alex and Ella. He’d set up a tent near Gabriella’s plot
with blankets, food, and water. After hugging Alex and telling him
of the night’s events, she clasped his hand. Time
to tell our daughter the news.

Alex got the hint. “Ella, we need to talk
about a few things.”

Ella unfolded a purple blanket and got
comfortable. “Are you mad at me? I’m sorry for running off, and for
everything that went wrong.”

“I’m happy you’re safe, first and foremost,”
Alex said. Then he cocked an eyebrow. “We’ll talk about your
joining a convent later.”

Ella half smiled, seeming unsure if he was
joking. “Tell me about the chalice. I’m sixteen now.”

Alex nodded. “I want to start with the
biggest news.” He cast a loving glance at Brooke, which only made
her stomach flutter more.

“Ella, Brooke isn’t just a bar owner in our
neighborhood. She opened a business here in New Orleans so she
could watch you grow up.”

Questions were etched on Ella’s young, sweet
face. “Why?”

Brooke’s insides began to twist. She’d
imagined having this conversation hundreds of times. Now all the
prep and speeches whirred together like some crazy dream.

Alex took a deep breath. “Brooke is your
mother, honey.”

Ella’s mouth dropped open. “Really? I mean, I
wondered about the water thing.”

“You have no idea how much I wanted to tell
you,” Brooke said. “How many times I wish I could’ve been there for
you.”

“Then why didn’t you?” Ella sounded more
curious than angry. Good thing.

“Any contact with you, other than
neighborhood acquaintance, was forbidden. I broke the rules when I
gave birth to you. I fought like hell to stay in New Orleans. I
wanted to watch out for you, but watching was all I could do. You
have no idea how crazy that made me, but it was better than
nothing.”

Brooke paused, and then smiled at Alex, love
beaming from her heart and out every pore. “Your dad has been a
true champion, being a single parent all these years.”

“No one wanted to keep secrets from you,”
Alex said. “We had to follow the rules, do what we needed to do, to
ensure your safety. The Minare would’ve taken you sooner, if they’d
found you.”

Ella rolled over onto her side and snuggled
up to a pillow on the blanket. “So, all the home schooling, all the
rules about never leaving the neighborhood. All that was to protect
me from Fallen Angels like Dominick?”

“Exactly,” Alex said. “I wasn’t trying to
ruin your life, as you accused me of so often, with such great
emotion.” He gave a half-smile.

“I wish I would’ve known,” Ella said.

“We wanted to tell you. It was for your own
protection, honey,” Brooke said. Please believe
me. I would do anything to protect you.

Ella stared at Alex, then Brooke. Most likely
to picture them as husband and wife. “Okay. But how does the
chalice fit into all this?”

Alex bit his lip. “Your mom should take this
one.”

Brooke sat up straighter, her body
simultaneously flowing with energy and nervousness. Guess most
parents felt this way when giving the sex talk? How was she
supposed to blurt out Ella was a half-breed, that she could choose
a life as an Elemental? No parental handbook on that one.

“Well, the chalice is a means of choice. Even
in some religious circles, the cup is a symbol of making a
decision, a commitment, like taking communion. The same applies
here.”

Ella’s eyes brightened. “I get to choose
something? What choice?”

Brooke took a deep breath to settle her
nerves. “You’re special, Ella. Both Elemental and human blood flows
in your veins. Universe allows you to choose which life you want
when you’re old enough to consent—sixteen. You can continue being
human, or you can join the Elemental team. Drinking from the
chalice seals your choice.”

A dull haze clouded Ella’s eyes. Guess I’m overloading her.

A few seconds ticked by. “So why did Soren
want me to drink it?”

“If someone forces you to drink before you’re
ready, before the age of consent, the choice gets made for you by
whichever force is most prevalent and near you at the time.”

Brooke’s mind reeled. All the rules were
complicated, so she couldn’t blame anyone for being confused.

“Alex could’ve let you drink from it that one
night you found the cabinet, but it would have meant you’d remain
human. I could’ve required you to drink, sealing your fate as an
Elemental. But your dad and I wanted you to give your consent. You
should have free will to choose your own path. Do what you want to
do.”

Ella remained pensive and quiet for several
moments. “What was Soren’s angle? He kept talking about me joining
his team.”

Brooke didn’t quite know how to explain all
the logistics. “If we hadn’t reached you, if Cristos hadn’t helped
in the way he did, Soren would’ve taken your soul for his own.
Forever.”

“Wait. So, I could have died?” Ella asked,
her voice trembling.

Brooke and Alex exchanged glances. “In a
manner of speaking, yes,” Brooke said.

Ella remained silent for a long moment.
“Yikes. So, what happens now?”

“Meaning?” Alex said. “Soren and Dominick are
gone, and—”

“I mean, are y’all going to get married? Can
I be in the wedding? Because Kasey got to be in her cousin’s
wedding and she said it was a blast.”

Oh, no. Ella still didn’t
know about Kasey’s death. Brooke darted a glance at Alex. He
looked back with a pained glance. They had to tell Ella the
news.

“What is it?” Ella narrowed her eyes.

Alex grabbed Ella’s hand. “I think a wedding
would be great, nothing too big or fancy though. But honey—”

“Great, because I can help with invitations
and—”

“Ella,” Alex said, in a somber tone Brooke
hadn’t heard in a long time.

“Yeah?”

“I hate to break this news to you,
sweetheart.” He held her hand. “Kasey is dead. She was one of the
cemetery killing victims.”

“What?” Tears flooded Ella’s eyes and spilled
down her cheeks. “When? I just called her the other day, but her
phone wasn’t in service. Oh my God, Dad? Who would do such a
thing?”

Brooke stroked Ella’s arm and held her in a
hug. “We don’t know. We think Soren may have been behind the
crimes.”

Ella’s mouth shifted from a frown to a
straight line. “Wait, you mean the bastard who wanted to take my
soul is the one who killed my best friend?”

“Yes, honey,” Alex said. “That’s why I was so
worried about you being with Dominick.”

Brooke cringed. She wished Ella’s
introduction to the world of Elementals and Fallen Angels could’ve
been without this tragedy. These things were challenging enough
without losing a best friend.

Ella sobbed for a few moments. Brooke reached
out and wiped away a big salty tear. “I’m sorry about Kasey.”

Ella nodded and sniffed. Best to give her a few minutes. In the silence, Brooke
leaned against Alex’s chest and looked through the tent’s moon-roof
just in time to see a shooting star streak across the sky.

“Elementals hunt down these Fallen Angel
jerks, right?” Ella asked.

“We protect humans from being snared. There
will always be Fallen Angel clans on Earth. We can’t eliminate them
entirely, but we banish the worst ones to remote areas. That’s what
we did tonight with Soren and Dominick. Cristos will become the new
leader of the Minare. I’m sure I’ll have future run-ins with him,
but at least he doesn’t target underage kids.”

Ella nodded. “If I was an Elemental, would I
have been able to protect Kasey? I could have, right? I could’ve
warned her or banished whatever Minare was trying to hurt her.”

Alex’s eyes filled with concern. “Honey,
don’t make any rash decisions based on—”

“I want to stop Fallen Angels from hurting my
friends. From causing such pain,” Ella said. “I made the mistake of
falling for one of them, and I want to make damn sure no other girl
gets trapped. Tonight scared the hell out of me. No one deserves to
go through that.”

Brooke choked back happy tears. That’s my girl. But Alex was right. Ella needed to
choose when she had a clear head, not when she was in mourning.

Alex handed everyone bottled water. Brooke
couldn’t help but smile, for he’d grown used to knowing when she
needed to connect with her Element. Now he could provide the same
courtesy for Ella.

“Let’s discuss this more tomorrow,” Alex
said. “We’re going to restore Gabriella’s gravesite for All Saints
Day. We’ll be sure to visit Kasey’s tombstone too. Okay?”

Ella nodded and reached out to hug them. “I
love you guys.”

“I love you, too,” Brooke said. Saying the
words brought tears gushing down Brooke’s face. Words she could
finally say. “And I’m so proud of you.”
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Dawn broke around 6:30
a.m., when the large crimson sun sent night constellations into
hiding. Brooke yawned, and then nudged Alex and Ella. She’d spent
more time telling Ella the pros and cons of Elemental life before
they’d joined Alex in the quest for sleep.

Phoenix, Tempest and Terran approached from
one of the side gravel roads. “The Elementals are here,” Brooke
said. “Wake up.”

Alex snuffled and wiped his face. “Did I
dream last night, or did it really happen?”

She leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.
“We’re a family now, sweetheart.”

Ella brushed her hands over her eyes.
“Morning.”

“Hey kiddo,” Brooke said. Just saying the
words brought a smile to her face. She could be with Ella now, for
as long as she wanted. No more hiding. No more secrets.

Terran opened the tent door. “How’d the fam
sleep?”

“Like logs,” Alex said. He stood up and
brushed random grass off his jeans. “Happy All Saints Day.” After
everyone stepped out, he began to fold up the tent.

“Same to you,” Terran said.

Phoenix gave Ella a high-five. He did have a
way with teenagers, probably because he’d never outgrown puberty.
Still, Brooke’s heart warmed at the casual friendship between
them.

Everyone approached Gabriella’s life-size
crib gravesite. “Is this the one we’re restoring today?” Ella
asked.

“Yep,” Alex said. “This was Universe’s
half-human, half-Elemental child. Just like you.”

Ella smiled as she knelt down beside the
grave. Brooke wished she had a camera. The young girl looked so
innocent, the warm sunbeams shining on her brown hair, making it
appear like spun gold. Ella had been through more than any teenager
should, and yet she’d survived.

Brooke wiped away a tear of happy pride; half
of Ella’s strength had been Brooke’s blood, Elemental blood.
Water’s Blood.

Alex noticed her tears. “You okay?”

Brooke shrugged it off. “I love All Saints
Day. With so many cemeteries here, seems there would be more than
one day a year to remember the dead.”

“Every city has a specific practice. Native
Americans did chants or special ceremonies to honor their
ancestors. Visiting and cleaning up the graves of loved ones seems
to fall in line with that thinking. Besides, New Orleans adopts a
little of this, a little of that, and it mixes in with the
culture.”

Brooke reached for a broom and began to
sweep. The grave had grown dusty. She brushed away the cobwebs and
dirt, bringing a sparkle to the grave. Alex and Ella planted fresh
marigolds. Terran pulled up tall weeds by the roots, Phoenix singed
all the rotted ground to restore it to its natural state, and
Tempest kept the air swirling around them, giving off a gentle
breeze.

By the time they finished, the headstone
gleamed in the morning light. A faint saxophone began to play in
the distance, probably playing an honorary song for souls who had
passed on. All Saints Day brought souls together. Last night had
brought her family together.

Ella placed some Baby’s Breath near the
flowers, and then stood up. “I want to say something.”

Brooke’s heart raced. Could this be her
decision? Or did she have more questions about last night?

“What’s up, honey?” Alex said. He leaned his
tools against a tree.

“I’ve made a decision, a choice, based on
what happened last night.”

And? The girl had a
great poker face. Such things would come in handy, regardless of
which path she chose. Brooke glanced down at her bag, which
contained the chalice.

Ella cleared her throat. “I admire what y’all
do to help others. And I want to stop the kinds of evil things
Soren did to unsuspecting humans, like me.” She paused. “I want to
become an Elemental and fight the Fallen Angels. That’s my
choice.”

Brooke almost leapt for joy. “Are you sure?
You’re ready for the commitment it will require?”

“Yes. I almost crossed to the wrong side when
I was human. I think I can serve people better if I’m on the
Elemental side.”

Brooke looked at Alex, who appeared
stone-faced for a moment before he cracked a huge smile. “It’s your
decision, honey.”

“Thanks, Dad. I think it’s the right thing to
do. And in a way, I’m following in your footsteps. You’re a cop,
you fight the bad guys. Brooke…er, Mom, fights the Fallen Angels.
I’m just continuing the path you both started for me.”

Alex wrapped her in a tight bear hug. “Just
don’t forget about your dear old Dad now.”

Brooke stepped into the hug. “Of course she
won’t. She’ll need training first, so she’ll remain in New Orleans
for a while.”

“Good,” Alex said. “The longer I get to spend
with her, the better.”

Ella beamed, seeming pleased by her decision
and their support. “Do you have the chalice?”

Brooke reached in her bag and pulled out the
cup. Terran, Tempest, Phoenix and Brooke touched the four edges of
the cup’s base at the same time, and then handed it to Ella.

Ella’s eyes lit up with excitement. She put
the chalice to her lips and drank.

“Welcome to the team,” Terran said. “You’re
one of us now.” The Elementals each lined up to give Ella a
hug.

Alex scratched his head. “So I suppose the
convent is out of the question?”

Ella laughed out loud, happy and beautiful
music to everyone’s ears. “Don’t worry, Dad, I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will, sweetheart. You always had
your mother’s spirit.”

Ella’s face turned red. “I do want to learn
more about traits I’ve inherited from you, Brooke.” She paused. “I
mean, Mom.”

Brooke’s heart fluttered once more.
Mom. The word she’d waited sixteen years
to hear. “Absolutely, honey. We’ll have plenty of time.”

“Why don’t I take everyone out to breakfast?”
Alex said. “We’ve all had quite a month.”

“Sounds good, man,” Phoenix said, blowing the
fire off his hands. “I’m famished. I don’t even care where we go.
Now, if I was back in New York, I’d be a bit pickier.”

“Sure you would, fire boy,” Brooke said.

Even Phoenix couldn’t get on her nerves
today. She was a Mom. Ella would soon begin her Elemental training.
Soren and Dominick were banished, freezing their asses off in the
iciest part of the Earth. This was a new day for Brooke and her
family, a new beginning for the Crescent City too.

As they meandered past the pristine crypts,
Brooke turned for one last glance at Gabriella’s grave. “Thank
you,” she whispered. “Thank you for the best thing in
life—family.”

“Who are you talking to?” Ella asked.

Brooke smiled and clasped Ella’s young hand.
“Universe. You’ll meet him soon, don’t worry. You’re in for the
adventure of your life.”

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE

Two thousand suicides
per month couldn’t be coincidence. Not even in a jam-packed city
like New York. Not even if Wall Street tanked, propelling
stockbrokers to the nearest bridge where they would take their last
leaps.

No. This was something different—or
worse.

Phoenix snatched wads of gauze off the
ambulance rack and applied them to the patient’s freshly sliced
wrists. Even with bandages and tourniquets in place, crimson
bubbles soaked through the white mesh and onto his latex
gloves.

Queasiness rushed into the pit of his
stomach. Damn it. His hands still trembled at the sight of blood.
To steady himself, he leaned his forearms on the stretcher’s cold
metal rail. Being an EMT was not his calling. It never had been,
but he hadn’t exactly had a choice.

Choices were reserved for humans.

Fire Elementals like him were supposed to
blend in and protect humanity, not share in its luxuries. His
colleagues—those of Water, Earth, and Wind—were stationed in the
four corners of the United States, tasked with their own protective
missions and keeping Fallen Angels at bay. Across the globe, teams
of the four Elements did likewise.

At least Universe—the boss man—had assigned
him to New York. Phoenix had lived in some crappy places over the
centuries, and despite his queasy-inducing job as an EMT, at least
he lived in the best city in the world.

The patient’s neck veins bulged as he
struggled to lift his head. “What…where am I?”

“Easy does it, sir,” Phoenix said. “You’re in
an ambulance, en route to the hospital.”

At least this one was only a suicide
attempt, not a successful act. Maybe things were looking
up.

“What? Did you say hospital?”

Phoenix eased the guy’s head back down. “Your
neighbor heard you yell and called 911. Be glad for paper-thin
walls in Manhattan, eh?”

The man groaned. “Great, so it didn’t
work.”

Phoenix bit his lip, forcing himself not to
speak. Otherwise, he’d say something he would regret. Something
that would likely get him fired, and he didn’t need any more
trouble.

The patient kept still. Only his chest rose
and fell, exerting precious energy to breathe.

Phoenix shook his head. Humans had bodies
that regulated life, produced newborns, and fought until the last
breath. Why so many of them decided to quit the race before the
finish line remained a mystery—and a source of annoyance.

Humans taking the easy way out went against
everything he believed. Especially since he’d been putting his own
ass on the line defending them for many millennia.

You want a sob story about life dreams going
sour? Then listen up, pal. I’ve got a whopper for you.

Without warning, the stretcher jolted to the
left. Phoenix’s heart thumped loud inside his chest. Keep calm.
Don’t distress the patient.

Not any easy task, with flashing lights and
noise echoing through the Midtown streets. Even the ambulance’s
shrill siren couldn’t compete with the city’s cacophony of honking
taxis and farting buses.

He reached for more gauze, pressed hard to
stop the bleeding. Don’t pass out. Don’t pass out. Was he
talking to himself or the patient? Some days, the two
intermingled.

For all the centuries spent defending humans,
he didn’t understand them. Not one bit. Like this guy bleeding on
the stretcher. The idiot had the desire and means to die. He’d even
slit his wrists the correct way—vertically. Not like the pre-teen
girls and heartbroken souls who made horizontal cuts. Blame that on
bad television.

The ambulance swerved to miss a yellow taxi.
“Damn it, Rick, take it easy on the turns, will ya?” Phoenix
said.

Rick glanced back. “He awake?”

“Thanks to you, Mr. Indy 500.” Phoenix smiled
for the first time on his shift. “Remember, Manhattan is an island,
not a race course.”

“Yeah, yeah. We’ll be there in five
minutes.”

“Good. I’m ready to call it a night.”

The patient’s crusty-looking lips opened. He
made a dry, raspy sound.

Phoenix leaned in closer. “What did you say,
sir?”

“They’re...trying to steal me.”

Phoenix grabbed the flashlight and
double-checked the man’s pupils.

“What’s he saying?” Rick asked.

“I think he’s delirious.” Phoenix checked the
man’s wrists once more. Everything looked stable. The patient had
lost a lot of blood, but he’d be fine once they arrived to the
ER.

Without warning, the patient reached out and
clutched Phoenix’s bloody glove.

Nausea flooded through Phoenix’s body. He
so hated blood. Right about now, he really missed his
previous cover job.

“Sir, just sit tight. We’re almost to the
hospital.”

“They—steal people. They have a list. It’s
how they operate.”

Bellevue, here we come. He’d heard
these drug-induced ramblings before, too many times for his taste.
Late Friday night shifts elicited the weirdest souls. And when a
full moon appeared overhead? Anything could happen, and usually
did.

The man wailed and thrashed his head
about.

“Easy, sir,” Phoenix said. Which hallucinogen
was this guy on? Oh well. May as well play along. Phoenix needed to
assess the guy’s mental state for the hospital staff, anyway.

“Who, sir? Who is trying to steal you?”

The guy pursed his chapped lips, and his eyes
turned glassy. “Carlyle.”

Holy shit. Every muscle in Phoenix’s
body clenched. Eerie chills shot down his spine and into his toes.
This patient wasn’t crazy, wasn’t the typical quitter.

Phoenix didn’t think his night could get
worse, but it just had.

“What did you say, sir?”

The man’s eyelids fluttered. “Carlyle is
coming for me.”

So I was right. This many suicides
couldn’t be coincidence. The patient wasn’t some flatfoot
having a mid-life crisis. He’d been a target—in Carlyle’s
crosshairs.

Not a good place to be. Phoenix knew from
personal experience, unfortunately.

Carlyle commanded the Infernal League, a
growing clan of Fallen Angels centered in the Northeast. For
decades, they’d been happy in Newark, staying away from Phoenix’s
beloved Manhattan. But in recent months, things had shifted.
Apparently the Infernal League, like everyone else, wanted a bite
out of the Big Apple.

Phoenix had no idea what Carlyle’s game plan
was—but so far, he didn’t like it.

“We’re almost there,” Rick said.

Damn. Phoenix darted his gaze left and right
to assess their location. He couldn’t let the patient talk, not
now. Humans needed the status quo, needed to believe they were
alone on the planet—even though they were anything but.

Think, man, think. You can’t give him any
meds to keep him quiet. Except for Nitroglycerin and Albuterol,
meds were against regulation. So what option did he have? Hmm,
maybe the ol’ choke hold would work? Just to keep the guy silent
for awhile? Stop him from rambling about Carlyle? Even uttering the
name gave the Fallen Angels more power.

Phoenix had to try the choke hold. He looked
at Rick, who was preoccupied trying to pass a cross-town bus. Good.
Now was his chance. With Rick distracted, Phoenix reached out and
pressed hard against the side of the man’s neck. With the loss of
blood, knocking him out should be easy.

“What the—?”

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” Phoenix
whispered. He had to push hard to get any result. Did this human
have a stronger set of arteries than others? Keeping intense
pressure on the patient’s carotid, Phoenix held his position until
the guy passed out. “I’m saving your ass. You’ll thank me one
day.”

Rick came to an abrupt stop at the ER
entrance. Phoenix hopped out of the ambulance and motioned Rick
over.

“What happened? The patient isn’t
responding,” Rick said.

Phoenix shrugged. “He nodded off. Don’t
worry, his vitals are still stable.”

Rick raised an eyebrow, seeming to question
if Phoenix had tried something. Fortunately, there wasn’t time to
argue or discuss. Besides, the EMT staff was like family. Rick
wouldn’t turn in his partner. At least, Phoenix hoped not.

“Let’s get him inside, now,” Rick said.

“Good call.”

When the patient finally woke up, the medical
staff would naturally assume he was mentally ill, which was far
better than the alternative—knowing the guy had told the truth.

#

In the ER waiting area, Phoenix swigged down
stale coffee. Rick leaned his bulky frame across the desk and
flirted with the newest candy striper.

C’mon, man, close the deal or give up. I
want to go home.

Like many human males, Rick was stubborn and
overconfident. He was also clueless. Miss redheaded hottie wasn’t
going to give him the time of day, but he kept trying. Human
persistence was an interesting feature. Strange, the things that
kept humans waking up day after day.

“Rick, let’s go, man.”

“Wait for me in the ambulance, be there in a
sec.”

“Sure.” Phoenix turned and began to walk
away. Until he heard a shout.

“You!”

He spun around at the harsh voice. A woman in
a white lab coat—an angry doctor?—stormed toward him.

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

Her curt tone matched her face. She had
pursed lips, eyes narrowed with suspicion, and a clenched chin. And
yet, soft brown curls of hair fell around her shoulders—such a
feature seemed out of place on such a tense human.

“I’m sorry,” Phoenix said. “I think you may
have me mistaken with—”

“What the hell were you thinking, you martial
arts judo kick box wannabe?”

She pulled him out of the main area and into
a private doorway. “Don’t you realize any of those choke holds or
Vulcan death grips can cause brain damage to the patient? You
pressed so hard, there are marks on his carotid. Almost looks like
he was burned.”

Phoenix quickly put his hands behind his
back. Sometimes the heat source from his Fire Element came out
through his fingers. When he had to press extra hard on his
patient, it must have left a mark. Crap.

“Burned?” Phoenix asked, barely saying the
word without stammering.

“You’re supposed to care about the people in
your charge, remember?”

The woman was smart, he’d give her that. She
was also keen for Star Trek trivia, which—oddly—impressed
him. Maybe he could try playing innocent? He wasn’t accustomed to
human females. After protecting them, he did the vanishing act.
He’d never been close to someone this hostile before—and he had no
idea how to handle it.

He cleared his throat. “I don’t know what you
mean—”

“Yes, you do.” She gripped her clipboard like
a kid going off to camp, determined to hold onto their teddy bear.
Like if she let go, everything would collapse. If she wasn’t so
accusatory, he could almost call her attractive. Almost.

“Look, doc—”

“Doctor Adams.”

Phoenix swallowed hard. “Dr. Adams, I had
trouble getting the bleeding to stop. I may have pressed too hard
when I tried to take his pulse. Is he okay?”

“He’s fine, no thanks to you.” Her hazel eyes
narrowed. “Is taking his pulse really the best excuse you have?
What is it with you EMT guys?” She shot a glance back at Rick, who
continued his quest to hump anything in a skirt.

Phoenix shifted his balance from one foot to
the other, the avoidance dance. He hadn’t wanted to pull such a
stupid stunt, but the patient rambled on about Carlyle. Humans had
enough to fear—terrorism, economic downfalls,
Teletubbies—without worrying about Fallen Angels. And
Carlyle was no ordinary creature. He was a whole new species of
evil.

“Well?” Dr. Adams prompted.

“I’m sorry,” Phoenix said. An ache formed in
his solar plexus, and every cell in his human body seemed to
squirm. He liked being the alpha in confrontations. This tenacious
woman had thrown him entirely off his game. He should have left by
now.

Without blinking, she stepped close to him,
her eyes glaring into his. “I am responsible for the lives that
come into this hospital. I don’t care if I have to kick some
arrogant EMT’s ass to do my job. Remember that.”

“Wait a second. You’re accusing me of being
arrogant?” Phoenix retorted. Damn, her hazel eyes have hints of
green when she looks toward the light. Pretty. Focus.

“Get out of my hospital,” she said.

“Your hospital? I believe the sign
says St. Anthony’s, not Dr. Adams’s.” There. See how she liked
that.

“I’m going to report what you did. You were
in charge of a man’s life and you rendered him unconscious.”

Crap. Phoenix didn’t need any more
trouble. He was already in deep trouble with his boss, Universe,
leader of all Elementals. This EMT cover job was punishment for
being out of control and lacking people skills. He used to wear
pinstriped suits on Wall Street, living the wealthy life of a high
roller. More than ever, Phoenix missed his old life.

If Doctor Adams complained and got him fired,
Universe would find out. What kind of cover job would await him
then? Plucking feathers in a poultry plant? Port-a-potty cleaning
technician?

He didn’t need any more trouble. He’d caused
enough. He needed to make things better—and fast.

Using his kindest voice, he said, “Listen,
Dr. Adams, I’ve had a rough night. Can I treat you to a cup of
coffee, explain things? I honestly do care about your patient.”

Her eyebrows scrunched closer together, as if
she’d never been asked on a social outing before. “I’m glad you
admit he is my patient.”

Phoenix began to breathe a bit easier. She
hadn’t stopped busting his balls yet, but she was warming up a
little. Now he needed to access his charming side.

“It’s hard, though, isn’t it? Always looking
out for patients, never knowing which ones will make it or not?
Especially since this is the ER, you don’t get a lot of follow-up
with patient care once they leave.” Phoenix set down his cup. “Let
me buy you a cup of coffee, something better than this day-old
brew.”

She studied him for a good thirty seconds.
Mistrust lingered in her stern gaze, mistrust over someone who hurt
her in the past?

“I have an hour left on my shift,” she
said.

“I’d be happy to wait.”

She tilted her head, seeming curious. “Why
would you want to hang out with someone who just yelled at
you?”

Phoenix bit his lip. He wasn’t accustomed to
telling humans the truth, but something in Dr. Adams’s expression
seemed to demand it.

“Because I think we have more in common than
you think,” he said.

 



CHAPTER TWO

They reached MacDougal and
3rd Street around midnight. Phoenix paid the cabbie an
extra few bucks for tip. He’d read about the crappy deal cab
drivers had, some worked fourteen-hour shifts and made eight bucks
profit. Maybe that’s why most of the gruff cabbies honked and
yelled obscenities from SoHo to Riverside Park. A few bucks would
send the guy on his way with a smile.

Besides, the gesture brought a brief smile to
Dr. Adams’s lips. Phoenix didn’t know such a feat was possible.
She’d spent the ride from Midtown East to Greenwich Village with a
dubious expression. Maybe she questioned her instincts for
accepting a free cup of coffee. Maybe she intended to cuss him out
even more than she did in the ER. Maybe it was past her
bedtime.

Or maybe the woman just needed an enjoyable
few minutes off from saving human lives. Now that was
something they had in common. More than she could ever know. His
EMT duties were only a cover job, and he needed a break whenever he
had the chance.

Universe had set up all paperwork—tax forms,
ID—for each Elemental to blend into humanity’s circles. Phoenix
just wished he could stop being an EMT and return to Wall Street.
Those were the glory days.

“What is this place?” Abby asked, as they
walked up the tiny steps to go inside.

He pressed his hand against the small of her
back—not too invasive, a polite and gentlemanly move he’d picked up
over the years—and opened the wood-framed glass door. “La Lanterna
di Vittorio,” he said with a smile.

He’d hoped for impressed, but she stared at
him blankly.

“Guess you don’t get to the Village much, do
you, doc? It’s only the best place to get coffee, dessert, anything
you want.”

She frowned. “I work a lot of hours.”

“Well, you’re in for a treat tonight.” He
scanned the room for the best seats. La Lanterna was known for its
intimate atmosphere, the perfect place to sip coffee and talk. NYU
students flocked here often, spouting the latest philosophy they’d
learned in class. He loved watching them, listening to their
theories on good and evil. Poor suckers didn’t have a clue about
the real evil in New York City.

“Can we sit by the window?” she asked.

“Anything you want. There’s also a cozy
fireplace in the back—”

“No.” Her lips formed a tight line, closing
after her curt response. “I prefer to watch the people walking
along the street.”

Whatever, doc. He led her to a small
circular table in the corner. It was a quiet spot, away from
dessert displays and front door traffic. Abstract paintings
decorated the brick walls, making for good talking points if anyone
ran out of things to say—which could happen soon, if Doctor
Excitement didn’t lighten up a little.

Phoenix dipped his fingers into the
centerpiece candle’s flame, teasing it. Like all Elementals, his
native Fire Element gave him a renewed energy, a sense of calm. And
being around Doctor Closed-Mouth had put him on edge.

“How long since you’ve been out anywhere,
besides the ER and your apartment?” he asked. Maybe general
conversation would help her relax.

Her brows furrowed. “Can you stop that,
please?”

“Stop what?”

“Playing with the candle.” Her stare was
intense—fearful, even—and red splotches began to form on her
neck.

“Sure.” He removed his hand from the flame,
now determined to find out what this woman’s story was. She was the
strangest female he’d ever met. “I still don’t know your first
name. If we’re going to share a cup of coffee, don’t you think it
would be easier than calling you Doc all night?”

She bit her lip. For a second, she appeared
ready to yell at him again. Instead, she blew out the candle on the
table.

What gives?

“I’m Abby.”

“Phoenix. Pleased to meet you, Abby.”
You’re one puzzling human. “You don’t like the candlelight?
It lends ambience.”

“I hate fire.”

She hated fire? Why? Who hates fire?

He was about to blurt out any number of
questions when Ruben, his favorite waiter, approached their table
with a greeting smile. La Lanterna was an Italian café, but Ruben
looked like he’d flown in from Oslo. Just one more thing Phoenix
loved about the melting pot culture of New York City.

“Mr. Phoenix, glad to see you again. You are
well?”

Phoenix shook Ruben’s hand and caught a
glimpse of Abby’s bewilderment out of the corner of his eye. “Yes,
thanks. And you?”

They chatted for a few seconds, while Abby
kept her gaze on the outdoor passersby. “Ruben, this is Abby. She’s
a doctor from St. Anthony’s.”

Abby blushed and smiled. “Hi.”

“Any friend of Phoenix’s is more than
welcome. What can I start you with? A glass of Merlot, perhaps?
Maybe some espresso?”

“Decaf latte, please,” Abby said.

Ruben turned to Phoenix and gave an approving
nod. “And you?”

“Pinot Noir. Thanks, man.”

“Absolutely. Be right back with your drinks,”
Ruben said, collecting the menus and heading for the register.

“You must come here often,” Abby said.

Phoenix shrugged. “I have my favorite places.
Little niches in Manhattan. Don’t you?”

She glanced around the place, her big hazel
eyes seeming to absorb the strange world around her. “I eat most
meals in the hospital cafeteria. My patients are at the top of my
list, not which place is serving which special or who’s going to
which cool hangout.”

Her voice was strained—defensive, even. Had
she ever had a day of fun in her entire life?

Ruben set their drinks down and went to the
next table to take another order. Phoenix took a sip of dry,
perfect wine. “You can do your job and still have a life. They
aren’t mutually exclusive.”

She shifted her position and stared out the
window, avoiding eye contact. Obviously he’d pushed one of her
buttons. Maybe he should try to push another, since he’d already
managed to get on her bad side.

“Tell me why you hate fire so much. I’ve
never seen anyone blow out a centerpiece candle as fast as
you.”

Her reluctant gaze met his. “I believe that’s
a personal question.”

He was getting nowhere. Time to change things
up.

“Fair enough. Why don’t you ask me
something?”

She straightened her posture, her gaze
regaining some of its earlier confidence he’d seen back at the
hospital.

“Why did you choke hold my patient
tonight?”

Crap. Obviously the woman had a lot of
confidence in her own work. Maybe that’s why she felt out of place
anywhere but the hospital.

“Well?” she prompted, with a tone reminiscent
of an angry teacher.

He took another few sips of wine. He
definitely needed something to relax around this human. She wasn’t
like the others. With this one, he had to stay on his toes. And he
knew, without question, that he couldn’t get away with a lie.

“Your patient told me something disturbing.
Believe it or not, I care for his well-being, too. He deserved a
fair shot at getting help before he gets sent to Bellevue.”

Curiosity flickered in her eyes. Had he
surprised her with his answer?

“What did he say?” she asked.

“I can’t tell you.” And you really don’t
want to know.

“Why not?”

“Listen, Abby—”

“Just forget it.” She shook her head. “Why
did you invite me here? What do you want? What could we possibly
have in common?”

Damn, she was the poster child for social
awkwardness. Not the doctor he’d seen in the ER earlier. This was
his chance to reach out, show her he could be a decent guy.

“We both want to help people. We both have
medical training to save lives. In terms of professional courtesy,
I wanted to take you to one of my favorite hangouts.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “And?”

His earlier assessment had been right on
target. He couldn’t lie to this woman.

“Okay, you’ve got me. I wanted to ask you to
keep my actions to yourself. I’ve switched careers twice already. I
need to keep my current job—”

“And you don’t want me playing snitch.” She
gave him a knowing smile.

“Exactly.” He breathed a sigh of relief. She
understood.

“Fine, but you have to answer one
question.”

His body stiffened. He needed to hold his own
around this human. She was smart and could affect him more than
others did—not only personally but professionally.

“Only if I get to ask you something,
too.”

She bent her lips into a frown, but she still
managed to smile. Was her expression having a war with her
emotions? “Okay.”

He sat up straighter, an attempt to steel
himself for whatever she would ask. “Ask away.”

“The patient tonight...he was a suicide
attempt, but you saved him.”

“Yes.”

“Have you seen many suicides lately?” she
asked.

Holy cow, the human doctor was perceptive,
too? Most humans Phoenix knew weren’t accustomed to seeing
patterns, of seeing anything except the Happy Meal and TV in front
of them. She was different. He looked into her eyes, perplexed.
Those hazel eyes were round and curious. One might even call them
soft in the dimly lit environment.

“Yes,” he said. “Many more than usual.”

Thank heavens she’d asked a generic question.
He’d expected her to dwell on why he’d performed the choke hold.
And that would require a delicate explanation. Part of having
Elemental talents was keeping them under wraps. Just one of the
many rules he had to live by.

“So have I,” she said. “And it’s not only in
Manhattan. I have nurse and surgeon friends in the other boroughs
who say the suicide cases have been rampant.” She glanced out the
window and watched young people in NYU sweatshirts hug each other
before sharing a taxi. “It’s like a dark cloud has descended over
everyone.”

Honey, if only you knew. The Infernal
League Fallen Angel clan had to be involved. He just wasn’t sure to
what extent. Fallen Angels hunted those souls who regularly
committed the Seven Deadly Sins. Granted, taking one’s own life was
an unforgivable sin. Were they somehow influencing the moods of
people in the city? Encouraging more suicides to increase their
soul count?

The patient said Carlyle had a list, but of
what? Potential targets? Possibly—the theory deserved further
consideration.

After several seconds of silence—apparently
she wanted him to talk—he offered, “The increase in suicides must
be tough to deal with as a doctor. As an EMT, those cases can be
tricky. It’s all about timing. If that guy’s neighbor hadn’t called
911, we wouldn’t have made it in time.”

She blinked quickly and took a gulp of water.
“The patients I lose haunt me constantly. Those are the hardest
cases, the ones that slip through our fingers.”

He smiled at her. “Is that why you’re so
focused? Work so many hours?”

She shrugged. “Partly.”

“What else, then? I’d like to know.” What
makes you so self-assured in the ER, yet scared to breathe anyplace
else?

Her gaze met his. She had the most honest
eyes he had ever seen, but pain flickered behind those hazel tints.
“Maybe we should just call it a night. It’s getting late.”

“Wait. You got to ask your question. What
about me? I get to ask you one, remember?”

“You’ve been asking me questions all
night.”

He smiled. “True, but c’mon. I was just
making conversation. Give me my one question, then we can go.”

“Fine.” Her voice was exasperated, like a kid
that had just bargained to eat broccoli in exchange for having
dessert.

Phoenix took a breath. He didn’t know how she
would respond to his question, but he longed to know.

“Why do you hate fire?”

Her brows narrowed. “Ask another
question.”

“No fair, doc,” he said, trying to keep his
tone playful. Why was she insisting on changing the subject?

“It’s personal,” she said. Then her face
changed. “But most people hate fire. Fire burned down The Twin
Towers, caused major damage in California, burned down San
Francisco—”

“Okay, I get it,” Phoenix said. She didn’t
have to be so thorough. “But fires are like puzzles. There’s always
a reason, a starting point, even if the fire ends in tragedy.”

She stared at him blankly, then frowned.
“Let’s talk about something else.”

“You are wary of fire, aren’t you?” he asked.
“You don’t even like talking about it.”

“Wary of fire? No. I hate fire.
I think candles and matches should be banned from every
continent.”

He gulped down the last bit of Merlot. Her
words struck to his very core, and yet he understood her phobia.
Fire could be dangerous—if control was in the wrong hands. But he
was the good guy. Maybe he could put a positive spin on what fire
could do?

“What about the positives? Didn’t you ever
sit around a campfire and make s’mores? That perfect mix of
chocolate, marshmallows, and graham crackers?”

She jiggled her water glass to signal Ruben
for more. “My parents insisted I study a lot, so I didn’t go out
much.”

“You’re telling me you’ve never been to a
campfire? Sung songs? Watched pieces of lit ash crackle and float
up to an indigo sky filled with stars?”

She narrowed her gaze. “You seem enamored
with the stuff. I suppose I see how fire might have helped
humankind in earlier centuries. Cavemen needed it to survive, to
see. But now, a flashlight does just fine. And without the danger,
thank you very much.”

“Makes sense, I suppose.” He glanced out the
window, racking his brain for something else to talk about. One
great thing about New York, even in the middle of the night, the
city never slept. Women pushed baby strollers down the sidewalk.
Where take a baby at this hour?

His gaze scanned the NYU students, a few
passing taxis. Then his heart plummeted into his stomach. The
suicide patient from earlier that night—Abby’s patient—stood across
MacDougal Street, smiling.

What the hell? No way would the hospital
release him without a psych evaluation, which couldn’t happen until
morning. So why was he in the Village, watching him and Abby? Or
worse—following them?

Adrenaline surged up to Phoenix’s mouth,
causing a metallic taste. Ick. Not the best flavor with red
wine.

“Abby, excuse me a second. I’ll be right
back.” He leapt up and bolted out the door, despite her bewildered
expression.

He sprinted across the street, grabbed the
guy’s arm and pulled him out of Abby’s line of vision. Phoenix
needed to know what was happening, but he didn’t need the burden of
having to explain himself again to Abby.

“What are you doing here, sir? Did you leave
the hospital without orders?”

The man cocked a half-smile, one filled with
confidence. Not the same mannerisms as earlier. “I am not
constrained by anything. Not anymore.”

“What are you talking about? You should be at
St. Anthony’s—”

“I told you the truth in the ambulance, and
you shut me up.”

How did everyone know his actions tonight?
This was like being stark naked in front of a crowd.

“I kept you out of Bellevue,” Phoenix said.
“What did you mean, Carlyle came for you?”

The man’s eyes twinkled. “Carlyle wanted me.
He could have picked anyone, but he chose me. You stopped what was
predestined.”

“Maybe I should’ve let them take you to the
loony bin.”

“You stopped my suicide attempt.”

“I saved your life. You’re welcome, by the
way.” Damn ungrateful human.

The man shook his head. “No, you prevented
destiny. Carlyle says you have to pay for your interference. And
you’re not the only one.” He pointed across the street. “She’s
meddled in the plan, too. Any time she saves a life that yearns to
die. She’s taking Carlyle’s property.”

Phoenix gripped the guy’s neck and shoved him
into the wall. “You tell that bastard Carlyle I’ll be ready and
waiting for him. But if he hurts Abby in any way, the Infernal
League will learn what hell really means.”

The guy laughed, a squeaky little noise that
sounded like nails on a chalkboard. “Doesn’t work like that. They
want her, too. I’m simply the messenger.”

Phoenix wanted to scratch the man’s face with
fire-tipped fingernails, but too many people were nearby. He
couldn’t afford to give himself away, not here. And definitely not
with Abby right across the street.

“Well, you know what they say about shooting
the messenger—”

The man sidled a few feet sideways. “I’ll
give your message to Carlyle.”

“You do that.” Meanwhile, I need to get
Abby out of here, keep her safe. He jogged across the street
and back inside.

“What was that about?” she asked, worry and
concern clouding her stare.

Had she recognized her earlier patient? It
was dark out, and Phoenix had tried to block her view of the guy.
Maybe she didn’t know what had just happened?

Phoenix signaled Ruben for the check. Play
it cool. “We need to go.”

Her brows narrowed. “Okay.”

Don’t frighten her. Get her back to the
hospital, make sure she gets back safe. Then figure out the next
steps.

He offered his kindest smile. “Sorry for the
rush. We’ll do this again sometime.”

“Sure.” But she appeared dubious about seeing
him again. And if she hated fire, getting another date could prove
difficult.

He paid the check and they went outside to
hail a cab. Phoenix scanned the crowds, but the patient had
disappeared.

A cab drove up. “St. Anthony’s hospital,”
Phoenix said.

“No problem.”

They got situated, and then Phoenix turned
off the mini-TV in the cab. He didn’t need any more distractions
tonight. The adrenaline hadn’t stopped surging. He wanted to enjoy
what remained of this date—if that’s what it was.

Abby turned and smiled at him.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re the only other person I know who
turns the taxi TV off. The other doctors can’t take a cab ride
without it.”

He smiled. Maybe he was making more brownie
points than he thought. “New York is a beautiful city, and it’s
right outside the window. Why would anyone prefer TV?”

“Exactly.”

They rode in silence, admiring the scenery.
Streams of bright lights, people, and businesses, all packed into
this tiny place on Earth, immune to needing sleep.

When they reached the hospital, Abby gathered
her purse and got out.

Phoenix offered a nostalgic smile. “Thanks
again for going.”

“I’ll keep your secret.”

His stomach tightened. Secret? Which
secret? Did she know her patient had just stalked them?

“About the choke hold.”

Oh. That secret. “Thanks. I appreciate
it. Have a good night.”

She smiled and walked toward the hospital
entrance. There would be no changing her mind regarding fire. He
could only hope to expand her views a bit. Fire could be beneficial
for many things. Maybe she didn’t realize all its uses? Fire
charred oak barrels to give whiskey its rich flavor. It led people
through dark nights without fear of batteries dying. Fire kept
humans warm when the power went out.

Could she ever see such things, or would she
remain trapped in her fear like most humans?

“Wait till she’s safe inside,” Phoenix told
the cabbie. Besides, I want a glimpse of those long
legs.

Not that he had much time to enjoy the view.
Abby walked with the determination of a wild animal chasing its
prey. She strode through the whooshing front door without looking
back.

Phoenix frowned and leaned his head against
the window. What had he expected? She’d joined him for the
obligatory cup of coffee. He got what he wanted. She wouldn’t
snitch. Case closed. And yet, this human intrigued him. Or maybe he
just loved a challenge. She hated fire, and he planned to change
her mind.

The cabbie started to pull away.

“Wait!” Phoenix pressed his hands against the
cab’s window. Damn it. The Infernal League sure hadn’t wasted any
time. Two of Carlyle’s top Fallen Angel soldiers—Braden and
Alexi—stood near the side entrance. What were they doing here?
Observing? Lurking? Hunting?

Maybe his eyes were deceiving him. He blinked
in quick succession, just to ensure he hadn’t imagined what he
saw.

Nope. Not his imagination.

“Are we staying or going?” the cabbie asked,
gruffness in his voice. “The meter’s running either way.”

Phoenix grabbed some cash out of his pocket.
“Staying. Let me out here, thanks.”

The cabbie made change. Phoenix waited until
Braden and Alexi faced the other direction. Then he stepped out and
sprinted across the shadowy walkway to the back entrance. With his
EMT badge, he could get in without question. No sense fighting two
Fallen Angels at once. Better to learn what they were plotting—then
stop them. Meanwhile, keep Abby safe.

He raced into the ER. Abby said she’d planned
to grab some paperwork before going home. Thank heavens she didn’t
have much of a life. It bought him time to find her in the huge
hospital complex. Were Braden and Alexi lurking nearby to reap
souls, or hunt Abby? If they were after her, they’d follow her home
and…no, no, no. He needed to find her—fast.

Damn it, why hadn’t he gotten her phone
number? He could never get used to these human dating rituals. The
rules changed with every decade.

He sprinted for the information desk, where a
young blonde sat amidst piles of paperwork. “I need to find Dr.
Abby Adams. It’s an emergency. Can you page her?”

“Dr. Adams is off-duty tonight.”

“I know, but she’s here. Please. It’s
urgent.” Don’t make me grab your intercom and do it
myself.

The girl frowned, but she obliged. “Dr.
Adams, please come to the information desk, stat.”

“Thanks,” Phoenix said. He tapped his fingers
on the desk—until the young thing narrowed her eyes at him.
Oops, guess the gesture could be annoying.

“Phoenix?”

He turned around. She’d appeared from a
different hallway than he expected. “Hey.”

Now Abby’s eyes narrowed. “What’s this about?
I told you I’m not on duty—”

“I know, but it’s important. Can we talk
somewhere…in private?”

Her long stare radiated one question: “Are
you stalking me?”

“It’s important,” he said.

“Fine, I’ll give you one minute.”

He nodded. “Lead the way, but we need to stay
inside the hospital.”

She led him to a rear office and shut the
door. “Phoenix, you’re behaving strangely. What’s going on?”

It suddenly occurred to him, how was he
supposed to explain this? He wasn’t stalking her, but two badass
Fallen Angels might be? She would zap him with Thorazine before he
had the chance to yell, “Fire!”

“Well?” she asked, impatience seething from
her stare.

“I need you to trust me. Don’t leave the
hospital tonight. Stay here.”

She clenched her jaw. “Why?”

“I can’t give you all the details—”

“C’mon, Phoenix. I’m tired. I’m going
home.”

He grabbed her wrist. “Don’t.”

“Get your hand off me.”

Phoenix let go, guilt flooding through him.
“I didn’t mean to startle you. Please trust me.”

She crossed her arms and glared. “Why should
I?”

He wasn’t getting anywhere with the
protection angle. Time to try what might work—vulnerability. “Abby,
I like you. I enjoyed spending time with you tonight, and I would
like to see you again—”

“Paging me in my hospital is no way to get me
to agree to a second date.”

He grinned when she—once again—referred to
the place as her hospital. What would she say if she knew
her hospital had two evil Fallen Angels outside, hunting and
killing the souls she worked so hard to save?

“I understand. But I want you safe—even if
that means you’ll be safe enough to tell me to leave you alone.
Please, trust me. We need to stay inside the hospital tonight. And
tell the staff to beef up the security outside. Is there a cot you
can use?”

She frowned. “This is about trying to bed me
after one cup of coffee? You’re just like all the rest.”

He’d seriously tripped up with human
sub-context and dating. Why hadn’t he read more about how to do
this? The rule against mating with humans had kept him distant from
women, but also ignorant of how they thought. On Wall Street, he’d
played the role of workaholic and never had to deal with female
interaction. Now he was paying the price for avoidance.

“No, that’s not it.” Phoenix used the most
caring voice he could. “Please. Just tonight, stay in the hospital.
I’ll stay in the lobby. I’m not trying to take advantage of you.
I’m trying to protect you.”

Her eyes flickered. Did they turn from hazel
to green when she was at war with herself?

“We have spare beds in the coma patient
unit,” she said. “I’ll sleep there. You won’t. I don’t care where
you go, but don’t bother any of my patients and don’t touch
anything.”

“Agreed.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. She could rest,
and he could protect her. He’d sleep later. No way would he close
his eyes tonight. Not with Braden and Alexi just outside.

 



CHAPTER THREE

Abby rolled on her side.
Not comfortable. She turned onto her back, which felt worse. I
can’t believe I let him talk me into sleeping here. What was he
spouting on about, protecting her? Life experience had taught her
one thing: men don’t protect. She had to protect herself.

Turning on her side, she punched the pillow
to make it softer. She closed her eyes, longing for sleep. The coma
ward’s spare beds had long been known as the best place for doctors
to crash. The respirator’s familiar hum provided the perfect
lullaby, easing anyone nearby into slumber. On any other night, the
rhythm lulled her to sleep.

Just not tonight.

Phoenix’s words remained shrill in her ears.
All that talk about not getting out enough, not having a life
outside the hospital. Was having a social life really so important?
Going to each and every new, hot place mentioned in the New York
Times?

No. There were more important things to focus
on. She hadn’t been able to save John from the fire, but she’d done
what she knew how to do: she’d become a damn good doctor who helped
her patients. That had been key, the reason she’d forgone all those
college parties to study at the library.

The air conditioning kicked in, adding its
whirring sound to the respirators and producing a sleep-inducing
hum. Her eyelids grew heavy, but when she shut her eyes, thoughts
of Phoenix stayed with her.

La Lanterna had been nice. Phoenix listened
when she talked—an improvement over men in her past. Despite his
puzzled, adolescent appearance, he had handsome features—sandy
brown hair that fell just shy of his eyebrows, large green eyes
with pupils that swelled when she’d yelled at him. Kind of a boyish
James Dean.

Wait a second. What was she thinking? Was she
seriously considering seeing him again? No. No need to think about
things she couldn’t have. He would only serve as a distraction—one
she couldn’t afford right now. Distractions were the downfall for
many. They wouldn’t be the downfall for her.

#

A warm breath tickled her ear. “Thou art a
vision of beauty, my sweet and fair lady.”

She groaned and pulled the pillow over her
face. Weird dreams again. Must have been the late night latte.

“My sweet beauty,” the voice said. “Wake up,
my darling.”

Had she woken up in some alternate
Shakespearian universe? The voice couldn’t be Phoenix. So who was
waking her up in the coma ward?

She opened her eyes, immediately clutching
the blanket to her chest for cover. How had a stranger been able to
get into the coma ward? Part of her feared for her safety; another
part only wanted to stare at this man for hours. Dark, tousled
brown hair curled to his shoulders, olive skin, the bluest eyes
she’d ever seen, and muscles that put all other males to shame. He
was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen, and he knelt at her
bedside.

Was she dreaming that she was awake?

She clutched the blanket tighter to cover
herself. “Can I help you?”

“No, my darling,” he said, his voice like
sweet honey. “Let me help you. Would you like coffee?”

This had to be a dream. But imagined or not,
she wouldn’t accept beverages from strangers. “No, thank you. Who
are you?”

He didn’t answer, only studied her from
sapphire blue eyes. He was a man who didn’t respond to questions?
Didn’t offer a litany of opinions? Oh, this so had to be a
dream. But why was he in the coma unit? Dreams weren’t this
specific—or accurate. She glanced to the nearby coma patient’s bed,
an elderly man who’d been on respirators for years.

The patient bed was empty. Empty?

Adrenaline charged through her veins, pumping
her body awake with faster speed than coffee. Medical issues
outranked gorgeous men. No sense rewriting that rule now. She’d
lived by it all her life.

“Where’s my patient?” she demanded. Even
though the coma ward wasn’t her responsibility, she’d talked to
those patients when using the room for a break.

Gorgeous Guy inched his face closer to hers.
The gleam in his eyes, his chiseled jaw, and wide smile seemed to
wash away everything else in her vision. It was as if a Renaissance
artist had sculpted this being in front of her, for no one could be
so beautiful. Not without an ulterior motive.

She needed to be on her guard. Not be
distracted.

“There was no patient in this room, my
darling,” he said. “Not last night.”

“Yes, there was. His respirator was on
and—”

“No, my lovely.” The man’s intense gaze sent
jolt-like shocks down to her knees. “You’re imagining things. Are
you sure I can’t bring you a cup of my famous coffee?”

“I’m not crazy. There was a patient here last
night. We don’t move folks in the coma ward.” She swallowed hard.
Time to find her patient and get the hell out of there.

He outstretched his hand and grazed her
fingers. Wooziness overpowered her, and her stomach rolled and did
flip-flops. Why was this man here? What effect did he have on
her?

And where the hell was Phoenix? The annoying
EMT who babbled on about protecting her?

Two seconds later, as if her thought had
summoned him, Phoenix burst into the room. He grabbed the guy’s
collar, pushed him against the far wall.

“Back off, Alexi.”

The knot in the pit of her stomach began to
loosen. Did Phoenix know this person?

Alexi spun around. His charming smile turned
to a scowl. “You!”

Abby sat up, kept her back against the
wall—the safety posture, one where no one could sneak up behind
her. “What’s going on?”

“Stay there,” Phoenix said. “Everything’s
going to be fine.”

“The patient is missing.” She pointed to the
other bed. “I don’t know what happened.”

Phoenix curled his lips into a smile. “I do.”
Then he clamped an angry hand on Alexi’s shoulder. “Where’s
Braden?”

Braden? There were more weird names in this
mix? What was Phoenix not telling her? Did this have anything to do
with why he was so insistent she not go home last night?

Alexi hurled him off. Phoenix crashed into
the back wall, causing a loud clang of metal.

“That didn’t even hurt,” Phoenix said, but
she saw him wince.

“Then let’s see if I can find something to
cause you pain and suffering,” Alexi said.

Phoenix balled his hands into fists, ready to
punch. “What are you doing here? This isn’t the sin-city pickup
that you guys frequent. We’re in New York, for crying out loud. You
have your pick of psychos. Why hang out at a hospital?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Alexi said.

She saw Phoenix reach into his pocket and
pull out a Swiss-army knife. Her throat tightened. Did he always
carry weapons? Who brought weapons into a hospital?

“What…what are you doing?” Alexi asked. His
pupils enlarged, making his blue eyes even more beautiful—if such a
thing was possible.

Phoenix jabbed the knife toward Alexi several
times, managing to make a few cuts on his arms. “Let’s mess up
those great looks, you evil bastard. I know it’s your secret
weapon. Just like Samson’s hair.”

Alexi kept his face away from the knife.
“Leave us alone, if you know what’s beneficial for your health. And
hers.”

Mine? Abby swallowed the knot in the
back of her throat. Was this why Phoenix wanted to protect
me?

“I told the suicide recruit last night, and
I’ll tell you. Leave her out of this,” Phoenix said.

Alexi tossed his hair back like a spoiled
model. “Not possible. I have orders from Carlyle.”

Who the hell was Carlyle? Abby kept
still. For the first time, she really did trust Phoenix. But she
needed answers. Once she was safe, she’d damn well get them.

Phoenix shoved the knife toward Alexi’s
torso, but Alexi clutched it in his hands.

“Now I’ll cut you,” Alexi hissed.

“Not quite.” Phoenix reached into his other
pocket, flipped open a lighter, and then snapped his fingers. A
ball of fire—FIRE—appeared in his palm.

She shrank further beneath the covers. How
could he create fire out of nothing? He wasn’t planning to set
anything ablaze, was he? She should call hospital security. If only
she could reach the phone.

Breathe. Just breathe.

Phoenix shot a flame arrow across the room.
The tip slashed Alexi’s cheek.

“What are you doing?” Abby asked. “You can’t
harm people in a hospital.”

Alexi screamed, and then cupped a hand to his
burned face. “Your boyfriend doesn’t care about anyone but
himself.” Alexi staggered a few feet. “What have you done, you
twisted Elemental?”

“Taken you down a notch,” Phoenix said. He
shot random fire darts at Alexi, seemingly to force him toward the
exit, right by a mirror.

When Alexi saw his own reflection, he moaned.
His chiseled features had become rounded; his beautiful skin
marred.

“I’ve evened the playing field, you jerk,”
Phoenix said. “Now leave before I lose my temper.” Sparks lit up
around his fingers, like tiny firecrackers ready to go off.

Abby clutched the nearby pillow. She needed
to find out what was going on.

“The war between us isn’t over,” Alexi said,
grazing his finger across his scar.

“Leave,” Phoenix ordered. “Now.”

A tear fell on Alexi’s cheek, and he ducked
out the door. His footsteps clacked down the hallway.

Phoenix stuck his head out the door, and then
nodded. “Well, he’s gone.”

What the hell just happened? Where was her
patient? Who were Braden and Carlyle and whoever else Phoenix
mentioned? And how could he make a ball of fire out of thin
air?

“You okay?” He stepped toward her.

She leapt off the bed and grabbed an empty IV
pole, holding it out to defend herself. “No. You tell me, right
here, right now, who you really are.”

 



CHAPTER FOUR

Phoenix wanted to vanish
into a puff of smoke, but such an action would give Abby more
ammunition. She already knew he wasn’t like the other EMTs. In some
ways, he was. He just wasn’t—human.

“Please put the IV pole away,” he said, his
adrenalin pumping at steroid strength. The silvery pole wouldn’t
normally be considered a weapon, but Abby could find a way. She
could probably defend herself with just about anything.

“No.”

He let out a deep breath, struggling to
appear alert. His entire human form had begun to experience what
all Elementals felt after using their power in front of humans.
Utter exhaustion. Universe created his kind this way to avoid
grandiose displays in public. Yet on some occasions—like now—the
trait caused more trouble than it was worth.

“Please, let’s go get some coffee,” he said,
trying to change the subject.

“I want the truth. Who was that guy? How do
you know him? How can you make a fiery mass appear out of thin
air?”

Phoenix held up his hands in surrender. “I
wish I could tell you, but I can’t. Just know that Alexi is
dangerous. I’ll get you a photo of him so you can alert
security.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Why are you changing
the subject? Why can’t you tell me the truth?”

Because it’s against the rules, and you
really don’t want to know.

He let out a long sigh. Universe would not be
happy that Abby witnessed Phoenix wielding fire. But the situation
had demanded he step in, save her.

“I can’t talk about my job,” Phoenix said. “I
only wanted to keep you safe.”

“You’re an EMT. Or do you moonlight as a CIA
operative?”

The sarcasm in her voice couldn’t be missed,
but she had provided a reasonable excuse. CIA? Maybe she would fall
for that?

“Being an EMT is just a means to an end,” he
said. “I like helping people.”

“Who’s Alexi? Why did he talk like he was
Shakespeare’s younger brother? Where is the coma patient?”

“Please put the IV pole away? You look like
you’re ready to tame a lion with that thing.”

She smiled, albeit slightly. “Maybe I
am.”

“C’mon. Put it down.”

After a long pause, she set the pole aside
but kept her fingers within its reach. “Tell me the truth, or you
can leave my hospital right now.”

Damn it, why did women always go for the
ultimatums, a trait shared by Elementals and humans? Didn’t she see
he wanted to protect her? Did he have to explain that if Braden or
Alexi took her, then her precious career would be over, if not her
life?

“I’m waiting,” she prompted. Her eyes weren’t
as round as they were last night. Maybe they didn’t want to let
anything else in.

“Being an EMT is only a cover job for me. I
have another career—I can’t give you all the details—but it
involves me keeping those like Alexi in check.”

Was she buying any of this? He decided to go
for the full explanation. Maybe she would believe he was CIA?
Undercover cop?

“I can’t flat out arrest Alexi. My assignment
is to keep tabs on him, and to protect anyone he tries to attack in
the process.”

Hmm, does she believe any of this?
Seemed like a reasonable explanation in his eyes.

“Why did he tell me the coma patient didn’t
exist? What would he want with a coma patient?”

Phoenix racked his brain. He didn’t want to
go down this path. He needed an excuse she would believe. Think.
Just think.

“Necrophilia is one of Alexi’s interests,” he
said. Wow, he’d pulled that excuse out of thin air.

Her face scrunched up. “Eww.”

“Exactly,” he said, enjoying this alternate
truth. “So you can see why I need to make sure he doesn’t harm
anyone.”

“Where did Alexi take the patient?”

“Probably to the morgue where he wouldn’t be
found right away.”

“Then let’s go.”

“What, search for the guy?”

Phoenix knew they wouldn’t find him—at least
not in the way Abby thought. She sought a comatose body, that
temporary hold for fragile human life. But she didn’t understand
how Fallen Angels operated when it came to humans.

Braden and Alexi would have offered
temptations beyond the old man’s wildest dreams to capture his
soul—a chance to live again, a chance to wake up and become
youthful once more. Not many humans could resist such a
proposition. Problem was, the price demanded the human’s soul and
eternal service. In the history of time, no Fallen Angel ever
called attention to that part of the bargain.

“Always read the fine print,” Phoenix
whispered.

“What are you talking about? C’mon, we need
to search.” She glared at him, seeming to question his
intelligence. He felt his stomach tighten.

“Abby, we’re not going to find him.”

By now, coma guy was most likely walking and
talking as a trained soldier in the Infernal League’s Fallen Angel
army. Braden and Alexi would bestow as much power on their newfound
recruit as they saw fit.

“How can you give up so easily?” Her voice
almost cracked. “Are you this way with your patients? If so, you
must be a terrible EMT.”

She was questioning his work ethic now? “Now
wait a second—”

“No, you listen to me. My job is to protect
the patients in this hospital. We are going to look for him.
Now.”

He didn’t know how to argue with someone so
stubborn—or whose eyes were so round and green, even when she had
no hope. Maybe he should go with this plan to search for coma guy.
It would buy him some time to think, to stall Abby. Maybe if they
spent their energies searching for coma guy, she would forget about
seeing his fiery Elemental powers. Maybe.

“Fine, let’s search the morgue first.” He
hoped he sounded authoritative. Enough of this questioning his work
ethic. She had no clue how dedicated he’d been to humans over the
centuries. She’d only been helping humans for what, ten years?
Humph.

They walked down a long hallway with
gray-painted walls. Once at the elevator, she pressed the down
arrow. “So, what about the other thing?”

“What other thing?”

“How did you create a ball of fire in your
palm?” She waited, her face expectant.

Damn, that didn’t take long. She didn’t
forget anything, did she?

“I…” The elevator dinged and the doors
opened. Saved by the bell. They stepped on. “Coma guy first, then
explanations.”

She grinned, just a little. “Coma guy?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know his name. Besides,
if you get to know the patients too well, you risk losing your
objectivity. Right?”

She studied him before speaking. “I don’t
think knowing someone’s name affects objectivity. But point
taken.”

Her voice lowered when she spoke, almost like
speaking about her work ethics demanded reverence. He used to feel
that way, on Wall Street. But the EMT gig came with too much blood,
too much insanity for his taste.

Still, her passion for her work seemed to
radiate from her face. For a second, he imagined what kissing her
would be like. No. Stop. He didn’t need the distraction. Besides,
she was a human. He was an Elemental. The relationship would never
work.

They exited the elevator and walked toward
the morgue. Maybe keeping Abby distracted would prevent her from
questioning his fiery talents, the talents he’d allowed her to
witness—against regulation.

For now, he played along. She wasn’t about to
believe the truth—that coma guy was long gone. He couldn’t bring
himself to tell her this search was futile. Looking for missing
humans was something he’d grown accustomed to over the centuries,
but he’d learned how to distance himself. It hadn’t been easy,
losing humans to the other side.

In his case, the other side meant souls who
joined Fallen Angel armies like the Infernal League. In her case,
the other side meant death.

He couldn’t help but smile. They really did
have more in common than he’d first suspected.

“Do you see him anywhere?” Abby asked.

Phoenix took this chance to examine the
hospital morgue. He hadn’t been in one before, and the room held a
creepy nuance that unnerved him. Think. Focus. They wouldn’t
find coma guy, but Alexi might be hiding others nearby. Might as
well get a mental snapshot of the place.

“No, not yet.” He pretended to check the
appearance of cold bodies, just like she did.

“How can a coma patient simply disappear?”
She opened and slammed the chamber doors like she was searching for
a missing tax return. Very unlike her, but she was growing
desperate. He knew that emotion. Humans gave off a scent when they
reached desperation.

“I don’t know,” he said.

She slammed the last body back into the
chamber and a tear rolled down her cheek. She quickly wiped it
away.

He yearned to tell her the truth, but she
would never believe him. What else could he do? Watching her put
such effort into something so futile made his head ache. Despite
being punished by Universe and demoted to this EMT position,
Phoenix did have a compassion for humanity. He’d messed up in New
Orleans when he’d been sent there to help Water Elemental, Brooke.
That’s when Universe demanded Phoenix give up his high-roller Wall
Street broker job and become an EMT. To learn people skills,
Universe had said. The words rang in Phoenix’s ears every time he
saw blood.

Now Phoenix was here, with Abby, and she’d
seen his powers. He didn’t look forward to whatever demotion came
next. He had to do something, make progress. If he learned what the
Infernal League was up to, figured out a way to deflect their
efforts, maybe Universe would allow him to stay with the status
quo.

“C’mon, let me take you to the café for some
coffee,” he said. “We both could use some.”

Her eyes brimmed with sorrow. “Let me search
a few more minutes. He couldn’t simply disappear.”

A knot welled up in the back of Phoenix’s
throat. He wanted to tell her everything, but he couldn’t.
“Abby—”

“If the patient isn’t in the morgue, where
else could he be?”

“We’ll figure something out,” Phoenix said,
hoping his general statement would help ease her frustration.

With reluctance, she nodded. “Fine, let’s
go.”

They walked in silence to the elevator. He
pressed the up arrow and waited for it to bing.

“So, what about the flame thing?” she
asked.

“Flame thing?”

“How did you create a fiery mass with your
bare hands?”

Oh, that. He pressed the up arrow a few more
times.

“That trick doesn’t make the elevator come
any faster,” she said. “And I want an explanation.”

What was he supposed to say? Elementals kept
their powers hidden from humans. Whenever he’d used his Fire powers
in the past—always to save people—he’d bolted as soon as they were
safe. Most people were left wondering if they’d imagined the whole
thing. But he couldn’t bolt from Abby. And he didn’t want to.

The elevator dinged and they stepped inside
and pressed ‘L’ for lobby.

“I’m waiting,” Abby said. She never did give
up. Oddly, he found her tenacity appealing.

He turned to face her, offering eye contact.
“I’m sorry. I know you want answers and a doctor as caring as you
deserves an explanation—”

“But—”

“But I can’t explain it. Not right now,
anyway.”

The doors opened and they stepped out into
the cool lobby. She pulled him aside into a corner. “Then
leave.”

“What?” Her intense stare made his knees
wobble.

“Leave my hospital. I have no patience for
someone who can’t be honest, who hides something this important
from me.”

Heat pierced through him, his Element going
haywire with all these emotions. “Abby, don’t do this—”

“Get out, now.” She stepped back and crossed
her arms.

“Don’t you understand? I can’t tell you. I
would if I could—”

“Then what’s stopping you?”

“I can’t say.” Damn, this answer was getting
old and recycled. The glower in her face confirmed his
suspicion.

“Leave, then.”

“But I—”

She stepped back. “Leave before I call
security.”

He stood, dumbfounded. He couldn’t believe
his ears. This was the first time a human was giving him an easy
out, a rock-solid excuse to disappear. Yet he didn’t want to take
it. How was he supposed to protect her if she wouldn’t let him?

When she moved toward the security desk, he
nodded. “I’m sorry I can’t give you the explanation you need.”

“Good-bye.”

He bit his lip. So this was it, the end of
their friendship. Unless she happened to be on duty in the future,
he wouldn’t see her again.

“Good-bye, Abby.” And he turned and walked
out.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

Abby kept her cool until
Phoenix walked out of the hospital. Then she exhaled the controlled
breath she’d been holding. Why was it difficult to hold her ground
around him? He’d deserved the farewell speech. She didn’t need men
who kept secrets. Life was too short, with far too many things to
accomplish.

An ER nurse rushed up to her, panic-stricken
lines digging into her narrow face. “Doctor Adams, oh thank
goodness you’re here. We have a patient, thirty-five, male,
abdominal bullet wound. Attempted suicide, but he’s breathing.
We’ve paged Dr. Midland, but could use your assistance until he
arrives.”

“I’m not—”

Wait a second. Who cared if she wasn’t on
duty? She hadn’t been able to help coma guy. Phoenix certainly
hadn’t made the situation easier. This was her chance to do
something productive. “Never mind. Let’s go.”

They sprinted down the hallway and into the
ER. The patient lay on the table, blood gushing from his abdomen.
The compression bandage couldn’t compete with such a large
wound.

“Get him stabilized. Hang a unit of O
positive, call surgery and tell them we need the OR, stat.”

As the nurses scrambled to carry out her
orders, she attempted to suction out the wound. He let out a
chilling scream. The kind of shrill noise that rang in her ears,
the kind she would never forget.

Occupational hazards came with the job, and
sometimes patients didn’t pull through. But aside from those souls
she lost, the thing that haunted her most was the screams and moans
of people in pain.

“Sir, we don’t have much time. Stay still.
We’re trying to help you.” Abby turned to the nurse. “Show me the
x-rays. Where is that bullet?”

The man’s body began to shake.
“Don’t…need…your help. They’ve come for me. Carlyle.”

Carlyle? Hadn’t Phoenix mentioned a Carlyle?
She made a mental note to find out later.

“He’s been rambling like that since he
arrived,” the EMT said. “Guess a psych eval is in this guy’s
future.”

This EMT was decent, professional, and
informative. No complications. Not like Phoenix.

The nurse put the grayscale x-ray up to a
light. “The OR is ready in three minutes.”

Abby’s eyes zoomed in on the dark bullet
shape lodged near the colon. Not good. “He may not have three
minutes.”

The patient let out a deep moan.

“Stay with me, sir. Stay with me.”

Like a rebellious teenager, he did just the
opposite. The heart monitor sirens began to clang, followed by the
shape she hated above all others—a flat line. “No, no, no. Get me
the paddles, now!”

With defibrillator in place, Abby yelled,
“Clear!” and zapped his chest.

Nothing.

“Again.”

She charged him once more. No change. Just
that haunting, thin green line streaming across the screen. Damn
it.

“Epinephrine, now!”

The nurse’s panicked face from only moments
earlier turned solemn. “Doctor, do you want to call this one?”

“No.” Abby grabbed the epinephrine herself
and jabbed the guy’s chest. “Come on! Respond. You can do
this.”

No reaction. Nothing.

“Doctor, it’s time—”

“I can’t lose this one. Not today.”

The nurse reached out and touched Abby’s arm.
“Call it.”

Abby fought the tears welling up in her eyes.
This was not the way to start the day. Not after the night she’d
had, but death never made things easier. She glanced up to the
clock. “Time of death, 8:14 a.m.”

“Sorry, doc,” one nurse said.

Abby nodded. “I wasn’t even supposed to be on
duty today.”

“He shot himself in the stomach, didn’t have
more than twenty minutes, tops. He was in the ambulance for at
least ten, all that new construction blocking traffic. Sometimes,
this just happens.”

Logically, Abby knew the nurse was right.
Logically. Every medical handbook, code of ethics, and class in
medical school taught her she would lose patients. But she hadn’t
realized it would be this many. All suicides, all recently.

She stepped out and ran into another EMT.

“Doc, are you all right?”

“Yes. I’ll be fine, thanks.”

The EMT nodded, but his eyes glazed with
disbelief and concern. Great, another EMT who questioned her way of
life, the dedication to her job. She didn’t need this.

Abby fumbled to the locker room. With each
step, she grew more lightheaded. Shoes clacked across hard floors
forming background noise; gray hallways swirled into a blur. Oh no.
Find somewhere to sit down—and fast.

She pushed the locker room door open and
stumbled to the bench. Only then did she let herself cry, within
these sacred walls. These four walls held lost dreams, mistakes,
losses, tears. If they could speak, they’d turn catatonic from the
heartache they’d witnessed.

Her patients needed to believe in her. How
could she help them if she couldn’t save them? If only they could
see how jumbled up her mind had become. Her thoughts leapt to
another death she could have prevented—if she had done a better
job.

A muffled sound came from the doorway.
“Doctor Adams?”

“Over here.”

The nurse, who wore blue scrubs with teddy
bears, approached her. “I wanted to see if you were okay.”

Abby wiped the tears from her eyes. She
hadn’t seen this nurse before. Probably someone new.

“I’m fine, just need time.”

“I don’t understand the rash of suicides
lately, but there wasn’t anything else you could have done.”

Why did everyone cling to that line of
thought? Even if it was true, death negated the platitude. Bottom
line, someone died on her watch. And that wasn’t okay—not on paper,
not in reality.

“I know,” Abby said. She smiled at the
nurse’s gesture. “What’s your name? I haven’t seen you before.”

“Cathy. I just transferred from Oak General
Hospital in Newark.”

“What a welcome, huh?”

“I’ve seen it over and over. The suicides are
rampant in New Jersey, too. Do you want me to bring you anything?
Cup of coffee?”

It was only then Abby remembered she hadn’t
had her morning caffeine. “That would be great, thanks. Then I’m
heading home to sleep. I’m not even slotted to be on duty.”

Cathy offered a sympathetic nod, then left
the room. Abby brushed herself off. She would drink some coffee, go
home to recoup. Tomorrow was another day, right?

Even with Scarlett O’Hara’s encouraging
words, Abby couldn’t shake the unnerving feeling crawling deep into
her bones.

What was happening to her beloved New York?
Suicides by the thousands, only a small percentage she’d been able
to save. Even Phoenix said he’d noticed a spike in the death tolls.
She needed to research some kind of community program, find out how
to prevent the suicides.

She grabbed the concealer from her purse and
began to rub it under her eyes. Damn, she looked like a raccoon
after hardly any sleep. Crying had only made her face look like a
wet mime.

As she wiped the mascara streaks from her
face, a horrible thought grew. It started in the pit of her
stomach, then curled its way up into her throat, pushing at her and
making her want to vomit.

What if…what if she hadn’t lost sleep? Hadn’t
been preoccupied by Phoenix’s antics about bad guys and protection?
If she’d been more alert—like she should have been—could she have
saved the man who just died in her care?

 



CHAPTER SIX

In the late afternoon,
Phoenix grabbed a beer from his fridge and collapsed on the couch.
When he flipped on the TV, something—or someone—hiccupped behind
him. With clenched fists, he spun around, ready to hurl Fire darts
at any intruder. Neighborhood watch, my ass. He had his own
protection.

“Hello, Fire boy.”

Phoenix’s face grew hot. The voice, and the
person, was familiar. “Mercury?”

“The one and only.”

Uneasiness spread like a spider’s web in
Phoenix’s stomach. Mercury, the messenger amongst the Elementals.
He spoke for Universe, gave orders, and kept Elementals informed of
mission updates.

Mercury also told Universe everything, like a
glorified tattletale. He was the reason Phoenix no longer worked on
Wall Street.

Damn it, was this visit about another
demotion? For letting Abby see his powers?

Phoenix unclenched his fists and gestured for
Mercury to sit down. “What’s up?”

“How’s the EMT cover gig going?”

Was this a trick question? Phoenix didn’t
know. Best to stick to simple answers.

“Fine, thank you.”

“I see you’ve made a doctor
acquaintance.”

Mercury smiled, making him appear more
foolish than he already did. He was about four-foot-eleven, had a
fondness for snap-brim hats, plaid pants, and v-necked sweaters. An
unrealized golf pro in the making, but nevertheless, someone not to
be messed with.

“Yes, her name is Abby.” Phoenix used his
best blasé tone as if discussing the weather.

“And you are able to get close to this human,
yes?”

Phoenix swallowed hard. “Well, she no longer
wants to talk to me. She even kicked me out of the hospital. Oh,
excuse me, her hospital.”

Mercury stood up and began to walk around the
apartment, examining the place in detail. Even though Phoenix
worked as an EMT now, in his former Wall Street days, he’d put
aside enough money to keep an apartment in Manhattan, albeit a tiny
one.

Things could’ve been worse—he could be in
Jersey.

After inspecting the place, Mercury said,
“You seem to have the same lousy people skills with humans as you
do with your fellow Elementals.”

Phoenix bit his tongue. In a perfect world,
he could slap Mercury across the room for making such a snide
observation. But Mercury had Universe’s favor—not to mention, his
ear—and Phoenix didn’t need any more trouble than he already had.
Best to keep quiet and remain respectful.

“Any special reason for your visit?” Phoenix
asked, hoping for a change of subject.

“I have a task for you.”

Maybe this was a way to return to his old
life? Phoenix’s voice filled with hope as he said, as confidently
as he could, “I’m ready to take on more responsibility. In fact, I
could keep track of financial corruption by the Infernal League on
Wall Street—”

“Relax, Fire boy.” Mercury held up his hand.
“Universe thinks you need to remain an EMT for now.”

Damn. Couldn’t he ever catch a break?

“What’s the task, then?”

“Befriend the woman doctor. Get her to help
you with the latest suicide attempts. She’ll have access to help
them physically. You can protect their souls from being taken.”

Phoenix scratched his chin. “You’re saying
Universe wants me to date a human female? Isn’t that frowned
upon?”

Mercury shrugged. “Not date, necessarily.
Become a close friend. This will serve a greater purpose. Unless
you’re not up for the task—”

“No, I’m more than willing.” He kept his
voice in check. Better to not tell Mercury he’d already begun to
fall for Abby. This way, he was following orders—just in case this
whole human dating thing came back to bite him in the ass.

“Work with your doctor friend. Carlyle is
attempting to grow his numbers through suicides, rather than the
usual Seven-Deadly-Sins method.”

I could’ve told you that.
“Agreed.”

“Good. And try to stay out of trouble.”

“One thing—”

“Yes?”

“To protect her from Alexi, I created a ball
of fire. I know I shouldn’t have, but her life was in jeopardy. Now
she’s harping on me for an explanation. What should I tell her, to
avoid Universe’s wrath?”

Mercury’s mouth curled into a grin. “Haven’t
you ever seen a magic show? People juggle and breathe fire all the
time. Tell her it was simply a trick.”

Was he serious? Mercury obviously had not
studied up on the real Abby. “She’s a doctor. She’ll want proof.
What do you suggest I do?”

Mercury chuckled. “Perhaps you could purchase
a black cape, a top hat, and a magic wand for effect?”

Phoenix bit his lip. Mercury truly enjoyed
making a fool out of him.

“Couldn’t Universe make an exception this
once? I don’t know. Maybe the whole telling her I’m an Elemental
scenario could be considered doctor-EMT privilege?” It wasn’t a
bad idea.

“You know the rule. Elementals don’t show
humans their powers—unless lives are at immediate risk.” He took
off his hat and dusted it off. “Try the magic approach with Abby.
She was tired and stressed when you created fire. I’m sure, in the
light of day, she’ll be more rational.”

“Have you met this woman? She gives stubborn
a whole new meaning.”

Merc put his cap back on and smiled. “So do
you, Fire boy. That’s why you’ll make a great team.”

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

Phoenix paced his apartment
five times, looked out the window at the twinkling lights
highlighting 52nd Street, and then paced again. Time
to man up, do this.

He picked up the phone, clutching it in his
fingers. He didn’t want to make this call, but what else could he
do? When he gave a timid push to dial area code 504, reluctance
moved through him like a tidal surge.

“Hello?”

He cleared the scratchiness in the back of
his throat. “Brooke? Hey, it’s Phoenix.”

Silent pause. Obviously his Water Elemental
colleague hadn’t expected this phone call.

“Brooke?”

“I’m here. What’s up?”

She sounded casual, but he knew better. They
weren’t exactly enemies, but she’d never been his favorite. She’d
broken the rules too many times and gotten away with it—even mating
with a human and producing a half-breed child, Ella.

Now he needed Brooke’s help to master the
dating concept. Ironic, but little-miss-break-all-the-rules was the
only one in a position to give him advice about dating a human.
Terran, his Earth Elemental colleague, and Tempest, the Wind
Elemental, wouldn’t have the knowledge base that Brooke did.

He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and
prepared himself to be raked across the coals.

“I need your advice.” He paused, waiting for
her to laugh. Surprisingly, she didn’t.

“Oh?”

“Look, I know I gave you grief about dating
Alex—”

“Grief?” This time, she did laugh. “Is that
what you call it?”

“Okay, so I was kind of a jerk about the
whole thing. I’m doing my penance. Universe removed me from Wall
Street to—”

“Yeah, I heard. To become an EMT. How’s that
going?”

“I miss my old life. But that’s not the
reason for this call. Hard to believe I’m saying this, but I need
to ask you for some pointers on how to date humans.”

There was a long pause. He could hear her
breathing, and could almost visualize the wheels in her brain
trying to make sense of his request. Finally, after seconds of
agonizing silence, she spoke.

“May I ask why you’re planning to date a
human?”

“Believe it or not, it’s Mercury’s idea. He
wants me to befriend a woman doctor and get her help. The Infernal
League has been increasing their numbers by suicides. She’s an ER
doc.”

“How can I help?” Brooke asked. Her voice was
kind. Strange, after their past arguments. Maybe now, with her
Halfling daughter Ella safe and training to become a Water
Elemental, Brooke had calmed down a bit. Maybe.

“Abby doesn’t want anything to do with me. I
need to know how to get in her good graces again.”

Phoenix thought he detected a hiccup on the
other end of the line—perhaps Brooke trying to restrain herself
from making a remark—but he couldn’t tell if it was real or his
imagination. “Alexi got into the hospital and was ready to go after
her—”

“Did you stop him?”

“Of course. Trouble being, she saw me create
fire. I can’t tell her the truth, and she’s pissed off at me and
kicked me out of the hospital. I never have figured out how humans
think, much less women. I hoped you would have some pointers, at
least on the woman part.”

Every ounce of skin on his body flared with
heat, a byproduct of his Fire Elemental abilities. Sweat beads
formed on his brow. He hated this. Asking for help from anyone was
bad enough, but from someone he’d antagonized in the past for
breaking the rules?

“Have you tried flowers?” Brooke asked.

“No. Do you think that’ll help?”

“Couldn’t hurt. Maybe bring them by the
hospital and give them to her.”

“Okay. What else, in case those
backfire?”

“Hmm. Doctors are usually exhausted at the
end of their shift. Maybe you could meet her at the hospital and
bring her something—a stuffed animal, a bottle of wine, anything
thoughtful—to see if she’ll be open to talk.”

This was becoming complicated. Phoenix
reached for a pen and began to scribble some notes. “And if she
tells me to get out of her sight once more?”

“Then write her a long letter. Make it
poetic. And if she does agree to see you, take her out for a
fantastic date. Listen to her wants, her feelings. Humans are big
on feelings.”

“Thanks. How are things in New Orleans?”

“Good. I’m still managing the pub, keeping an
eye out for new evils. Ella’s doing well in her Elemental
training—”

“I guess you have it easy, seeing as the
Minaré Fallen Angel clan there has a leader who adores you.”

As soon as the last word left his mouth, he
wanted to retract it. Why had he just opened that can of worms?
Granted, Brooke did have it easier than most. Because of an
ancient ritual performed on Brooke’s human love interest, wires got
crossed and the Minaré Fallen Angel leader Cristos wound up having
goo-goo eyes for Brooke. Now she could use that to her advantage.
Phoenix wished he had that kind of influence with the Infernal
League Fallen Angels.

“You know, Phoenix, I do see Abby’s point.
You can be a real jerk sometimes.”

He bit his lip. “Sorry.”

“And if you must know, I do have my work cut
out for me. Cristos was sent away, so I’m trying to battle new
leaders and not knowing what they’re capable of.”

“You mean Cristos is no longer there?”

So Brooke didn’t have her lovesick Fallen
Angel practically handing her a good job on a platter? Interesting.
What had happened to him?

Brooke sighed. “Nope. So you can stop
gloating about how easy my life is.”

“Sorry.” In the future, he might need more of
Brooke’s humanity tips. “And thanks.”

“Just try to think of this doctor’s
feelings,” Brooke said.

“Will do.” He longed to get off the phone.
Human traditions always caught him off guard. He didn’t want to be
asking for help, much less discussing how to get close to a
human.

“Hey, an FYI. Ella may need to shadow you
sometime, get her to see how the Fire Elemental works. Perhaps,
since we’re being civil to each other, you could help her out? Do
we have a deal?”

“Deal. Talk to you later.” Seeing Ella
wouldn’t be a bad thing. She was a good kid.

He hung up the phone, only to be faced with
another quandary. What kind of flowers should he buy for Abby?

 



 CHAPTER
EIGHT

With ease and grace, Carlyle turned the gold
coin over each knuckle, moving it across his ash-skinned hand. He
would need payment for Charon, ferryman of the underworld, to make
his 2 p.m. appointment with Lucifer. No free rides, not even in
Hell.

Carlyle waited on the soot-covered shore next
to the River Styx for what seemed like hours. Time was relative
down here, as were many things. Sinister music played from a
distant organ, one he couldn’t locate. He glanced around, admiring
the new decorative touches Lucifer had added in recent months: hate
symbols etched in deep purple, crimson swastikas, graffiti in
Sanskrit.

Finally, Charon steered his boat to the
shore’s edge. He wore a grey cloak, had hollow cheeks, and eyes
black like empty caverns. And he never spoke a word.

With an outstretched hand, scarred from the
fires of Hell, he indicated the need for payment.

Carlyle gave him the gold coin, being careful
not to touch him.

Charon tucked the coin in his cloak. Then, as
his dark eyes seemed to sink deeper into their sockets, he gestured
for Carlyle to climb aboard.

Careful to maintain balance, Carlyle stepped
onto the narrow boat and sat down. The boat glided over the glassy
water, which glowed red underneath them. On the side banks, souls
from every circle of Hell screamed out in pain, a dirge of
agony.

“Quite the warm welcome,” Carlyle said.

He hadn’t meant it as a pun but for
distraction. They’d sailed for several moments, but it had seemed
an eternity. With no conversation, only screams of agony from every
direction, Carlyle was ready to start a monologue on the weather
just to keep his mind in check.

Charon steered the boat over to the river’s
banks, and then pointed.

“Here?” Carlyle asked. They weren’t at
Lucifer’s den entrance but near treacherous onyx rocks and granite
boulders. “Can’t you take me further, to the main entrance?”

A bony finger pointed to the rocks, yet
again.

Well, crap. Carlyle brushed himself off,
stood up, and stepped off the boat. “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

Charon didn’t respond, didn’t smile. He only
turned the boat around, glared at Carlyle with deadened eyes, and
sailed away.

Now came the hard part. How could Carlyle
scale the maze of boulders blocking the main entrance? There wasn’t
a footpath.

With trepidation, he stepped between two
boulders. Pain shot through his ankle. He looked down; it had
wedged in the cracks. Damn it. He bit his lip to ignore the pain,
and hoisted himself up with his torso muscles. Now he looked like
some version of the Vitruvian man, spread-eagled between giant
stones and trying to maintain balance.

The embarrassing thought crossed Carlyle’s
mind—what if Lucifer had a video feed to this area, and he was
laughing? But why? Carlyle had always shown respect to his Master,
never daring to assume greater authority than what he was given.
Was this some kind of trick, a way to get Carlyle off his game
before the meeting began?

If so, the plan was working.

After stumbling two more times and hitting
his shoulder on a shiny rock, he reached the entrance to Lucifer’s
den. About damn time.

A large ram’s head with glowing gold horns
hung above the doorway, along with a sign: Abandon hope, all who
enter.

Nothing like a little encouragement before
meeting the big guy.

“That you, Carlyle?” a deep voice asked. “You
may enter.”

Carlyle brushed off his suit before walking
into the den. He wanted to appear presentable, a goal easier met if
he hadn’t been forced to scale large rocks. But no matter. He
needed this meeting to go well. Not only to enlist Lucifer in his
strategy, but because any meetings with the Master which didn’t go
well had unfortunate repercussions.

With what confidence remained, Carlyle
stepped through the gateway. Immediately, his skin tingled. “Yes,
Master. I apologize if I appear out of breath.”

Lucifer laughed. “Charon drop you by the
rocks? What did you do to piss him off?”

“I have no idea. He doesn’t talk.”

“Perhaps he chooses not to talk to you.”

Carlyle’s stomach clenched. “At any rate, I’m
glad to be here now. With you, Master.”

Lucifer arose from his gold-plated chair and
walked to the bar. He fixed himself a scotch, single malt, twelve
years old. He wore a tailored suit, had salt and pepper hair, and
aqua eyes. Today, anyway. He could assume any form he chose.
Obviously for now, he’d chosen the refined lawyer persona.

“Don’t be a kiss-ass, Carlyle. You’re better
than such things.”

“Point taken, Sir.” Carlyle eyed the
drink.

“Go ahead. Fix one yourself.”

Lucifer strutted around the room like a
peacock showing off his feathers. “And tell me why you’ve come. I
postponed the Killing Fields for this.”

“The Killing Fields?”

Lucifer’s eyes gleamed. “Our newest
entertainment, named after the 70s movie. Whores and televangelists
pitted against each other. Last one left standing wins.”

“Sounds intriguing.” Carlyle glanced at the
bookshelf, filled with trophies from various games they’d created
for entertainment. Some things never changed.

“So what do you want? I’ve already given you
authority to reap suicide victims.” Lucifer sat down and sipped his
drink, his icy stare both intense and frightening. “One might say
I’ve given you an edge over the other clans.”

Carlyle swallowed. Now was the time of
reckoning. Focus. You can do this.

“I’m grateful for the chance to reap more
souls. But a snag getting in our way—”

“Snag?” Lucifer appeared bored, like a parent
who’d been bothered one too many times by a petulant child.

“A woman doctor has overturned some of our
captures, saved them from dying on the trauma table. I want to ask
you for additional ways we can gain strength on Earth.”

Lucifer clanked his glass down on a
leaf-shaped table. “Our kind garners strength from black iron, of
which there’s an abundance in Manhattan.” He pulled out a map.
“Venture to the Upper West Side brownstones if you need more. And
consider yourself lucky to not be stationed in the Bible Belt. Then
you’d have churches and cemeteries draining your energy on every
street corner.”

“Yes, of course.” Carlyle felt his control
slipping away. He hadn’t meant to sound ungrateful. Did Master
think that?

“I just thought, perhaps you could see your
way clear—”

“Spit it out, Carlyle. I’m bored with
you.”

Bored with me? Better than angry, but
Carlyle couldn’t help but feel a pinch of hurt.

“Sir, what if you allowed us to garner
strength from the bright lights on Broadway, the jumbo-trons in
Times Square that cut into the black sky? We’d be able to reap
souls by the thousands. Think about it, night never falls on New
York. More power for us means more soldiers for you, all of which
will reflect upon your great bounty.”

Lucifer cocked one eyebrow. “Are you trying
to appeal to my ego, Carlyle?”

Absolutely. “I only offer what is your
due respect.”

With narrowed eyes, Lucifer stroked his chin.
“Very well, I accept your proposal. I will bestow my power into the
bright lights in Times Square and on Broadway.”

“Thank you, Master. You won’t be
disappointed.” Carlyle hoped he wasn’t grinning like a silly idiot,
but the excitement seemed to literally bubble through him. All the
power would be theirs—and soon.

“But you must do something for me,” Lucifer
said.

And there it was—the price. Lucifer made his
mark on the world by striking deals. Nothing was free.

“Anything, Master.”

Lucifer sat back in his chair and smiled.
“Tell me more about this woman doctor.”

 



CHAPTER NINE

Phoenix’s eyes scanned
multiple rows of peach roses, pink carnations, yellow daisies and
every other flower known to humankind. Manhattan had its own niche
in the floral business. Dozens of flower markets filled every other
corner in Manhattan, and he’d already been to three this afternoon.
Same result each time, he’d left empty-handed. Wasn’t there an
I’m-sorry-I’m-made-of-Fire-and-I-can’t-tell-you kind of
floral arrangement?

Red roses were too serious; they implied
love. He didn’t like the wilted look of daisies. And he didn’t want
to be the guy who bought wimpy-like flowers. Damn, this was one
complicated human tradition.

“Can I help you?” the saleswoman asked. With
the peasant blouse, long flowy skirt, and turquoise jewelry, she
looked like she’d stepped out of the 60s.

“I need…apology flowers.”

Apology flowers? How lame do I sound?

The woman nodded as if the request was
normal. “Light colored roses send a nice message, as do spider
mums.”

“Which ones are your favorites?” Phoenix
asked. Not that this hippie-mama resembled Abby in any way.

The woman shrugged. “Spider mums go well with
peach roses, mixed with baby’s breath.”

He tried not to laugh. Or choke. Baby’s
breath? What on Earth was baby’s breath? They get a child to burp
on the blooms? He needed to find a human handbook.

“This,” the woman said, gathering stems and
placing them amongst a batch of peach roses.

“Oh.”

“Should I bunch some up for you?”

“Sure.”

May as well. Now he just needed Abby to like
it. If the ol’ ‘it’s the effort that counts’ was true, he deserved
a medal. He put a lot of damn effort into getting her flowers. More
than any human male, he was certain.

The woman clipped stems, bunched baby’s
breath, and tied a peach-colored ribbon around the whole thing. “I
hope she likes them.”

“Me, too.”

He paid the woman and turned to walk down
3rd Avenue toward the hospital. Glanced at his watch,
which said 2 p.m. Abby would be getting off shift soon, unless
she’d changed her schedule in the last few hours. He’d called ahead
to check, figuring he could meet her outside the entrance like
Brooke suggested.

In what world did Brooke’s advice work? He
shoved the pesky question out of his thoughts. The plan had to
succeed, if he wanted to take down Carlyle and keep Mercury off his
back.

#

When Abby exited the hospital, Phoenix almost
slid off the bench he’d been sitting on. Her light brown hair
appeared golden in the sun’s diagonal rays. It was like watching a
beautiful bonfire. She was beautiful, just—puzzling.

He stood up and approached her, flowers in
hand. “Abby.”

When she saw him, her eyes widened. The
miniscule hint of a smile that had been on her face vanished.
“Phoenix. What are you doing here?”

“I brought you these.” He handed her the
flowers and grinned. Now everything was back to normal.

She seemed to force a smile. “Thanks. You
shouldn’t have.”

His stomach clenched. Weren’t the flowers
supposed to make her rush into his arms and forgive everything?
That’s how it worked in the movies. He’d spent his last day off
watching a bunch of them in an effort to understand human
relationships. He really needed to write a complaint letter to
Hollywood. They had been doing it wrong.

“Abby, I wanted to try and explain some
things.”

She tilted her head, her hazel eyes going
green with mistrust. “Like what? You said you had to keep secrets
from me. I don’t have room in my life for secrets.”

“I don’t want to stop seeing you.” Yikes.
Where had that come from?

Her expression registered as much surprise as
he felt. “Since when are we seeing each other, Phoenix? We went out
for a nice cup of coffee, followed by you stalking me back to the
hospital where a patient disappeared and you started a web of
lies.”

He pointed to her hand. “I included baby’s
breath in the flowers.” Shouldn’t that get him a little leeway on
her inquisition-style questioning?

She narrowed her eyes. “They’re lovely. Thank
you. But about my earlier point—”

Phoenix swallowed hard. If Mercury insisted
on getting Abby’s help, couldn’t he have given Phoenix a heads-up
on how to handle a female like this one?

“I need your help, Abby. I want to stop the
suicides from skyrocketing—”

“Do you know a Carlyle?”

Heat flared through Phoenix’s fingers. How
did she know about Carlyle? Maybe he could change the subject, not
answer her directly?

“If we could work together, help stop the
suicide rate—”

“I like your motivation,” she said. “But tell
me more about Carlyle. Do you know him?”

Phoenix shifted his weight from one foot to
another. “It’s complicated.”

“Then forget it. I can’t work with someone
who isn’t open with me—”

“Open with you? Let’s put the shoe on the
other foot, shall we?” Irritation prickled his skin and surged all
the way to his mouth. “You’re so focused on your work and your
patients at your hospital that you’re afraid to live. It took an
Act of Congress for you to have a cup of coffee with me in the
Village. Why? What is so terrible to be afraid of? I’ll bet you
have scars and secrets too, Abby. Don’t be hypocritical.”

She opened her mouth but nothing came out. A
second later, she pursed her lips. Uh oh. This couldn’t be good.
Why had he opened his big mouth?

“Hypocritical? Why don’t we talk about the
choke hold you did on my patient? You may pretend you’re all
caring-feeling, but I see a diabolical jerk.” She shook her head.
“I’m done. I’m going home.”

He grabbed her wrist. “Abby.”

She jolted her hand free and twisted his
behind his back in the process. “Don’t touch me.”

Ouch. “I only want to talk.”

Releasing his hand, she regained her
composure. “And I don’t.”

“But I brought you flowers—”

“And that gives you the right to criticize me
and demand my time? Time to listen to your ongoing explanations
without ever telling me the truth?”

“Well…” That’s what I thought flowers were
for.

She scoffed. “Take your damn flowers back,
then.” She pushed the blooms against his chest, causing the baby’s
breath to come apart. Snowy blossoms fell to his shirt and clung
there.

“Please?”

Crap, had he resorted to begging?

“Don’t come here again.” She stormed off.

For a long second, Phoenix stood there,
flower petals surrounding his feet. How was he supposed to get Abby
to help him if she hated the very sight of him? How could he avoid
Universe’s wrath if he couldn’t even get close to Abby?

Both were questions without answers. Right
now, Phoenix was only certain about one thing. He wanted to find
whoever came up with the idea of giving flowers to a woman. Then he
wanted to kick them in the ass.

 



CHAPTER TEN

The next morning, Abby
took a swig of her mint latte, almost spilling it as the metro bus
choked and started. Behind her haggard reflection in the window,
the Midtown streets passed her by. Lavish restaurants with awnings,
shiny glass high-rises, banks on every corner.

Phoenix’s accusations from last night echoed
in her ears. How she had no life. How she only focused on her work
at the hospital. Damn it, why couldn’t she get him out of her head?
He was living rent free in her mind, and it was time to evict.

Besides, what was wrong with loving her job?
New York was the workaholic’s paradise. In Midtown, especially the
upper 40s and 50s streets, people walked with purpose in their
stride. Men in suits hurried to financial planning meetings; young
teens clumped together and talked on cell phones; women downed
espressos and sprinted in high heels to their next
presentation.

So why had Phoenix ragged on her, treated her
like an idiot for not having a social life?

Her career focus could only benefit those
patients in her care. She leaned her head against the window,
rapping it several times. Right. Provided she didn’t lose any more
patients on her watch.

Even if she wasn’t liable for the stomach
gunshots and suicide attempts, any loss of life haunted her,
twisted her insides and became a part of who she was. That’s why
she needed to figure out a way to stop the rash of suicides, maybe
finally do a community outreach or something, like she kept
planning.

Phoenix seemed to know more about the
suicides than he admitted. No. Put the thought away. She could
handle this on her own. Her department chair would listen,
especially if she approached him from a financial angle. The
suicide rescues had to be costing the city money, every time a
bridge closed for a jumper or more doctors had to be on call.

Money always demanded attention from the
higher-ups.

At the near corner, she stepped off the bus
and walked through the hospital breezeway door with a sense of
newfound resolve. This was her hospital, her life.
She needed to ensure its survival, meaning she had to take
action.

After dropping off her personal items in the
locker room, she approached the nurse’s station. “Morning, Ruth.
What’s on track for today?”

The day shift nurse looked up. “Fractured
sternum in 702, sole survivor from last night. And you have four
patients wanting their fix of painkillers.”

The rotating door of people wanting strong
painkillers was normal. She would deal with them shortly. But the
fractured sternum caught her attention.

“Survivor?”

Ruth’s eyes widened. “You didn’t see the news
last night? Bus crash killed twenty-four people. Apparently the
driver had a death wish.”

Abby’s stomach cramped at hearing Ruth’s
words. Could this be related to the slew of suicides, or had the
driver truly lost control?

“I’ll check on 702 after awhile,” Abby said.
“Are the other crash victims in the morgue?”

“Yep.”

Abby shook her head. “It’s going to overflow
soon.”

“Tell me about it,” Ruth said. “But they
don’t listen to me around here.”

If the powers that be want to keep this
place running, they’d better listen to me.

“I’m going to stop by Washburn’s office
first, and then I’ll check out our latest round of patients wanting
Oxy.”

“You’re going to see the top dog?”

Abby grinned. “Yep. I’ll put in a good word
for ya.”

“You do that.” Ruth took a sip of coffee from
a cup labeled I hate mornings.

After going up four floors in the elevator,
Abby stepped out and walked down to Doctor John Washburn’s office.
This was her chance to mention the increase in suicides, offer her
suggestions for prevention.

A chance to make a difference, the best part
of her job.

“Excuse me, Dr. Washburn?”

He sat at his desk, focused and typing.
“Yes?”

She stepped inside his office. Not too close
to his desk. Maintain personal space and professional decorum.
“You’ve always encouraged an open-door policy, and I wanted to
mention something—”

“What’s on your mind?”

He barely looked up from his monitor. Typical
executive response, but she still had to try.

“Sir, I’ve noticed recent increases in
suicide attempts coming through our doors. Last night, twenty-four
people were killed in a bus crash.”

He looked up, his chocolate eyes staring at
her. “You know better than to make assumptions. That could be bad
driving, not necessarily a means to kill everyone on board.”

“True. I intend to question the survivor in a
few minutes. But in terms of our morgue and ER filling up, I wanted
to mention my concerns, especially after the increasing deaths last
month—”

“Dr. Adams, these are tough financial
times.”

He stopped typing and clasped his hands on
top of his desk. “I know this is only your fifth year with us, but
we see these patterns emerge every so often. It’s nothing you can
prevent. This city tends to eat people up and spit them out on our
hospital doorstep. Some jump off skyscrapers. Some shoot themselves
in the stomach—”

“I worked on that patient—” Not the best
memory to have right now.

“Yes, I know.” His gaze was pensive, intense.
“And you did the right thing. We can’t prevent suicides; only do
what we can to save them.”

This wasn’t the supportive response she
wanted from her boss. She was getting nowhere and fast. Her brain
filtered through ideas until she finally spouted one aloud.

“What if I did some research on the numbers?
See if there is a pattern to this recent rash in suicides? I could
run some reports to show my findings.”

He stroked his chin, deep in thought. “Don’t
you have enough responsibilities at the hospital? And, there’s also
your personal life.”

“This hospital is my life, sir.”

Did no one understand that? First Phoenix
complained, now her boss?

He tilted his head. “You need to find a
balance, Abby. I’m afraid more research will only burn you out
further—”

“I don’t get burned out, sir.” And why
can’t you see I’m trying to help you? “I’d like to try. Maybe
we could join up with an outreach group to help the public deal
with their problems. With the hospital’s name behind it, this could
be a great strategy—”

“Let’s table this request for a month,” he
said, his voice as calm and rational as a robot. “We can revisit it
then. Meanwhile, try to find a balance when you’re not on
duty.”

“But sir, another month could mean our morgue
would overflow with bodies.”

“Then we’ll transfer incoming bodies to other
hospitals. I can’t set up a program like this, even if you take on
most of the work.”

“But you don’t understand—”

He flashed up a hand. “Try to save the ones
you can. Once I get through these yearly budgets and finish the
audit prep, we’ll discuss your plan further.”

She opened her mouth to offer another
suggestion, but it didn’t matter. His eyes darted back to his
monitor, with a blasé, “That’s all. I need to get back to
work.”

“Can I set up a meeting with you in thirty
days to discuss it, if you can’t now?” Get something down on the
calendar, make a plan.

He let out a tiresome sigh. “Sure, talk to my
assistant. Now go check on those patients you can help. Don’t
stress over the ones you can’t.”

She nodded and walked out. Well, great. He
was in denial about the whole thing. Or he was too busy to care.
Had he even listened to a word she said? How could he be so
shortsighted, not to see their morgue would be stacked with corpses
unless these suicides stopped?

#

Eleven hours later, Abby forced her eyes to
stay open. What a crazy day. Had the peak in suicide attempts also
brought the addicts out in droves?

Emergency rooms had long been known as
outlets for those wanting a drug fix. People feigned injuries, told
blatant lies, anything they could to get their hands on Oxy or
other substances. But eighty addicts in one shift? Such a huge
spike was unheard of—until now.

She’d done her best to do what she always
had: assess each need, and then offer a non-narcotic means of
relief. Strange how many people refused Tylenol when it made up
part of the Oxycodone drugs they so craved.

However, eleven hours filled with cussing and
complaints—along with one woman who’d spit on her and had to be
escorted out by security—had been enough to make Abby think twice
about being a workaholic.

She rubbed her eyes, willing to stay awake.
The floodgates of the ER had finally let up, and she needed to
analyze the latest death toll numbers no matter what her boss
said.

The suicide attempts, the successes, the
failures, and patient data filled each colorful bar on her screen’s
chart display. Could this be correct? Ten coma patients had died in
one month? Such numbers were too far-fetched to be a coincidence,
but it seemed better than the alternative—a pattern.

No one on the hospital staff had run the
queries she’d input. Deaths, yes, but never alongside coma stats
and accident victims. Meaning the hospital might not realize what
was happening. Departments tended to work like silos: everyone
focusing on their own tasks and not seeing the big picture.

Her mind wandered to the patient she and
Phoenix had searched for in the morgue—only to find nothing. So
where were the bodies? Ten bodies would be difficult to hide.

A nurse approached. “Dr. Adams, the patient
from earlier? The sole survivor to the crash? He’s asking for you.
He’s been moved to patient room 200.”

“Sure,” Abby said. “Hey, have you seen these
statistical anomalies in the computer?”

“What anomalies?”

“Ten coma patients died within the last few
weeks. That’s unheard of in any stats listing I know of.”

The nurse’s eyes widened. “That is strange. I
need to check back with the desk. You’ll follow up on room
200?”

“Yeah, just give me a sec.”

Abby returned her gaze to the strange numbers
in front of her. Coma patients weren’t the only deaths. Intensive
Care Unit, ER—all had increased numbers.

What the hell was happening?

She clicked the application closed, but not
before saving it to a personal zip drive. With her department chair
not keen on listening to her right now, she would gather her own
evidence. Maybe show Phoenix. Maybe. She wasn’t about to share her
secrets if he didn’t share his.

Moments later, she entered Jack Koswell’s
room 200. He lay on the bed, his leg bandaged from burns and his
hands wrapped in gauze.

“Mr. Koswell?” Abby asked. “You wanted to see
me?”

He nodded. “How long have I been here?”

“Since last night.” She checked his chart.
“How are you feeling?”

“I feel numb.” He looked out the window, his
blue eyes as hopeless as his mood.

“Do you remember anything about the
crash?”

He shook his head. “The cops already grilled
me. All I remember is the driver getting a wild look in his eyes.
Seconds later, he ran us off the road.”

She sat down on the spare chair and studied
Mr. Koswell’s body language. Narrowed brows, dilated pupils,
anything to gain more information. “Can you describe the wild
look?”

“Wide eyes, almost like he wasn’t…alive. No
life behind his creepy glance.”

The earnestness in Mr. Koswell’s words sent a
cold shiver across her arms. She crossed them, needing to maintain
professional decorum.

“Tell me, did he say anything to you?”

His eyes narrowed. “Yes.”

“What did he say, Mr. Koswell?”

She hoped his answer would give her a clue as
to what happened. Maybe the crash had been coincidence, but
something was amiss in Manhattan—and she needed to find out
what.

“He got this sinister grin on his face,” the
patient said. “Then he—”

“What?”

Her hands had balled into nervous fists now,
but she kept her arms crossed.

“He said Carlyle would bestow his just
reward. I remember because Carlyle is such an odd name. Who names
their kid something so formal anymore?”

She unclasped her hands and wiped them on her
white coat. Phoenix had mentioned Carlyle, too. Did Phoenix know
how to reach him, how to stop him? Who exactly was this Carlyle?
She sighed. This meant she needed to talk to Phoenix again.

“Anything else?” she asked.

“No.” The man’s eyes darkened, and his arms
began to shake. “Just—” and his voice shook.

“Just what?” she asked, calm as she
could.

“Keep me out of pain, doc.”

“Absolutely.”

She scribbled orders for extra morphine onto
his chart. His fear of pain, his shaky voice, his mention of
Carlyle all sent a surge of uneasiness into her bones. He seemed to
be begging her to keep him safe. A normal request, one she
generally had the ability to master. But for the first time, she
didn’t know if she could honor his wishes. She was up against
something—or someone, like this mysterious Carlyle—and she had no
idea what lay ahead.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

When his cell began
playing Ice, Ice, Baby at full volume, Phoenix groaned. He’d
made it Brooke’s ringtone, a joke seeing as how she was a Water
Elemental. Of course, she hadn’t seen the humor in it. But he
could’ve selected a dozen tunes far less flattering.

He fumbled for the phone. “What?”

“Whoa. Someone woke up on the wrong side of
the bed.”

“Damn, Brooke. What are you doing calling me
at this hour?” He dug the palms of his hands into his eyelids. His
eyelids actually ached.

“It’s eleven-thirty in the morning. I thought
you Yankees woke up early, read the New York Times, were actually
productive on occasion.”

Phoenix grumbled and hurled a pillow against
the wall. “Late night at work. I had to lift a five-hundred-pound
man onto a stretcher. Then the guy’s dog bit me.”

“Did you get the bite checked out? You know
if it gets infected—”

“I’m fine.” Yet it itched. He grabbed some
antibiotic cream and applied it liberally. “Don’t know why the
largest people always have the smallest dogs.”

“Listen, the reason I’m calling—”

“Yeah?”

He longed to curl back up and collapse. She
needed to spit it out and then let him resume the all-important
task of the day—sleep. A pang shot through his heart as he glanced
at the calendar. He’d scheduled a lunch with Abby, but that was
before she said she never wanted to talk to him again.

“I thought I’d check on you,” Brooke said.
“How did the flowers work?”

He grimaced. “Backfired. Next question?”

“I talked to my old mentor, Riviera. She had
some interesting things to say.”

Phoenix’s adrenaline spiked. Suddenly, sleep
no longer mattered. “Like what?”

“Rumor is, Carlyle is trying to take over the
whole Eastern seaboard, not just the Northeast.”

Phoenix’s head began to throb. “Why? Lucifer
wants power, but he won’t let one group of Fallen Angels outrank
the other.”

“Maybe in the past he wouldn’t,” Brooke said.
“Things went poorly in New Orleans with Soren and Dominick, two of
Lucifer’s favorites. And with Cristos now missing, who knows what
these Fallen Angels are plotting? I thought you deserved a
heads-up, either way.”

Damn it. Why had she done him a kindness?
This meant he’d need to repay her someday. Most people would
welcome a nice gesture, but he’d had too much history with Brooke
to accept her help gracefully.

Not that he would soon have a choice. If
Carlyle and his Infernal League of Fallen Angels expanded their
territory, succeeded in enlarging their army to extend past New
York, then Phoenix would need to bring in reinforcements. No
Elemental could handle that alone.

“Thanks,” he muttered, yet the word didn’t
seem to be enough.

“Riviera didn’t say much, just to watch for
Fallen Angels who are encroaching on other territories.”

“Great,” Phoenix said. “Carlyle probably has
his eye on the whole country, not just the Eastern seaboard.”

“Maybe. Just be careful. I don’t have the
inside scoop anymore. Not with Cristos gone.”

Brooke sighed audibly on the other end of the
line. Maybe he needed to cut her a break. She’d had all the cards
stacked in her favor for a long time, but without Cristos, she
didn’t have an edge anymore. She’d have to fight evil no matter who
was in power.

Just like he’d always had to.

“I need to go,” Phoenix said. “Thanks for the
update.” What else could he say? His life had gone from bad to
worse in the span of one phone call.

“You apologize to Abby yet?”

“Apologize? Not in so many words. I can’t
tell her I’m an Elemental, Brooke. I’ve only said I wish I could
tell her more but I can’t. That’s sort of an apology, right?”

“Maybe try a romantic gesture. She has to be
affected when her patients can’t be saved. Try again.”

And if I get flowers tossed in my face once
more?

“I’ll try.”

“Keep me updated,” Brooke said. “Fallen
Angels have their specific zones, just like we do. If Carlyle is
attempting to take over the USA, that’ll be an all-out-war.”

“Exactly.” He didn’t want to think about the
possibilities. Time to get her off the phone. “Okay, bye.”

He clicked the phone off, rubbed his face,
and groaned. Was Carlyle really planning a massive takeover? That
would mean Hell on Earth. Literally.

The last time there’d been a war for pride
and ownership had been many millennia ago. That’s when Lucifer fell
from heaven, along with the rest of the Fallen Angels.

Phoenix swallowed hard. Elementals and Fallen
Angels had co-existed with humanity because both sides respected
the boundaries. Boundaries that had been put in place after the
first war. Now Carlyle wanted to start a war of his own?

Humanity might not survive this go-round.

 



CHAPTER TWELVE

Phoenix wiped his sweaty
hands on his jeans. Even though it was ten o’clock at night, heat
seared through his pores like a scorching day in the desert. Part
of that came with the territory; Fire Elementals were hot natured.
Part of it was nerves. He longed to be in his apartment, where he
had unlimited air conditioning included with the rent.

Part of him longed to be anywhere but here,
waiting to talk to Abby.

The hospital door swooshed open and closed
with staffers going home for the night. He watched and waited.
Would she be civil when she saw him? Or would she toss something
else in his face?

Within a few minutes, Abby came outside. Her
determined stride to reach the bus stop only took seconds. She did
everything fast, never taking time to enjoy herself. Why didn’t she
just hail a taxi at this late hour? Not an awful time to get on the
bus, but a taxi would be safer.

The city bus whooshed to a stop, and she
stepped on. Then it started off down the street. Crap. This bus
didn’t wait long. He’d hoped to catch it, too. Now he’d have to run
for it.

Fortunately, even buses couldn’t go super
fast along Midtown Streets with the traffic. Three minutes later,
Phoenix reached the bus and hopped on.

She didn’t even glance up when he walked past
her row. Typical New Yorker; everyone kept to themselves. He took a
seat two rows behind her.

When she pulled the cord to signal a stop, he
was ready. Fortunately, it was a popular spot and three other
people stood up to leave, too. Phoenix kept his distance and
followed her. What was the best way to approach a conversation with
her?

Around the next corner, a short guy wearing a
gray hoodie jumped in front of her, grabbed her purse strap.

“What the—?” Abby said, tugging on her purse.
“Hey, let go!”

The thug pulled a knife. She didn’t flinch,
just stood ready and willing to fight with every ounce of
stubbornness in her being.

“Don’t fight me, lady,” the guy spat, in a
hoarse voice.

Wait a second. Was this thug’s voice
familiar?

“Hey! Leave her alone,” Phoenix yelled.

Abby turned in surprise. “Phoenix? What are
you doing here?”

With her distracted, the thug yanked on her
purse, pulling it off her arm.

Phoenix clenched his fist, ready to hurl a
punch. Then he got a look at the guy. Glassy eyes, deadpan face.
Not fully human. Must be one of Carlyle’s cronies.

He had no choice. A knockout punch wouldn’t
work. He’d need to use fire. With lightning speed, Phoenix wrapped
his glowing red fingers around the guy’s wrist.

“Ouch! Hey, what the—?”

“Who sent you?” Phoenix said.

Thug guy yelped in pain, but didn’t talk.

Phoenix squeezed tighter, watching the red
heat singe the guy’s arm hairs. Yuck. He’d forgotten how awful
flesh smelled when it burned.

The thug’s eyes squinted, his entire face
tense from the pain. “Please, my skin is blistering!”

“And you haven’t answered my question,”
Phoenix said.

Abby’s purse had tumbled to the ground. She
picked it up, stepping back. “Phoenix, stop hurting him. Let’s call
the cops.”

“No cops,” Phoenix said. “This one is mine.
I’ll explain later.”

Damn, why was Abby always around when he
needed to use his Elemental side?

“What if I don’t believe you?” Abby said.
“You keep secrets, remember?”

Phoenix tried to go for a charming grin. “I’m
stubborn, honey. I wanted to take you out for another cup of
coffee.”

The thug let out a long screech. “Please let
me go.”

“After you tell me who sent you.”
Phoenix reached for the guy’s other wrist. “We’re on a low heat
setting right now. Want me to ratchet up the temp to boiling?”

“Okay, okay! I’ll talk. Stop hurting me.”

“Phoenix, he said he’ll talk. Cut it out,”
Abby said.

Her eyes were round, her hair soft in the
moonlight. She really was one of those humans who believed in the
best in everyone. Not many did anymore. Admiration for this human
beauty surged through him.

“Please,” the thug begged, his forearm
turning deep scarlet.

Phoenix stopped the fire pressure, but kept a
grip on the guy’s wrist. “Talk.”

“He’ll kill me.”

“Aha. Who will kill you? Because I have a
feeling you’re already dead.”

The guy’s eyes widened. “How did you
know?”

“Give me a name. Or I’ll charbroil other
parts of you.” Phoenix glanced to the guy’s groin with a smirk.

“Okay, okay. Braden.”

“Braden? Not Carlyle?”

“I don’t know who Carlyle is,” the guy said.
“Braden told me I needed to get more info on her.” He pointed to
Abby.

“What?” Phoenix said, tightening his grip.
“Why were you supposed to learn more about her?”

Thug guy winced. “You said you’d show mercy.
C’mon, I can’t tell you.”

“I don’t understand,” Abby said.

Her eyes darkened, like she was calculating
this entire conversation in some attempt to understand it. Phoenix
frowned. This was not the way he saw tonight going. Eventually, he
would have to tell her who he really was—for her own
protection.

“I’ll explain later,” he said.

“Where have I heard that before?” She rolled
her eyes. Really, rolling her eyes at him? In the middle of them
catching a purse thief, she was pulling out all her human wiles to
dismiss him?

“Why don’t I leave and you two can figure
this out?” the thug asked.

Phoenix’s resolve returned. He would deal
with Abby momentarily, but right now, it was time to get more info
out of Mr. Thug.

“Why were you supposed to attack Abby?”
Phoenix demanded.

“Braden wants her. I don’t know why. Please,
let me go. They’re going to torture me anyway.”

“Fine, I’ll let you go. On one
condition.”

“Anything.” The thug’s eyes were wide,
fearful of being burned again.

“You tell Braden to stay the hell away from
her.”

The thug winced in pain. “I’ll deliver your
message, but don’t expect him to cooperate. He never does.”

“We’ll see about that,” Phoenix said. He
released his grip. The guy took off running.

Whew. Okay. Now the tough part—Abby.

Gain her trust. Walk with her. Listen.
All the things Brooke and cable television had taught him about
humanity. Maybe then, Abby would be more receptive.

He reached out to take her hand. She withdrew
in a flash.

“Listen, Abby—”

She turned and glared at him, a ferocious
defiance beaming from her gorgeous green-hazel eyes. “No, you
listen. You tell me the truth about who you are, or I’ll kill you
myself.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Phoenix stared out the
window to judge how long this cab ride would be. A typical ride
from Midtown to the Village was fifteen minutes—if it wasn’t rush
hour and if some U.N. bigwig wasn’t in town. Fifteen minutes that
can be filled with conversation, seeing the tiny lights of the
skyline, and enjoying New York.

Not this cab ride. This was the longest one
in history.

Rather than tell Abby everything in the
middle of 52nd Street, Phoenix had convinced her to go
to La Lanterna again, where they could have some privacy.

But this cab ride had taken forever, and a
tense awkwardness hung in the air. Abby kept her distance, scooting
over to the window to get further away from him. Guess he couldn’t
blame her, but it wasn’t his decision to make Elemental powers
secret to humans.

Now Phoenix would have to break that secret.
What on Earth was he supposed to tell her once they arrived?
Gee, I’m an Elemental and you humans aren’t alone on Earth? Oh,
and by the way, Fallen Angels want your soul?

He gazed at her, hoping to make eye contact.
She kept her head turned, solely focused on her window. He sighed.
May as well enjoy the scenery, because she didn’t want to talk. At
least, not yet. The tall, glass skyscrapers in Midtown, all lit up
at night, slowly transformed to shorter, red brick buildings of the
Village. Such a different architectural feel, and they’d only
travelled a short distance.

Finally, the cabbie pulled in front of La
Lanterna. Abby leapt from the cab door like a bird taking to
flight, and she darted up the steps to go inside.

Phoenix sighed. No way would she fall for the
ol’, “the fire you saw was magic” explanation. Mercury must have
been crazy to suggest he use that whopper.

Phoenix paid the cabbie and went inside to
join her, where she waited at his favorite table near the window.
Had it only been a week since they’d come to this very spot?

“So,” she began as she folded a napkin into
her lap, “tell me who you are.”

His chest tightened, and for a moment a
sweeping feel of nausea overcame him. Keep your cool. Mercury
wanted you to get her help.

“Can we order first?” Any stalling tactic
would be good.

She glared for a moment, but nodded. “Where’s
your favorite waiter?”

He looked around. No sign of Ruben. “Guess
he’s off tonight. No worries. The service here is great
regardless.”

“I’m going to the restroom. Order me a
cappuccino.”

Her tone was abrupt, but he couldn’t tell if
she was angry or simply impatient to find out the truth.

“I’d be happy to,” he said.

She walked over to the stairway, and Phoenix
tried to swallow. This was going to be more difficult than he
thought. He tried to compile his thoughts, but instead of clear
words passing through his brain, all he saw was an infinite spiral.
Like the kind in those Twilight Zone TV shows.

A waiter came by, Phoenix ordered for him and
Abby.

When she approached, Phoenix stood up. A long
time ago, gentlemen did such things. Manners might ease his way
back into her heart. Maybe.

She smiled and blushed, then sat down. For a
minute, Phoenix thought he might be able to get on her good
side.

“So, I repeat,” Abby said, “Tell me who you
are.”

He took a deep breath. “It’s a long
story.”

“I’ve got time.”

The waiter approached with their drinks. A
welcome distraction, but all too brief.

“I want to know how you can create fire, how
you burned that guy, why the suicides are happening, and who the
hell is Carlyle? I think you know more than you’re telling me. And
what’s happening to my patients?”

He didn’t know exactly how a deer in
headlights looked, but he was pretty sure that would describe his
facial expression. “That’s a lot of questions.”

“No more lies. Talk to me.”

He let out a sigh. “Okay.”

This was it. He had to tell her the truth, no
matter the consequences. Maybe there wouldn’t even be any. Hell,
Water Elemental Brooke had broken the rules and got away with
everything. Surely, Universe would understand exactly how stubborn
Abby Adams was. Some humans pulsed with sheer tenacity, a will to
achieve something that no force can reckon with. Abby Adams was
that type of human. He’d never be able to protect her, let alone
get her help, if she didn’t know the truth.

Keeping his voice a whisper, Phoenix leaned
forward. “What are your thoughts on the supernatural?”

She blinked. “Um, I don’t know. Why?”

“Because I happen to know that supernatural
beings live amongst humanity. Good and evil, both sides. Whether
you call it religion, supernatural, magic, beings that watch over
us—the point is, it’s true.”

“Are you saying you’re someone
supernatural?”

Her expression was blank. She’d make an
expert poker player. Someday, he’d have to teach her to play. She
probably never played any games in her life. He guessed every ounce
of energy she had, she put into studying and her career.

“Yes, I am,” he said.

She curled her lips into a grin. “And what
are your supernatural powers?”

“I have an ability to wield and use Fire,
Abby. You’ve seen what I can do.”

Her smile faded. “True, but I don’t
understand why—”

“I’m a Fire Elemental. Elementals walk the
Earth just like humans do. We live, undetected, in cities across
the world.”

She narrowed her eyes. “So, you’re saying
supernatural beings exist and live amongst us, and you’re one that
can conjure up fire. Out of thin air.”

“We need a source to garner it from, but
yes.”

He played with the flame in the table
centerpiece for a moment. His fingers teasing it, growing it,
making the fiery candle dance. Then he reached his hand across the
table to her, an invitation to touch.

She stared at it like it was a rat.

“I would never hurt you, Abby.”

He hoped she heard the earnestness in his
voice, because he meant every word.

“Let’s say I believe you, for argument’s
sake. Why do supernatural beings exist? And in New York City, for
crying out loud?”

This next part would be tricky. Phoenix took
a deep breath before speaking.

“Just like there are my kind, Elementals, who
do good on Earth, there are also evil groups, beings, who wish to
harm humans. Our job, my job, is to prevent that from
happening.”

She took a sip of her cappuccino. “So you’re
on the side of good, fighting evil? Are you one of those ComicCon
people?”

He glanced around the restaurant. The general
public seemed occupied with their dates, business meetings over
coffee, and he needed to make his point. “Put your napkin on the
table.”

She obliged, but with a dubious
expression.

He traced his fingers over the candle, and
then quickly burned her initials into her napkin, complete with a
smiley face. “Believe me now?”

Behind her wide-eyed stare, he saw an ounce
of belief.

“I’m not trying to frighten you. I’m trying
to protect you.” He thought a moment. “Better give me your napkin.
We don’t need extra attention.”

“Evil creatures are after me?” Her voice was
calm, plain, and matter-of-fact. Maybe she was in shock.

“Yes, but I’m not going to let them hurt you.
Don’t worry.”

She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.
Maybe he should keep talking, go over the basics. Discussing
background would be easier for her than dwelling on the danger.

“Elementals have existed since time began.
There are all kinds—Water, Fire, Earth, and Wind. We’re grouped
into teams of four and have territories assigned to us. Mine is New
York.”

“Who assigns these territories?”

“He goes by many titles. Universe, God, The
Creator, whatever you prefer.”

She blinked once, so slowly he could see
every lash descend, shut, and rise again.

“You wanted the truth, Abby. I’m telling
you.”

She lifted the white cappuccino mug to her
lips. “Go on.”

“My cover job is as an EMT—”

“Wait.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you saying
you’re not an EMT?”

“No, I am certified. But I used to be on Wall
Street. There was a need for EMTs, so here I am. Universe gets us
all the paperwork we need to blend into society.”

No sense admitting he was demoted for having
an attitude. He was already trying to get on her good side.

“So why have a real job at all, if you’re
some kind of superhero?” she asked.

He couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic.
She seemed genuinely curious, and at least she hadn’t stormed off.
The last time he’d been completely honest with a female, a co-Fire
Elemental, she’d literally run from him, and toward Harlem. Not a
confidence booster. What kind of man was he, if women run to Harlem
to get away from him?

“Phoenix?” she prompted. “Why be an EMT?”

How could he explain the many rules to her?
He racked his mind for some example, and then finally remembered
one of the popular comic books.

“Even Spiderman had a day job as a
photographer, right? Elementals need to blend in,” he said.
“Remaining hidden also helps us seek out the evil forces in our
areas.”

She brushed her hands through her hair, her
gaze steadfast. He wanted to squirm.

“So who is this Carlyle that everyone keeps
talking about? Is he one of these evil types?”

“Yes.”

“So what’s his super power?”

Phoenix bit his lip. “Raking evil across
innocent human souls and turning those humans into slaves.”

She cocked an eyebrow.

“Whether you choose to believe or not, there
are good and evil forces in this world. Carlyle is evil. So was
Alexi, that guy who appeared in the coma room.”

“Okayyy.” She took a swig of water.

“It’s true.”

“So why would these…evil beings…want to hang
out at a hospital? Why are they interested in coma patients?”

“My instinct tells me it relates to the
recent suicide attempts.” He paused for a long moment. “I could
certainly use your help in finding out for certain, though. I don’t
want anything to happen to those patients, either. Being an EMT
might be my cover job, but protecting humans from Carlyle is my
primary mission. I don’t want to see that evil SOB ruin the city
I’ve grown to love.”

“Nor do I,” she said.

“I do care for the patients, more than you
know,” he said.

“My patients,” she corrected.

He sighed. This was going to be harder than
he thought.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The following evening,
Abby stepped off the bus from work and walked toward her apartment.
The air was dark and humid, causing sweat droplets to form on the
back of her neck. Hot steam gust from the sewer grates lining the
street, turning the air white and adding to the humidity.

She strolled along, her conversation with
Phoenix playing over and over in her mind. Every few seconds, the
steam made a compressed whoosh sound. It was as if New York City
was a living thing, needing to breathe just like everyone else.
From the underground labyrinth of pipes, the city exhaled the
excess vapors.

She stopped to look at her reflection in a
Duane Reade window. Why couldn’t she shake Phoenix from her
mind?

The fire, that’s why.

Her intuition had been unmistakable. The
fire, Phoenix’s ability to conjure flames out of nothing—that was
the only part she couldn’t quantify with science, medicine, charts
and graphs.

A tiny part of her couldn’t help but
wonder…had Phoenix been telling the truth? She’d never embraced the
supernatural, but how else could he have wielded the fire? No
magician could do that without setup.

Just then, a stranger wearing gray and black
clothes knocked into her. She flattened her hands on the store
window to maintain her balance.

“Excuse me?” Abby said.

The person kept walking. With more people per
square foot living in New York City, people were bound to bump into
each other. And yet, at this hour, it seemed like something
planned.

“Thanks for the manners,” she muttered under
her breath.

A cold, raspy voice responded. “We have more
important things to focus on.”

“What?”

Abby spun around, expecting to see a
stranger. Instead, she was alone. Yet she’d heard someone speak the
words clearly, someone nearby. She darted her gaze in every
direction, even upward. Maybe someone had said the words from a
loft window?

Nothing.

Was she losing her mind? No. She just needed
to stop, slow down. She was a medical professional. Sleep would
solve all of this. Reciting her new mantra, she sprinted the last
two blocks to her apartment.

The door lock made a snap sound when she
turned the key. She entered her efficiency apartment, tossed her
purse on the desk that collected everything from mail, books,
stacks of journals, and anything else that needed a spot to
land.

True, the place was a measly two hundred
square feet, but it was hers and hers alone. Other doctors lived in
elaborate homes along the Upper East Side, but those were the ones
who had paid off medical school. Plus, they had financial support
from their trust funds and parents.

Abby had neither, not after her parents
blamed her for her younger brother John dying in the fire. She took
a deep breath. Let it go. Don’t go down that rabbit hole
again.

She glanced at the stacked crates that she’d
turned into bookshelves, the bed that doubled as a couch, and the
closet stuffed full with the rest of her belongings. Small? Yes—but
in Manhattan, and on her own terms.

She lay down on the couch and closed her
eyes, longing for sleep.

#

Abby’s eyelids flung open to the
ear-crackling sound of silence.

Silence? In Midtown Manhattan? Where were the
honking taxis, the whooshing sound of steam vents, the lights and
buzzing noise all congealing into a nightly lullaby, composed just
for her? The loudness drove many people crazy, but not her. Noise
meant people were nearby, meant she wouldn’t get trapped in a fire
ever again.

Her window had turned dark, which never
happened. Her apartment faced Lexington Avenue, a haven for
twenty-four-hour pharmacies and dry cleaners. The street never
turned black.

Yet it had. Even the gushes of steam had
stopped.

Had there been a blackout? She got up and
peeked out the window. Nothing. She couldn’t even see the stars,
just utter—darkness.

Her feet grew cold, and she knocked a ceramic
cat off the windowsill as she stumbled back into bed. How could she
sleep with no lights, no taxis honking, no rustling sounds of
crowds below?

She closed her eyes. The silence from the
streets grew thicker, crawling up the fire escape and into her
apartment.

Sleep. Figure out everything in the morning.
Just sleep.

We are coming for you.

Had she just heard something, or was she
imagining a voice from a dream? Maybe she was dreaming that she was
awake?

We are coming for you.

Holy hell, this was no dream. Goose bumps
prickled her skin. Cold air shot across the nape of her neck and
fled down her spine. She ran her hands over her forearms, but the
eerie feeling hung in the air, draped across her small apartment.
Something strange, unnerving. Darkness. Evil.

“What do you want?” she managed to
whisper.

Was she really having a conversation with her
apartment? She didn’t believe in ghosts, but something haunted,
dark, and desperate lingered in the room. The feeling seeped
through her skin and forced its way into her very bones until they
ached.

The voice didn’t respond. She reached for her
cell on the side table and began to dial the police. No signal? She
always had great cell service at her place. She tried again.
Nothing. Had something knocked the power out to the city and the
cell towers?

If she couldn’t call anyone, she would need
what protection she had. She leapt out of bed and went to her
jewelry box. Her fingers felt each item until she found the
cross-shaped necklace. Her Aunt Rue had won it at the Baptist
Church Ladies League bowling tournament in Georgia, and had given
it to Abby as a child.

Maybe the symbol would protect her?

When she returned to her bed, the goose bumps
on her arms began to fade. Maybe the cross had worked. She knew
that certain objects didn’t have actual power, but belief in them
did. Better safe than sorry.

For a few minutes, she lay still, tried to
close her eyes. Yet sleep teased her, approaching and departing
like a flirtatious lover. Without warning, the hairs on her arms
stood on end, and an icy shiver traced across her neck. Holy hell.
Now what was happening?

She bolted upright. No one was in the room.
Was there someone—or worse, something?—lingering outside her
apartment?

No. Don’t be ridiculous. She reached over and
opened the slatted window blinds. No one was nearby. She tried to
turn on a light, but it didn’t work.

We are coming for you.

“What?” She spun around in bed at the soft,
eerie voice. No one was there.

You will be ours.

Her heart pounded inside her chest. She had
no idea what this was. She couldn’t see or hear anything except the
voice in the dark. But one thing she knew: she wasn’t going to be
anyone’s anything.

“Like hell, I will.” She gripped the cross
necklace. “Stay away from me. I am protected.”

Laughter bounced off all the walls like a
first-rate surround sound system. Not good.

“Back off,” she said. Was her voice
trembling? She couldn’t tell.

We can’t. You’ve been selected.

She swallowed hard. Selected for what? She
didn’t even understand how this was happening. Ghosts and voices
were the themes of fairy tales, not proven by science and medicine.
Yet the tiny hairs snapping to attention on her neck, sending a
chill through her, told her one thing without question: whatever
had entered her apartment was not only evil, but real. Very, very
real.

She clenched her fingers around the crucifix.
“Leave, whatever you are.”

You mean, whoever I am.

Whoever? What did that mean?

“You have no purpose here. Leave, now.”

Our purpose is you, Abigail.

How the hell did the voice know her name? Her
head began to ache. She started to recite the Lord’s Prayer, her
lips fumbling across the words. She was dreaming. Surely, she was
dreaming. She hoped.

But how could a person get out of bed, grab a
necklace with a cross on it, and return to bed? By sleepwalking?
Possible, but the trait didn’t run in her family. She racked her
brain to try and explain what was happening. Nothing came to
mind.

“Get out,” she repeated. Her voice definitely
cracked that time.

We can help you. Help you forget your
guilt.

“What do you know about my guilt?”

Suddenly, her cell phone broke through the
dark silence. Light My Fire by The Doors rang loud.

Phoenix? She’d set that as his ringtone. Now
her cell worked again? Still clasping the cross, she leapt off the
bed and reached for her phone.

“Phoenix?”

“You sound upset. Are you okay?”

“Is there power where you are right now?”

“Yes. Why?”

She glanced around once more. Her lights
suddenly flipped on, and the noisy city sounds from her window
resumed their symphony, just like they’d been on pause all this
time.

“I need you. Now. It’s urgent.”

“I’m on my way. You sure you’re okay?” His
voice was deep, protective and concerned.

“No, not here.” She looked around again, no
longer wanting to be in her apartment. “Meet me across from my
place, the deli on Lex.”

“Leaving now. See you there.”

She hung up the phone, got dressed, and ran
out of her apartment to meet Phoenix. Maybe he wasn’t mentally ill.
Maybe he wasn’t living out some superhero fantasy.

Maybe—could it even be possible?—maybe he was
an Elemental, a being that could protect her from the evil she’d
just encountered.

No matter what he was, she intended to find
out. Because there was no way in hell she would do a repeat of what
just happened.

#

After racing down the stairs, Abby took
several deep breaths. With the power blipping on and off, she
wasn’t about to take the elevator and get stuck.

In the building entryway, her doorman chatted
her up for a few minutes. She kept a smile plastered on her face,
not wanting to piss off the guy who had access to her packages. But
she wasn’t in the mood for chitchat. She needed to talk to Phoenix.
No one else.

Finally, she caught a break in the
conversation and she darted across the street. Once inside the
deli, she high-tailed it into the booth where Phoenix waited. She
grabbed her wrist to check her own pulse.

“Slow down your breathing or you’ll
hyperventilate,” he said, and reached a caring arm across the
corner booth to touch her. “You’re okay now. Tell me what
happened.”

She kept her voice low but recounted the
whole experience. Phoenix’s eyes widened, his pupils dilated, and
he chewed on his lower lip while she explained the bizarre things
that she’d seen—or rather, not seen—in her apartment.

He sat up straighter, and she swore she saw a
spark of fire in his eyes. “That’s it. You’re going to stay with me
for a while. I’ll take the couch.”

“Phoenix, there’s no need—”

“Yes, there is. Fallen Angels can’t kill
innocent humans, but they sure have a wicked imagination about
other things they can do.”

Abby swallowed hard. She didn’t want to
envision what other things Phoenix spoke about.

“You don’t commit the Seven Deadly Sins on a
regular basis, so they won’t kill you.”

“Seven Deadly Sins?” she asked. This
conversation was reminiscent of catechism class.

“Lust, greed, murder, etc. Fallen Angels can
take any human who embraces those sins, even without the human’s
consent. But you’re an innocent, Abby. I will protect you.”

She stared at him blankly. “I guess that’s
good to know.”

“Besides,” he said. “I wouldn’t be able to
live with myself if they got their sharp claws into you.”

“I can’t impose—”

“You’re not. I insist.” His eyes radiated
intensity. She didn’t think she’d be able to say no to him. Not
now.

“Okay. But no funny stuff.”

“Who, me? Nah.” His boyish smile lit up the
room. He really did look like a charming James Dean.

“You know,” she began, “I didn’t believe your
earlier explanations. I thought you’d been taking some form of
hallucinogen.”

He didn’t even blink. “I know. It’s an
out-there explanation, which is one reason we aren’t supposed to
tell humans the truth.”

Humans. Hearing him say it, like he was on
the outside looking in, only drove his earlier comments home. He
wasn’t human. Boy, did she ever know how to pick ’em. First, she
never had time for dates. Now that she was welcoming the idea, the
guy she picked was a Fire Elemental.

“Do you honestly think these—Fallen
Angels—are the ones who have been stealing my patients?” She
couldn’t believe the words coming out of her mouth.

He nodded. “I’m not sure why, though. They
target evil and corrupt souls, the easy ones to reap. They’ve never
hunted in a hospital before, but I’m sure it’s them.”

Hunted? The word sent knots into her
stomach. She was getting in over her head. Stick with logic, goals,
lists.

“I’m not going to stop going to work at the
hospital, Phoenix. Evil forces or not. I’m a doctor. It’s who I
am.”

He reached across the table and grabbed her
hand, closing it within his strong one. “You’re much more than
that.”

She awkwardly untangled her hand to reach for
her glass of water.

“Stay with me,” Phoenix said. “When you’re at
the hospital, I can show you things to be on the lookout for. But
when you’re not at work, you’re with me.”

“What about your EMT routes? I can’t just tag
along.”

“I’ve got some time off coming. I’ll take it
now.”

“But—”

“It’s a cover job, Abby. My real job is to
stop these guys. I swear I’ll protect you from them. You have my
word.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Phoenix noticed Abby’s
hand, clasped in his, had begun to sweat as she accompanied him up
the second flight of stairs to his apartment. She certainly wasn’t
out of shape, so the droplets forming on her hand had to be one
thing—nerves.

Maybe they both felt the same. He wasn’t
accustomed to humans, especially beyond the saving them and then
leaving. In a way, this was an awkward time for them both.

“This way,” he said, and led her to the guest
bedroom without glancing back. She was like a frightened deer. If
he made eye contact, she’d spook and leave. His best move? Make her
comfortable. Nothing would happen tonight, or if it did, maybe a
kiss. A kiss would be nice. He’d never had one with a human
before.

Good gracious, what was he thinking?
Focus, man. Focus.

“Can I put a few things in your bathroom?”
she asked.

“Nothing too flowery, Doc,” he teased.

She frowned, the opposite reaction from what
he wanted. The joke was meant to relax her, make her feel more
comfortable. Once again, he lacked people skills. Maybe he did
deserve this EMT job. Maybe Universe had been onto something.

Damn it, where was this insecure head-talk
coming from?

“I didn’t mean anything, Abby. I was only
trying to lighten the mood.”

Her soft, round eyes swelled with fear. The
fear of making a mistake, maybe? Had that been her childhood
experience? Always being terrified of doing something where she
couldn’t excel? Maybe that’s why she’d become such a
workaholic.

“Staying here was your idea,” she said. The
tension in her voice was heavy, unmistakable. “I’m not the one
imposing—”

“Relax.” He reached out and clasped her hand.
“I only wanted to put you at ease. You’re welcome to put as much
girly stuff as you want in the bathroom. Seriously. Make yourself
at home.”

After withdrawing from his clasp, she glanced
from the bed, to the lamp, to the closet. Her wide stare at his
place made her thoughts more than apparent: She could never be at
home here. And with that realization, something deep inside
Phoenix’s chest began to ache.

“Can I get you anything?” he asked.

Was she upset? Lonely? Feeling awkward? He
had no idea. Why didn’t humans come with user manuals? Especially
women?

He wanted to fix her awkwardness, wanted to
help her relax. Yet he had no clue how to begin such a feat. He’d
spent hundreds of years keeping women safe from Fallen Angels, yet
he couldn’t manage to help one of them relax in his apartment.

“Just leave me alone for a few minutes,” Abby
said. “To unpack.”

Heat flared from inside his chest, outward to
his cheeks until beads of sweat formed. He could feel the
perspiration trickling down his spine. Every extremity burned with
the fire that lived inside of him.

“If alone time is what you need,” he said.
“Please tell me if I can get you anything.”

She nodded. “Will do.”

He shut the bedroom door and walked straight
to the fridge to grab an ice cold beer. Within seconds of touching
the cold bottle, the beer had shifted to room temperature. Great,
now he couldn’t control his own Element around this woman?

Could things get any more complicated?

#

Twenty minutes later, he’d picked up random
shirts and socks off the furniture and made the place appear more
presentable. Maybe she would notice.

“Hello, Fire boy.”

A lump formed in Phoenix’s throat, then
plummeted into his stomach. No, no. Please, no. He turned around,
knowing Mercury was standing in his apartment.

“Mercury? What the hell are you doing
here?”

“Not a welcome greeting, Phoenix.”

What did messenger man expect? Phoenix didn’t
need anything else to make Abby ill at ease. Dread flooded through
him as the realization became more real: What if Mercury was here
to deliver Universe’s wrath? Phoenix had done the unthinkable: told
a human the truth. Told her he was an Elemental. The big boss
frowned on such things.

Phoenix let out a heavy sigh. “I apologize.
Please, Mercury, Abby is in my guest room and I want to make her
comfortable. If she sees you, not only will I need to explain who
you are, but also your appearance.”

“What does that mean?”

Did Mercury not get it? The little man was
four-foot-eleven, had a snap-brim hat and apparently an endless
supply of plaid golf clothes. He looked like someone’s fantasy
leprechaun. How could Phoenix explain him to anyone, let alone
Abby?

“Is Universe upset with me? I just—”

Mercury waved him off. “Forget it. Universe
has things in store for you, but I’m only here to give you some
information.”

“Great. Just make it fast.”

“The Infernal League is after Abby. They’re
angry she’s helping save some of the souls they’d hoped to
collect.”

Phoenix blinked twice, waiting for the punch
line. He already knew this much. Did Mercury really think that
statement was a breaking headline?

“Don’t you have anything to say? To plan?”
Mercury asked.

“Uh, Merc—”

“Don’t call me Merc. That’s my nickname for
Elementals who appreciate my company.”

Was the little annoying messenger really
playing word games now?

“Fine. But FYI, I already knew about the
Infernal League and Abby. It’s why she’s staying here. When she’s
not at the hospital, she’s with me and under my protection.”

Mercury cocked his head to one side. “And
that’s all?”

“What? You thought I was planning to have an
affair with a human?” Phoenix asked, trying to sound surprised. He
wouldn’t mind an affair with Abby, but he wasn’t about to volunteer
that tidbit.

“It’s happened before.”

“Brooke broke the rules,” Phoenix said. “I’m
trying to stay in Universe’s good graces.”

“Good, because everything has its purpose.
Now tell me, how did you know about the Infernal League?”

By doing my job. Phoenix wanted to say
the words, and he wanted them to drip with sarcasm. But Mercury had
the power to ruin his life. He’d already been demoted. No sense
pushing his luck.

“I saw Alexi at the hospital. They’ve been
stealing the coma patients. One of the victims said Carlyle wanted
Abby.”

Mercury’s mouth dropped open in genuine
surprise. “Well, well. You’ve figured out something before I warned
you. You’re improving, Fire boy.”

“Thanks.” Phoenix smiled, trying to contain
the excitement coursing through his veins. “Does that mean I can go
back to Wall Street?”

“You’re not there yet. Besides, you make a
good EMT.”

Rats. It wasn’t that he disliked helping
people. Since meeting Abby, he’d come to enjoy his mission to help
humanity more and more. But the downsides to the job—the drunks,
the drug abusers, people who call 911 to say they have a broken
heart—all got old fast.

“Anything else I need to know?” Phoenix
asked. No sense acting like a sore loser. Mercury detested those.
“Do you want me to alert you if Carlyle does anything else out of
the ordinary?”

“Yes. And keep in touch with your fellow
Elementals. They can help, just like you all helped Brooke in New
Orleans.”

Phoenix nodded but had no intention of asking
for help. He liked doing things himself.

“Keep me informed,” Mercury said.

Phoenix heard a rustling noise from the
bathroom. “Can you please split before she comes out?”

Mercury waited a long moment—probably just to
annoy—but he spun around and disappeared in a puff of smoke just
before Abby opened the door.

“Were you talking to someone?” she asked.

“Me?”

“I thought I heard you call someone
Mercury.”

“Just someone at the door,” he said,
rationalizing that his reply wasn’t a lie. He couldn’t bear to lie
to Abby, but he didn’t want to spill the beans about Mercury, the
Universe’s messenger. She was already feeling out of place. Best to
ease her into this knowledge slowly.

“So, did you get settled in?” he asked.

“Yes, thanks.”

Awkward silence filled the space between
them. Phoenix tried to smile as a solitary question pummeled
through his brain.

What now?

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Carlyle threw open the
curtains of his spacious three-bedroom apartment and admired the
sweeping view of Central Park at sunset. No more cramped living
spaces, no bridges and tunnels to reach the city. Manhattan, when
accompanied by adequate wealth, was the perfect place to live. So
much better than Newark. Then again, most things were.

Soon, all the boroughs would be his—and that
was only the starting point. With Lucifer’s grant for more power by
using the jumbo-trons, Carlyle would become the most powerful
Fallen Angel on the planet.

A light tap came at the door. Carlyle looked
at his gold watch. 7 p.m., right on time. He’d summoned Braden and
Alexi an hour ago.

“Enter.”

Each gave a nod of respect as they came
inside. Pleased, Carlyle gestured them to the sitting area. He
added a celery stalk to his Bloody Mary and took the recliner for
himself.

“My meeting with Lucifer went well. He has
granted us surges of power from light beams. Tonight, we go to
Times Square. The bright lights of Broadway and the Square will
give us a boost of strength from Lucifer himself.”

“Excellent, boss,” Braden said.

Carlyle looked at both his men with a
sinister smile. “Tonight, my soldiers, we hunt.”

#

Dressed in black, Carlyle sat perched atop
the jumbo-tron, one that faced Times Square and Broadway. Like a
hawk eyeing lowly rabbits and small animals for prey, he watched
and waited.

Far below him—as it should be—humans
clustered around the Broadway theaters, the tourist shops that
filled Times Square, and the overpriced bars. The swarm of people
spilled into the street, like rats. “And I’m going to be the
fucking Pied Piper,” he said, smiling at his own joke.

“Sorry, Master? Did you say something?” Alexi
asked. He and Braden sat on adjacent billboards, lurking at the
crowds below.

“Just making reference to our plan.”

Carlyle glared long and hard into his
soldier’s eyes. “Shit, Alexi. You were distracted again, weren’t
you?”

Alexi straightened his posture, appeared to
be professional. “Only momentarily, sir.”

Braden rolled his eyes. “I told you we
shouldn’t have brought him. He’s too preoccupied with himself.”

“I am not,” Alexi said.

“You sound like a little girl,” Braden
scoffed. “Man up. So the Elemental gave you a scar on your face.
Your job is collecting souls, not modeling on the runway.”

“My looks allow me to trap women,” Alexi
hissed. “And Phoenix has ruined my chances—”

“Enough,” Carlyle hissed. “Braden, stop
egging him on. Alexi, grow a pair. We’re here to perform a reaping,
not to attend therapy.”

Both soldiers looked away. By the end of the
night, Carlyle might just have to bang their heads together. Or
perhaps figure out a way to turn Alexi’s vanity to their advantage.
But for now, at least, they had stopped arguing.

“At the stroke of midnight,” Carlyle said.
“We will collect every major sinner in this crowded space.”

Braden adjusted his stance, seemed to aim his
entire body at the multitude below. A good soldier, one Carlyle was
lucky to have. Braden, like a Pointer dog, shifted his body to be
ready for the hunt. He understood the urgency, understood preparing
to follow orders.

Unlike Alexi.

“What percentage do you think we’ll claim?”
Braden asked.

“It’s Times Square. I’d say at least fifty
percent,” Carlyle said. “A shame the mayor cleaned up the area.
Hookers, gamblers, we could’ve had them all if this were 1985.”

“But then we’d be wearing leg warmers and
we’d need Flock of Seagulls hair,” Alexi said.

“Leave it to vanity boy to think about
appearances,” Braden said.

Alexi stood up, strutted over to his
counterpart. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

“Enough,” Carlyle said. “The stroke of
midnight is only seconds away. Stay focused.”

The noise from the streets below rumbled
upward. Music to Carlyle’s ears. He released his wings, spread them
far. Braden and Alexi did the same.

“We claim the sinners amongst you, by the
power of Lucifer who has granted us his bounty and strength in the
lights, in the black iron, in the madness that is Times Square,”
Carlyle said.

A surge of pleasure shot through him, the
feeling indescribable.

A split second later, half the people from
the streets below looked upward. Fifty percent. Good call.

“Listen up,” Carlyle whispered, knowing his
voice would carry to his new entrapped soldiers. “You all are now
mine, you will do as I say.”

Hundreds of heads nodded in agreement, then
bowed down to await an order.

“Won’t the general public notice hundreds of
people bowing?” Braden asked. “We need to remain incognito to those
who we can’t reap yet.”

Carlyle shrugged. “It’s New York. Anything
goes.”

“Good point.”

Then, inhaling a deep breath, Carlyle blew
out a gust of wind with the hidden order laced within it.

“What did you order them to do, Master?”
Alexi asked.

“Rape every woman they can get their hands
on,” Carlyle said, grinning. “If we can’t kill the innocents, we
can impregnate them with those souls on our side.”

“Excellent plan,” Braden said.

“Yes,” Carlyle replied. “Now, let’s go get
something to eat. Reaping makes me ravenous.”

#

The following morning, after a night of
reaping and feasts, Carlyle sauntered into the marble-floored lobby
of the 48th Street building, followed by Braden and
Alexi. He’d dressed in his best-tailored suit, and had insisted
Braden and Alexi do the same, despite protest. They didn’t enjoy
the sense of formality he embraced. Yet, like trained dogs, they
were malleable under his authority.

“Tell me again why we’re here,” Braden
whispered between the scuffing of his black shoes along the
floor.

“Because despite our success in Times Square,
neither of you has managed to capture Abigail for Lucifer. Our
latest soldiers have not been able to rape her because they can’t
find her. Until we can do so, I intend to bring him the next best
thing.”

“Bernie Madoff?” Alexi asked.

“Someone just like him.” Carlyle ducked into
an alcove in the massive lobby and pointed to the building
directory.

“Burt Gillam,” Braden said, his broad
shoulders squaring off, ready for battle. “Great idea.”

“Exactly.” Carlyle smoothed his maroon silk
tie. “Alexi, stay here. Braden and I will flush out the workers.
You’re to capture Burt Gillam in case he tries to escape.”

“Yes, Carlyle,” Alexi said, his voice
monotone.

Carlyle didn’t know whether to give him a pep
talk or just smack him hard. But he wasn’t about to endanger a
mission by allowing Alexi to screw it up.

“C’mon, Braden,” Carlyle said. “You’re with
me.”

On the elevator, he pressed the button for
the fifty-third floor. This was it. He may not have succeeded with
Abigail yet, but reaping Burt Gillam and his cronies would
certainly make Lucifer proud.

Carlyle smirked to himself. In a way, he was
doing humanity a service by eliminating Gillam. Who didn’t hate
corrupt CEOs?

When they entered the office suite, the
receptionist’s mouth fell open. Ah, good. He could sense the evil
in her soul, the lustful mistress behind those pretty eyelashes.
The woman ran a porn site during her off-hours. He could reap her
here and now, no questions asked.

“How can I help you?” she purred, like the
decadent kitten she was. What a prize she would be for his team,
someone who’d mastered the feminine wiles.

“Hello,” Carlyle said in his best soothing
voice. “I need to see Burt Gillam.”

“He’s in a board meeting right now, but—”

“But nothing, sweetness.” He reached out and
pressed two fingers to her forehead, signaling her new allegiance
to him. “Now, which way is the conference room?”

A syrupy smile crept across her face, and her
eyes flashed with utter obedience. “Down the hall, last door on the
right.”

Good girl, you’re on our team now.

“Let’s go,” Braden said, but not before he
winked at her with those deep brown eyes that swayed so many
women.

They marched toward the conference room.
Carlyle threw open the door. A gust of wind flew behind him, making
strands of his long black hair dance around his head. “Good day,
gentlemen.”

A pink-faced balding man cleared his throat.
“This is a private meeting.”

“You’ve just gone public,” Braden said,
grinning at his own joke. He loved corporate lingo, loved harming
corporations even more.

Every man sitting at the table reeked of sin,
that unique smell of rum and honey. Carlyle would take every last
one of them down. “Gentlemen…” he began.

The pink-faced man cleared his throat. “Now,
see here—”

“No,” Carlyle said, gripping the man’s neck
from behind. “You see here. Everyone here has committed the Seven
Sins in one way or another. You recently helped Gillam in his
endeavors to steal millions from hardworking employees.”

The men squirmed in their seats. Such pigs,
wallowing in their own slop.

“Every one of you is ours,” Carlyle ordered,
sending a shockwave through the room that transformed ten pairs of
questioning eyes into obedient souls.

Braden flexed his muscles. “Where’s Gillam?
Shouldn’t he be here?”

At that moment, the door rattled. Gillam
entered the room and stopped. He was pudgy, red-faced, and bald.
“What’s going on?”

“Mr. Gillam,” Carlyle said, his words
dripping with charm. The charm he learned long ago and had never
lost. “Welcome to hell.”

Gillam’s eyes widened, and he turned around
and ran.

“Get him,” Carlyle ordered, and Braden
followed with lightning speed.

“Now, as for the rest of you, I want you to
clean out the accounts, including all that money you stole from
your employees. Bring it to this address.” Carlyle scribbled the
location of his apartment near Central Park.

In beautiful unison, ten voices uttered,
“Yes, Master.”

Carlyle gripped the lush mahogany table,
closed his eyes, and drew in a deep breath—the unmistakable aroma
of control, power, and obedience. Better than sex.

#

“What do you mean, you lost him?” Carlyle
demanded, his face flushing hot with anger.

Alexi’s chin trembled. “I saw him, I went to
reap him and—”

“And what?”

Braden shook his head, clearly annoyed. “I
followed Gillam right into your line of sight. You were the last
barrier, and you screwed it up.”

“I wanted to capture him,” Alexi began.

Carlyle gripped Alexi’s ear like he was an
incorrigible child, and then pulled him into the restroom so they
could have some privacy. Braden stood outside, keeping watch with a
bouncer’s stance.

“Explain yourself, soldier,” Carlyle
said.

“I ran after Gillam, and then this
woman…she…looked at me.”

“Women have been gazing at you for over a
century. How could that stop you from getting Gillam?”

“I don’t know what happened.” Guilt and
sheepishness radiated from Alexi’s eyes.

Carlyle snapped a hand to Alexi’s head and
pushed it downward. “You haven’t earned the right to meet my eyes,
soldier. Keep your gaze on my feet, show some respect.”

“Yes, Master Carlyle.”

“Tell me about this woman, tell me why you
failed.”

“She looked at me with utter disdain, Master.
This scar on my cheek, it has ruined my appearance. Women no longer
find me attractive. She looked at me as if I were repulsive.”

“Nonsense.”

“It’s true. Her cutting glance ripped into my
heart. I must have blacked out for a minute.”

“And in that minute, Burt Gillam escaped.”
Carlyle let out an impatient sigh. Alexi’s vanity had grown way out
of hand.

“Yes, Master. I am sorry—”

“You certainly will be.”

Alexi’s body began to shake. “Please let me
make it up to you.”

“If you’re so upset over the scar Phoenix
gave you, why not channel that anger and use it to reap souls? Use
it to defeat Phoenix? The more souls we reap, the angrier Phoenix
will become.”

“I will try,” Alexi said.

“You may meet my eyes now.”

Slowly, like a disobedient child who’d been
caught with evidence, Alexi met Carlyle’s glare. “Yes, sir?”

“You need to find Gillam. I don’t care what
your method is, just do it. Stop letting women get under your skin.
Braden and I need to focus on Abigail. Understand?”

“Yes.” Alexi cleared his throat. “I don’t
suppose….”

“What?”

Alexi bowed again in respect. “I don’t
suppose we could ask Lucifer to remove this scar, make me back to
my old self again? He is the only one who can.”

Carlyle didn’t waste one second before
smacking Alexi across the mouth.

Alexi coughed, obviously surprised at such
reproach. “Master?”

“Do you really think I’m going to admit to
Lucifer that you managed to get scarred by an Elemental?”

“I suppose not.”

“I need Lucifer to have faith in the Infernal
League, in my efforts as well as those of my soldiers. If I tell
him what happened to you, he will lose such faith.”

“Yes, Master. It was only a suggestion.”

“A pathetic one.” Carlyle smoothed his hair
and admired himself in the mirror. “Now, go forth and obey my
orders.”

“Yes sir,” Alexi said, and he turned to
leave.

Carlyle remained alone for a moment. Then he
looked into his own reflection. “You can do this, even if Alexi is
acting like a vain little girl. You control the Infernal League.
Someday soon, you’ll run the whole Eastern seaboard. With or
without your current staff.”

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Abby exited the guest
bedroom in Phoenix’s apartment and glanced into the den. Then she
chose the far chair. In doing so, she could avoid the open—and
available—spot next to Phoenix on the couch. He frowned, seeming to
want her close to him, which only made her feel more awkward.

How could she make sense of this whole
rooming-with-him arrangement? The reason for her temporary stay
didn’t even make sense. Stay with him because of the evil Fallen
Angels? A few days had passed since the evil encounter in her
apartment, and she’d begun to feel better about things. Maybe she
should just return home?

Granted, Phoenix had been ever the gentleman,
offering her the guest room with no questions or expectations. Yet
she hadn’t lived with anyone since her family, when her younger
brother John died in the fire.

Now she was rooming with a Fire Elemental?
What had her life come to?

From across the room, she could sense his
intense stare, locked on her. She glanced downward, intrigued by
the tan carpet. It had fibers beginning to unravel, and her gaze
traced over them with complete interest. Anything to avoid
Phoenix’s burning stare.

So this is what a bug under a microscope
feels like.

The thick silence in the room made her skin
itch. Time to say something. She met his stare. “Phoenix, I don’t
need a babysitter.”

“I didn’t imply that I’d be playing that
role.”

Of course he wouldn’t see things that way.
She ran her fingers over the deep burgundy chair arms. “So how am I
supposed to feel, staying in your apartment?”

He offered that boyish grin she’d grown to
like. “I hoped you would feel comfortable. Here and at work.”

Alarms went off in her brain. “Wait a second.
With work? Phoenix, I agreed to come here temporarily. But you
can’t shadow me at the hospital.”

“I won’t get in your way, Abby. I know your
job is important, but Carlyle wants you for some reason. I need to
ensure you’ll be safe, even on the job.”

This situation had quickly gotten out of
hand. Her momentary panic at the eerie vibes at her place had
turned into him being her overseer? No. She couldn’t let that
happen. She’d been independent all her life. No way would a Fire
Elemental change that, no matter what evil lurked in New York
City.

“I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine
at the hospital.”

“Abby—”

“You said it yourself. I don’t have much of a
life. Well, what little life I have at work is going to be mine. No
matter what lurks out there, ready to attack me.”

He ran his fingers through his hair, seeming
to realize he couldn’t get her to change her mind on this one.

“All right. But I want to hear from you at
least twice during your shift.”

“I can’t guarantee that,” she said. Did he
not realize how busy ER doctors were?

“Then give me your word, you’ll contact me
twice on your shift if you can?”

His voice waned. He was losing this battle
and he knew it. Good. She wasn’t about to redo her entire life for
some Fallen Angels. They had no right to mess with her or her
patients. She’d allow herself to stay at Phoenix’s for a few days,
but nothing—and no one—would interfere with her career.

“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea?” Abby
said. She glanced around the spacious apartment, which was far
bigger than hers. How could an EMT afford a place this size?

He took a few steps toward her, looked into
her eyes and smiled. “I want you here. I like you, Abby. I want to
keep you safe so you can keep helping others.”

“I appreciate it.”

A tiny flicker of excitement rose in her
belly. He understood her, understood the need she had to help her
patients. No one outside the medical community had ever seen that
before. She looked at the stray mop-like bangs covering his
forehead. He really was kind of cute, in a boyish sort of way.

“C’mon, let’s get your stuff put away, then
I’ll take you out to dinner,” he said.

“I’d rather just order in pizza.” She wasn’t
in the mood to go out. Being here was awkward enough. She didn’t
know if she could keep up the charade of having a bodyguard in
public.

“You like sausage and mushrooms?” he asked,
winking at her.

“Sure.”

“I’ll place the order. Over dinner, I’ll tell
you what you need to know about the Infernal League. Carlyle and
his cronies, what to watch out for. By the end of dinner, you’ll be
a Fallen Angel expert.”

#

Phoenix took a bite of pizza, relishing the
taste of sausage and tomato. He rarely ate fast food or take-out
anymore, unless he was working an all-nighter. But on occasion,
pizza simply hit the spot like nothing else could.

Abby’s round eyes stared at him like he was
crazy. He couldn’t blame her. Giving her the key tips to avoid
Carlyle and the Infernal League wasn’t exactly dinner conversation.
It wasn’t a conversation he had with humans, either. Until now.

“So, Alexi is the gorgeous one, who you
burned,” Abby said. “Braden looks like a handsome bodybuilder, and
Carlyle looks like a Count from the 1800s?”

“Basically,” Phoenix said. “Fallen Angels can
change form, though. Some disguise themselves more than others.
Just be on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary.”

“And if I do see one of them?”

He handed her a square black box. “Page me at
that number.”

She sighed. “I already have a pager I wear
for work.”

“Just keep this one in case you run into
trouble. If I need you, I’ll contact you at the hospital number,”
he said.

She nodded and slipped the pager into her
pocket. “I’m sure I’ll be okay, but I appreciate you letting me
crash here for a few days.”

“No problem,” he said.

Once more, she smiled and everything on her
face radiated gratitude that he’d helped her. It felt good to help
someone again, be able to make a difference once more. He had
occasional nights as an EMT when he saved someone’s life—those were
the rushes he longed for—but this was different. She was
different.

They ate the rest of the pizza and watched
reruns of old sitcoms. In some strange way, Abby had begun to make
even the simplest of things enjoyable. In his old life as a broker
on Wall Street, he’d always wanted to be everywhere — the latest
clubs with bright lights and loud music, the pouring drinks and hot
women, the camaraderie with those who understood financial
terms.

And yet, sitting at home having pizza and
watching TV with Abby had made him just as happy. What on Earth was
happening to him?

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The following evening,
Carlyle tossed aside his expensive suit and opted for a more
suitable, more human, outfit for his mission. Faded blue jeans and
a crimson t-shirt, items that would help him fit into society
without issue.

The casual clothes sent a rush of awkwardness
over his body. How did humans feel normal wearing cotton and denim?
He couldn’t imagine wearing the clothes full-time. But, he needed
to blend in. Someone wearing a three-thousand-dollar suit would
draw attention, especially in a hospital.

He slipped in through the lobby, feigning
digestive distress. After a wiry-haired nurse—ugliest woman he’d
ever seen—put him on a gurney and left to gather forms, he leapt
off and went to find Abigail.

The halls were filled with wacked-out
druggies, bloodied gunshot victims, bar fight machos who’d hurled
punches and continued their fight into the ER. Stick to the plan.
Don’t get distracted. He wasn’t here to reap extra souls for his
cause. He needed to find Abigail, pretend he was a patient.

If only Alexi could’ve handled this task.
Pretty boy felt comfortable in any clothes, at least until recently
with his crisis of confidence. But Abigail would recognize Alexi,
and Braden was best kept out of sight, for he might need to make an
appearance later.

So the duty fell to Carlyle. He needed to
charm her, woo her. Then steal her. He rubbed his hands together.
Let the hunting begin.

Suddenly, an old man in an observation room
yelled out. “Sir?”

Crap. Carlyle needed to avoid attention.
“Yes? Can I get someone for you?” Best to keep the yelling patient
happy, so he didn’t make a fuss.

“Who are you?” the man asked.

“I’m just a dutiful nephew, visiting my
aunt.” Yeah, that sounded feasible.

“I know who you are—”

Shit. Maybe the old geezer was just rambling.
Carlyle ducked into the room and glanced at the man’s chart.
Really? Of all the damn luck. The man was a priest. They could
sniff out evil like some power-ranger dog.

“Shut your trap, old man,” Carlyle said.

The man began to say a prayer. Every cell
under Carlyle’s human skin literally began to crawl. He hated words
that glorified another, rather than himself or the Master. With a
quick motion, Carlyle reached for a pillow, pushed it over the
man’s face, and pressed down hard.

“Time to meet your precious deity,” he
whispered. Fortunately, the old man was weak. Not much kicking and
struggling. When the body stopped fighting, Carlyle released the
pillow. “You should’ve shut up when I ordered, but you priests
never make things easy.”

Time to go, before someone saw him. And he
had bigger fish to fry than this man of the cloth.

He peeked out of the room. Young nurses, all
dressed in colorful scrubs, faced their computer stations or ran
down the hallway chasing something they needed. He turned and
darted the opposite way down the hall—and bumped right into
Abigail.

“Excuse me, sir?” Her eyes flashed with
irritation, followed by curiosity. Good. He wanted her curious.
Time to lay on the charm.

“I’m so very sorry, ma’am. They told me
they’d get a Doctor Adams to come look at me, and I really needed a
glass of water.”

The caretaker in her shone through, from the
lines around her eyes to the welcoming smile on her lips. She would
be such a prize for Lucifer’s team, a real nurturer.

“I’m Dr. Adams,” she said. “You were looking
for me? No one alerted me to any patients waiting.”

He scrambled to think of a lie. “I was just
brought in, some stomach pains. They wanted a follow-up consult
with you, but I don’t know where that wiry-haired nurse ran off
to.”

Abby’s eyes twinkled with recognition. “Nurse
Ratchet often forgets things. I’m so sorry. I was actually on my
way home, but I’ll get you checked out. Let’s go into an exam
room.”

She’d bought his crappy lie? Man, humans were
more gullible than he had thought. “Nurse Ratchet?”

Abby nodded. “She’s kind of the drill
sergeant around here, in charge of the nursing staff. She means
well, but this isn’t the first time she’s left a patient
unattended. Let me examine you and we’ll get you squared away.”

“Great, thanks.” He tried to mimic her
walking pattern, tried to blend in like he was any other guy. Not
an easy task. Others in the Infernal League told him he had a
formality about him that made him seem unapproachable. He needed
her to think he was a regular guy, not the leader of the Infernal
League.

She led him into an exam room. “What’s your
name?”

He racked his brain to think of another lie.
“Derek. Derek Smith.”

“Well, Mr. Smith,” she said. “Time to take
your blood pressure.” She grabbed the cuff and wrapped it around
his arm. He closed his eyes, controlling his biofeedback so his
pressure would appear normal. Human forms were often difficult to
manipulate, and it’s not like a Fallen Angel would have regular
blood pressure. It took concentration and sheer will to get the
human body to cooperate.

Her eyebrows narrowed when she began to count
his heartbeat.

“Something wrong? Is it too high?” Carlyle
asked.

She retook his pressure. “No, the numbers
aren’t registering. Must be our old equipment.”

Old equipment? Perhaps that could be his
means of entry, a way to entice her?

“You know, I work for a corporation that
manufactures medical supplies. There may be a way to get you some
updated equipment at a reduced cost.” The untruth spilled from his
tongue with ease. Why hadn’t he thought of this lie sooner?

Her eyes widened. “I would love to update our
systems, but it’s not up to me.”

Think of a way to initiate contact, regular
ways to see her. Invoke her trust. Then take her down.

“Can I give you my card? Maybe call you once
I’m back in the office?”

“Sure.” She smiled. What lovely lips. If
Lucifer didn’t want to suck the life out of those blushing things,
then he certainly did.

He closed his eyes for a quick minute,
forming a fake business card in his pocket with all his
concentration. Then he handed it to her, complete with his fake
name in an elegant font. Who knew if the Elemental had warned her
to be on the lookout for someone formal like himself? He had to
create another persona entirely, but the denim in the jeans had
begun to irritate his skin.

“Thanks,” she said. She checked his stomach,
temperature, and poked and prodded in areas he hadn’t had any
humans touch before. To say it caused discomfort was an
understatement.

“I’ll order an ultrasound, but I think you
may have some acid reflux. Very manageable with medication.”

“Great.” He hoped he sounded enthused. How
did humans sound in the hospital?

“Have I met you before? You seem familiar to
me.” Her head tilted to one side as she studied him.

“I don’t think so. Maybe at a medical
convention?”

Wow, was he good or what? He’d yanked that
lie right out of his ass.

She shrugged. “I don’t go to many
conferences. Guess I’m a homebody who prefers the fancy life of the
hospital.”

“Well, you seem very dedicated. I appreciate
you seeing me today.”

She grabbed the clipboard. “I’m going to give
you a referral to the Diagnostic Imaging clinic one block over.
Tell them I sent you, and I’ll give you orders for an ultrasound. I
want you to have this done as soon as possible, preferably this
week.”

“Absolutely.” Carlyle wiped his hands on his
shirt. It was a human custom he’d observed, and seemed the normal
was the thing to do. But the grotesque action made him feel like a
klutz, out of his normal world.

She handed him the paper. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.”

When he took the paper, their fingers brushed
against one another. Soft hands, meaning she was a tender soul.
Dedicated, he imagined, but weak. Easy to overpower if she left her
comfort zone. Braden’s computer hacking skills could assist with
that effort. But Carlyle needed more.

“I know you can’t give the final approval on
the medical equipment purchase—”

“No,” she said. “All purchase orders go
through accounting. My department chair would need to approve any
financial measures.”

He leaned in closer, forcing his voice to be
soothing. “Many of my clients get promoted after showing the
powers-that-be how much money they can save. This could be a great
opportunity for you. Maybe I can call you, show you some of our
demos this week? Say, Tuesday at lunch? And besides, my ultrasound
will be done by then.”

It was a bold move. And she might say no.

Instead, she slowly curled her lips into a
smile. “The hospital is everything to me.”

“So, Tuesday at lunch? Let’s meet at a new
deli, the Greek place around the corner?”

“I, well, I suppose so. If it’s for the good
of the hospital.”

“I’m sure you’ll be satisfied with my
company’s equipment,” Carlyle said. And Lucifer will be quite
satisfied with you, princess.

“Did you say a Greek place?” Abby asked.
“There isn’t one nearby.”

“It just opened.” He stopped himself from
saying, “Literally.” As soon as he left the hospital, he would
arrange for Alexi to use the executives’ stolen money to takeover a
nearby place. Then Alexi could do something good, for once. The
vain idiot could use part of an old custom, one that claimed the
cook’s wishes, state of mind, became part of each meal prepared. If
Alexi could give off such hopelessness, utter despair, at a deli he
would manage, then maybe Carlyle could capture Abigail that way. He
hoped so. Alexi was proving to be less than useful.

“Sounds good,” she said. “I’ll meet you at
the Greek place then.”

“I’ll call you to confirm, and thanks.”

This had been an excellent outing. He could
befriend her at lunch, provided she did indeed show up. She seemed
curious, and that could be an excellent motivator. Good thing,
because if he didn’t move ahead soon, Lucifer would burn him to a
crisp.

 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Phoenix flattened his
hands against the dashboard, prepared for the ambulance to hit
anything in its path. His partner Rick gripped the wheel, driving
at warp speed through the dark Uptown streets like he was playing a
video game. Only the cars, people, and any moving object doubled
for the tiny dots in game, and Rick’s intent was to crush every one
of them.

Occasionally, Rick had these moods. The kind
where he craved excitement or a burst of adrenalin when work had
grown dull.

Must be the full moon; it brought out strange
moods in everyone, even the EMT staff. One thing was for certain:
tonight wouldn’t be dull. Full moons never were. Maybe Rick was
just trying to get a head start.

Please, Universe, don’t let us go flying
into the nearest Brownstone.

Phoenix hadn’t even planned to work. He was
still on vacation, taking time to protect Abby and figure things
out. Yet she insisted she didn’t need someone shadowing her at
work. He may as well cover an EMT shift or two. Time would pass
faster if he did.

Yet he hadn’t planned on Rick’s driving
skills.

“Watch out for that bike messenger!” Phoenix
yelled, pointing to a lanky kid.

“Two points if I get one!” Rick’s eyes were
wide, his pupils swelled large and black. Meaning he was ready to
do something stupid.

Phoenix socked Rick in the shoulder. “Give
them a break, man. Everyone has a place in Manhattan traffic. At
least this one wears reflective gear in the dark.”

“Annoying rodents. They get in my way
constantly. Won’t hurt if we take out a few.”

“You’re crazy!”

Rick flashed a crazy smile. “You got that
right! Life is a wild ride that’s meant to be driven.”

Phoenix swallowed hard. “You do remember
we’re the good guys, right? We’re supposed to help accident
victims, not cause them.”

“Bah.” Rick swerved and barely missed a taxi.
The cabbie’s brakes screeched for a long moment, making Phoenix’
ears ache.

“Moron!” the taxi driver yelled, flipping
them the finger.

Rick grinned wide like a kid in a toy store.
He stared at the side-view mirror and screamed back, “Yeah? Where’d
you learn to drive? Jersey?”

Rick lived for wild shit like this. Phoenix
just wanted to get through the night without hurting anyone, least
of all themselves.

“What’s with you?” Rick said. “You used to
like our wild rides.”

“Just…be careful.” Phoenix’s gluteal muscles
practically clung to the seat.

Rick shot him a knowing look. “It’s a woman,
ain’t it? Some woman has her hooks into you, and it’s turning you
into a scaredy cat.”

Phoenix’s hair stood on end. He didn’t like
how humans made fun of relationships, taunted each other about
bedtime skills and other such things. Besides, what was his
relationship to Abby right now? He didn’t even know.

Change the subject. Talk about something that
Rick will drone on about. Oh, who was he kidding? Rick was a rat
terrier. He’d stop at nothing to get what he sought.

“I knew it,” Rick said.

Damn, apparently the momentary pause only
confirmed that Rick had hit the nail on the head.

“I have been getting acquainted with
someone,” Phoenix said. He kept his voice blasé, not wanting to
give any personal details to the world’s biggest adolescent.

“You sly devil!” Rick said, a grin spreading
across his face. “But she’s making you chicken. Tell her she needs
to stop turning you into a girl.”

“Lay off, man.”

“Phoenix is in puppy love.”

“Can we just stop someplace? I’ve got a
hankering for donuts and coffee.” Besides, he needed to get out of
the ambulance for a while. Walk at normal speed. Breathe normal
air.

“Sure. For the man in love, anytime.”

“I never said I was in love.”

An awkward feeling tugged at his gut. Was he
in love? Would that explain his reaction to Abby, this human that
always put him off his game? He had no idea, he’d never been in
love before—with anyone.

“Uh huh. Sure.” Rick pulled over and parked
near a donut place. “Let’s go.”

He followed Rick in, hoping they could have a
general conversation. One not about Abby. Truth be told, Phoenix
didn’t want to think about Abby right now. The whole point of
taking a shift at work was to get his mind off of her.

After grabbing a dozen donuts and two strong
coffees, they settled in at the corner booth. “Tell me about this
chick,” Rick said. His eyes gleamed with mischief.

“I’m not in the mood.”

“Man, you got it bad. You need to tap that
gal.”

What? Tap her? Like, on the shoulder? Humans
made no sense sometimes.

“C’mon, man, details!”

“Not now,” Phoenix said, his irritation
growing. “Tell me about your luck with the candy striper. She ever
call you back?”

“Whooee,” Rick said. “You are not going to
believe what that chick did.”

Phoenix bit into a donut and began to tune
out Rick’s conquest tale. But somewhere during Rick’s bragging
about playing doctor to her nurse, the bus radio began to
squawk.

“Eagle Five?” The voice was scratchy, but
female. Phoenix had long assumed she was one of the many
transvestites who roamed the city, but he had no proof.

Rick glared at Phoenix. “Don’t answer it. I
just got my coffee the way I like it. Let’s take the next one.”

Would Rick really rather talk about his
dating exploits and have coffee than do his job? Scratch that
question. Of course he would.

“We answer calls when they come in,” Phoenix
said. “Unless we’re pressed on another call. You know that.”

“C’mon, let the next bus take it.”

Phoenix grabbed the intercom and Rick
struggled to get it out of his hand. Arms and elbows knocked
together with napkins and straws as they each went for the
intercom.

“Eagle Five, I’m running out of patience. I
know you’re out there,” the radio squawked.

Phoenix pressed the button. “This is Eagle
Five. We’ll take it.”

“Crazy guy threatening to jump off a ledge on
42nd Street. Possibly high on cocaine.”

“We’re on our way, dispatch.”

Adrenaline pumped through Phoenix’s arms and
legs, but he tried to remain calm. Could this be another victim of
the Infernal League, or just some wacko stoned out of his mind?

Back in the bus, Phoenix moved some things on
the console. “Put your coffee in the holder. Let’s go.”

Rick grumbled but set his coffee down.
“You’re an overachiever, you know that?”

He smiled at the compliment, because Universe
certainly didn’t hand them out much. “And you’re my favorite
adrenaline junkie. C’mon, let’s go. This is what we signed up for,
to save lives. Even the nut jobs.”

Rick started the ambulance and pulled away,
seeming unconvinced.

Phoenix longed to get through the next eight
hours so he could return to his apartment at six a.m. and see Abby.
Maybe he could make her breakfast, her shift ended at seven.

Yes. That was the plan. Get through a crazy
night, and have breakfast with Abby.

Things were looking up.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY

Abby yawned when she
turned the key to enter Phoenix’s apartment. She’d stayed later at
the hospital than she’d planned to, and she missed her own place.
Maybe a part of her just wanted to be alone.

She opened the door to find Phoenix sitting
at the table, with a full spread of eggs, jam and toast, and coffee
that apparently had gone cold. The somber look on his face was
enough to drain all the positive energy out of the room.

“Hey, what’s up?” she asked.

He took a swig of his orange juice. Set it
back down with a clank. “Where were you?”

“Work, remember?”

Irritation coursed through her. Who did he
think he was? She didn’t have to answer to him. Or anyone else, for
that matter.

“The whole time? I thought you got off work
at seven. It’s almost nine-thirty.”

She slammed down her things, and her keychain
rattled across the table and fell to the floor.

“Who made you my warden, Phoenix?”

He glared at her. “I’m the one trying to
protect you, remember? If you planned to stay late at the hospital,
why didn’t you call me?”

She sighed and wiped her brow with her hand.
“Honestly, I didn’t think of it.”

“So your safety isn’t important to you?”

“Stop acting like a child,” she said, and
walked to the fridge to grab some water.

“Me, a child?”

“Yes. You’re putting words in my mouth. Of
course I’m concerned about my safety, but I’m not accustomed to
defending my whereabouts to anyone.”

“This is different. You know the Infernal
League is out there, ready to take you—”

“What am I supposed to do when I have
patients? I’m an ER doctor, Phoenix. I work late. Deal with
it.”

“You were with patients tonight? Look, I even
made you breakfast. It’s cold now.”

She couldn’t help but smile at the gesture.
Maybe Phoenix was just as bad at relationships as she usually
was…maybe. Or maybe he was just being a pain in the neck.

“I had a patient who came in at the end of my
shift. He had stomach pains so I took a look at him.”

She sat down at the table, across from
Phoenix. She met his glare with her own. “And I’m glad I spent the
time helping this patient. He might be able to help me get new
hospital equipment at a lesser cost. That would put me in good with
the hospital administrator. Which in turn could help everyone.”

Phoenix ran his hands through his hair. “I
didn’t mean to imply—”

“Sure you did.”

“Is it such a crime to want you safe?”

His eyes flashed with anger, like a pubescent
boy with out of control hormones. Maybe he was jealous but didn’t
know how to admit it.

“I think we should talk about me returning to
my apartment this weekend,” she said.

“What?”

He looked like someone had punched him the
gut, and suddenly guilt flooded through her. Maybe she could have
handled this entire conversation better. She’d never been good with
words, unless she was talking medical terms.

“I’m not handling this situation well,” she
said. Maybe by admitting that fact, he wouldn’t be so upset. “I
don’t like having to account for my every move—to you or anyone
else.”

“No, don’t leave. I’m sorry.” The warmness in
his eyes returned. “I’m not handling this well either. My work
shift was long and crazy. I only wanted us to spend time together,
have a nice breakfast.”

“We still can. You have a microwave.”

He smiled at her, the kind of warm smile that
tickled her insides, all the way to her toes.

“Let’s just say I don’t have much practice
when it comes to relationships. I’ll do better,” he said.

His admission had likely been an attempt to
put her at ease, but she only felt sheepish. He’d planned a
surprise breakfast. He’d allowed her to crash in his guest room.
Maybe she could step up and change her routine a bit for him,
seeing as how he was concerned for her.

“Tell you what,” Abby said. “Next time I know
I will be late, I will call. Promise.”

His face softened, the tense lines fading.
“Good. And I’ll try to be more understanding.”

She stood up, ready to go change clothes. As
a gesture to indicate things were okay between them, she touched
his shoulder and squeezed as she stepped past him.

He gripped her hand, twirled her body around
so she fell into his lap. What just happened? Before she could even
answer the question, he put his hands behind her back, tugged her
toward him. Being this close, she could smell his mint-spice
aftershave and it tickled her nostrils.

She opened her mouth to speak, but no words
came out. His mouth met hers as he planted a long, passionate kiss
on her lips.

#

Phoenix breathed in Abby’s strawberry-melon
scented hair as he pressed hard, intense kisses on her lips. Was he
doing this right? He’d seen enough human kissing on television, and
he’d kissed other Elementals before, but never a human.

Did humans kiss differently than
Elementals?

If Abby was any indicator, then yes.

To his utter surprise, she didn’t back away.
Instead, she allowed his lips on hers. Allowed him to flick his
tongue into her mouth, teasing her, tickling her, being with
her.

Holy heavens. Was this why Universe made such
a big deal about not mating with humans? Maybe by joining up with
humans, Universe had known Elementals would lose their focus.

Focus. Right. Abby.

She pulled away from his lips, but only to
nibble on his ear. He giggled like a little kid. Not exactly the
macho sound he was going for.

“Ticklish?” she asked.

“A bit.”

She smiled, as if finding him ticklish was a
good thing. Perhaps it made him more human?

Human. Crap. The rules. No mating with
humans. How could he have forgotten such a rule just because he’d
kissed one of them? Were humans that much of a diversion?

One thing was for certain. He couldn’t let
this relationship go any further. At least they’d only kissed.
Nothing else.

“Something wrong?” Abby asked.

“No, just glad you’re here with me. And
safe.”

He cupped her face in his hands. She had
truly beautiful eyes, windows to her precious soul. A soul that he
would never allow Carlyle to take. No matter what distractions got
in the way, even her.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Abby left the dim hospital
lobby and walked smack into jarring sunlight. From overhead,
glowing rays surged in every direction, seeming to take favor with
the bright, glassy Midtown office buildings. She shadowed her eyes
with her hand and took a quiet moment to admire the scenery. Tall,
shiny edifices lined the narrow street, accented by random
Victorian-style trim structures.

Phoenix always said he loved New York for its
social life, its pulsating beat of new places begging to be
explored. But here, now—in this magical moment when Midtown became
a giant mirror of itself and looked like a watercolor painting on
every corner—this is why she loved New York. No social life
required.

The clouds shifted overhead, ending the
enchanted view. She strode to the corner and turned right. The
Greek deli stood there, looking at home in the neighborhood.

How could she not have seen the place before?
She loved the tangy taste of olives and Greek salads. Had she been
so distracted recently that she hadn’t noticed a new place around
the corner from work?

Stop. Self-doubt wouldn’t do her any
good for her lunch meeting with Derek Smith. She knew it was
foolish to pin her hopes on a stranger who might be able to offer
her new equipment for the hospital, but she couldn’t help the giddy
feeling welling up inside her.

Better machines, faster speed, longer-lasting
hardware, all for wholesale cost? Her department head would be
thrilled to save money. If the deal with Derek could work, the
hospital ER would have fewer delays, better tracking, including
more efficient ways to analyze recent patient data—like the recent
rash of suicide attempts.

“Hello, Dr. Adams.”

She spun around at the sudden voice. Derek
Smith stood only inches from her, almost like he’d appeared out of
nowhere. Literally.

“It’s Abby,” she said, holding out her hand
to shake his.

“Call me Derek.” He gripped her hand, his
fingers wrapping around hers as if she were a missing puzzle piece
he’d found. A strange sensation fluttered in her stomach. Probably
just nerves.

“Should we go inside?” he asked.

“Yes, thanks.” He opened the door, let her
walk in first. Manners in New York. He must be old school.

Her pocket began to beep. Crap, did the
hospital need her back this soon?

“Is that your pager?” he asked, his eyes dark
and curious.

“Yes, sorry.” She read the pager, texted her
assistant back that she would return in an hour. No emergency,
thank heavens. Just a question to answer.

She needed this lunch meeting with Derek to
go well. Maybe she could talk to the head of medicine this
afternoon, mention the new equipment she could arrange?

“Must be difficult to always be on call,” he
said. His eyes were round, pensive. She felt like she could drown
in them if she looked too long.

“It’s par for the course,” she said. “But
they’re fine without me for an hour.”

“Glad to hear it. Now,” he said with a smile,
“let’s order, shall we? This place has a great pastrami sandwich,
even though it’s a Greek deli.”

Pastrami, at a Greek place? If she wanted
pastrami, she’d go to Katz’s in the Village. They had the best
pastrami and corned beef in New York, and everyone knew it. No,
today, she would get her fill of Greek salad.

Derek frowned when she placed her order.
Strange. Did he really want her to try the sandwich instead?

After their food arrived, she took a big bite
of the Greek salad. Yet the tangy olives tasted—different. Her skin
grew warm, followed by cold chills. Nausea? No. Food poisoning
didn’t occur this quickly. She wrung her clammy hands together,
trying to shake off the feeling.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

His eyes had turned to a dark brown, and she
could see her reflection in them. The visual sent a hint of vertigo
through her entire body.

“I…I don’t know.”

He squeezed her hand, and suddenly she felt
faint. She pulled back. “I’ll be okay. Tell me about your company,
how you can help my hospital?”

“Let me give you the rundown.”

The more he talked, the dizzier she became.
Napkins, straw wrappers, and spicy mustard all began to spin in a
whirlwind pattern, like abstract art. What was happening?

“I can offer you up to a thirty percent
discount on some items, and others at cost. The deal is quite
incredible.” His voice was smooth, almost seemed to blend into the
whirling images from their little table.

“I—I’m sorry. I have to go.” She leaned a
hand on the table to help her stand.

“So soon?”

“Yes.”

She had to leave. She wasn’t even sure why.
She had to get out of there.

Out on the street, the sense of motion and
unbalance stopped. Instantly. Maybe she was allergic to one of the
smells inside the place? Not that Manhattan had any better smells,
especially on garbage pickup days.

He sprinted to catch up with her. “Do you
want to eat outside, if something in the deli made you queasy? We
could go to another place—”

“No, I’m sorry.” The thought of food made her
insides twist. “I’m not feeling well. Why don’t I review your
information, maybe call you later?”

He grew stoic; his only movement was his lips
turning into a frown.

“Of course, Doctor.” He took her hand.
“Should I see you back to work, to ensure you are okay?”

“No.”

The answer was quick. Why had she responded
so suddenly to his gentlemanly gesture? He was nice, and she’d been
on the defensive.

“I mean, just let me call you later.”

Derek shook her hand once more, sending dizzy
feelings into her toes. “I look forward to talking with you
again.”

“Thanks.”

She sprinted back to the hospital as fast as
she could. And yet, the whole way, she began to crave the food
she’d left at the restaurant. Why, when the place had made her feel
so strange?

Her mouth watered, her saliva sent cravings
pounding into her brain to return to the place she’d just run away
from. But, why?

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Phoenix wiped the sweat
off his brow. Gripping the gurney’s rail, he wheeled his patient, a
teenage girl, into the ER.

“What’s happening? Where are we going?” she
asked.

“You’re in the hospital. You’re going to be
okay.”

She made a sound, something between a groan
and a sigh. Poor kid was the latest suicide attempt. Fortunately,
she’d taken pills. Pills worked slower, were easier to fix by
pumping the stomach. Thank heavens women weren’t as violent as men
when it came to taking their own lives.

Phoenix signed the paperwork and checked her
in. As the nurses wheeled her off into a room, warmth spread
through him. A feeling he’d missed in recent weeks, like the
calming endorphins after exercise. He’d saved a teenage girl from
death. This feeling would last him for a while, especially after
the many he’d lost on recent shifts.

But he couldn’t lose focus. The Infernal
League was growing stronger, gaining strength. In the last two days
he’d been called on at least fifty suicides, with only a few he
could save. Not great statistics, but at least he’d saved the
teenage girl who smelled like bubble gum.

“Phoenix?”

He turned, startled out of his thoughts.
“Abby? Hey, I didn’t think you’d be working today.”

She shrugged. “I needed to keep busy.”

“How’d your lunch appointment go? Did you
talk to the guy about the new equipment?”

Her brows narrowed, and she appeared lost in
thought.

“Abby, you okay?”

“Sure. I’ve just felt dizzy today, is
all.”

The hairs spiked on the back of his neck.
“Dizzy, like how?”

“Like I’m ready to pass out,” she said. The
lines on her forehead were growing, and she appeared haggard. More
so than usual.

He touched her arm, and something powerful
pushed its way into his veins and through his body. Wooziness
overcame him, too. What had happened to her? What just happened to
him?

“Anything strange happen today?”

She shrugged. “Not really.”

Hmm. Something was occurring. Abby often
bragged that she never got sick. If she suddenly felt dizzy and
hadn’t started any new medication—and touching him gave him the
same sensation—then something was wrong. And he needed to find out
what before it was too late.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

On the dark, bloodied
shores beside the River Styx, Carlyle took a large and ancient
Egyptian coin from his pocket and held it up for the ferryman to
see. “It’s a blended source of precious metals, quite a rare
find.”

Charon studied the coin, and an eerie smile
formed on his hollowed cheeks.

“Like it?” Carlyle asked.

Charon nodded and gestured for him to climb
aboard. So odd, the ferryman never spoke. Just once, Carlyle wished
he would.

“As you can see,” Carlyle said as he situated
himself in the boat, “I’m formally dressed. Rock climbing will not
become me. I had hoped my delivering an extra special gold coin
would gain your favor?”

Charon stuck the oar into the river and
pushed them away from the shore. He said nothing. Carlyle hoped
this meant he wouldn’t have to traipse across rocks again. He’d
made his hair sleek and wore an elite, pinstriped suit. Lucifer had
appeared as a wealthy attorney last time Carlyle visited. Imitation
was the greatest form of flattery.

The boat cut to the right, taking a new path.
Carlyle gripped the gunwales. “Where are we?”

Charon pointed ahead of them, but made no
response.

Why the new direction? Carlyle looked around,
a haunting feeling seeping into what once had been his soul. The
river was narrow, flanked by tall, dark beings in cloaks. Beings
with no faces, no expressions—yet they appeared to stare directly
into Carlyle’s eyes. A chill passed over him. Ironic, in Hell.

“What do you call this part of Hell?” he
asked.

Charon pointed to a raggedy white sign along
the side. In crimson paint, the sign read, “The path of
judgment.”

“I see.”

Carlyle balled and loosened his fists from
inside his pockets. The path of judgment? What was this? Did
Lucifer tell Charon to bring him this way? The path seemed to never
end, and a sense of hopelessness cast down on him.

Minutes later, they made another quick right,
and Charon steered the boat up to Lucifer’s den entrance.

“Thanks,” Carlyle said, remaining dubious
about the ride. He never felt quite at ease around Charon, and
often wondered if he might just end up on some deserted island in
hell, with no one knowing where he was.

But, he was here now. A blue flame burned
around a ram’s head at the door’s entrance, with the standard
quote: Abandon hope, all who enter.

Did that include him? Or just the humans
condemned to Hell?

As he contemplated his fate, a deep voice
bellowed from inside. “That you, Carlyle?”

“Yes, Master.” He stepped through the tall
door frame and stood before Lucifer. “Thank you for seeing me
again.”

Lucifer waved a nonchalant hand. “No matter.
What’s on your mind?”

Now was the moment of truth. He had to
approach this matter carefully, with respect. Anytime he wanted
something from Lucifer, there was always a price to pay in return.
The maker of deals, Master was. Carlyle didn’t want to get into a
situation where something was promised which he couldn’t
deliver.

Carlyle smoothed his hair. “I have a
request.”

Lucifer glared at him. “No shit. I presume
you didn’t come to visit just to warm yourself by the fires of
Hell.”

The humiliation of making such a stupid
statement hit Carlyle with a giant thud. Lucifer didn’t have time
for idiots. Carlyle needed to present himself as competent, which
was not how he felt at the moment.

“Sorry, Master. I want our clan to expand its
teleporting ability.”

Lucifer clinked a glass carafe and poured a
red liquid into it. Wine? Blood? Carlyle didn’t question.

“Tell me why,” Lucifer said. “I’ve already
granted you extra power with light. With the jumbo-trons in Times
Square, isn’t my bountifulness enough for you?”

Shit. Lucifer was angry. Carlyle immediately
bowed his head, hoping the gesture of respect would gain him favor.
When he glanced up to meet his Master’s eyes, they glared down at
him with little tolerance.

“Master, I know you have been generous with
me and my clan. And for that I thank you. I only ask about the
teleport to further do your bidding—”

“How does special treatment toward you help
the cause, Carlyle?” Lucifer sat down in a large chair and gulped a
swallow of red liquid, which left a rosy smear on his lips. Like
lipstick from a thousand whores, and Lucifer had just swallowed
them alive.

Carlyle swallowed hard. “Abby, the doctor you
wanted—”

“Whom you still haven’t captured for me.”
Lucifer raised an eyebrow, his face consumed by mistrust.

“I assure you, my soldiers are working on
this, even as we speak.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “But
regarding why I’m here, New York City traffic has grown so much.
Since we must disguise ourselves in human form—and therefore can’t
fly across the city streets—I hoped you would allow us some
additional powers on teleporting.”

Lucifer twitched his lips. “How is
teleporting going to help you remain incognito? Humans might be
what’s on the menu, but they aren’t so stupid as to see someone
teleport and not tell a cop about it. And you know I can’t stand
the NYPD.”

Sound smart. You’ve already sounded stupid.
Impress the Master.

“Braden noticed there is a network of cellars
throughout the city. These cellars contain stairs that literally go
through concrete and into an open area underneath the buildings.”
Carlyle took a breath before continuing. “Store merchants use them
frequently, and they are often overlooked by passersby.”

Lucifer sat forward on his throne. “And how
exactly would you use them?”

“By granting us power to step into these
cellars, we could get from one end of the island to another in a
matter of seconds. No taxi or bus—not even the subway—can compete
with such speed.”

“And how do you presume to enter these
cellars without humans noticing?”

Carlyle had that answer prepared. “Couldn’t
we just use a basic hypnotic spell on the human who owns the store?
We could go into the cellar and instantly be taken anywhere. Humans
are our tools, Master. And I want my clan to bring all of them to
worship your generous bounty.”

Lucifer smirked. “That was a kiss-ass comment
if I ever heard one.”

“Yes, but you deserve the glory, Master.”
Carlyle bit his lip. Was this approach working, albeit it’s
shameless ego stroking? Suddenly, another thought popped into his
head. “Master, this teleporting would also allow us to outrun and
outfox the Fire Elemental, Phoenix. He can’t show his powers in
public either.”

“All right. I’ll make you a deal.”

Here it comes. The Master always made
deals.

“Yes, what is it you wish?” Carlyle
asked.

Lucifer leaned back and took a sip of his
drink. “First, you will bring me Abby as you promised.”

“Yes, Master.”

“And…” Lucifer stroked his chin with a long
fingernail. “You will find a way to kill the Fire Elemental,
Phoenix.”

Carlyle cleared his throat. Had Lucifer begun
to have delusions? How could he expect Carlyle to do the
impossible—kill an Elemental? That wasn’t the way their worlds had
been set up.

“Our kind can’t kill Elementals—”

“Yes, yes. Blah, blah, blah. But you can
certainly use your imagination to capture or torture them, now
can’t you? Perhaps the torture will lead to an—how do they say
it?—accidental death.”

Carlyle brushed a hand through his hair, an
attempt to look nonchalant. Anything was better than appearing
dumbfounded. “Master, I am fine with your ruling, but the Fallen
Angel clan rule has always been against torture. Torture is a human
tradition, not one of ours.”

“So I’m changing the rules.” Lucifer grinned
at the idea. “You want teleporting from me? Then you kill Phoenix.
Besides, I have payback due to me for those damn Elementals
banishing two of my top soldiers in New Orleans.”

Carlyle nodded. “Soren and Dominick.” He knew
the story well. Soren had been another leader in the Old World.

Lucifer cocked an eyebrow. “Soren, yes.
Dominick was an ass-kisser. Young, but certainly trainable. And
that damn Water Elemental Brooke arranged for banishment of my
forces. I believe the Fire Elemental helped her. Hence, you will
find a way to torture and eliminate Phoenix. The others will come
running to help. That’s what their kind does. And then I’ll give
you further instructions. I will rid the Earth of them
forever.”

Carlyle wondered for a brief moment if the
red liquid Master drank was affecting his cognitive abilities. But
he didn’t dare mention this.

“So, to be clear, I will deliver Abby,”
Carlyle said. “And you will grant us teleporting power using the
cellars of New York. I will capture and torture the Fire Elemental,
Phoenix.”

“Those are the terms.”

“Yes, Master.”

Within an instant, Lucifer produced a long
paper inscribed in blood. At the bottom, a signature was required.
“Sign if you agree.”

Carlyle shuddered. This was the hard part.
Sign his life away, promising to deliver Phoenix? Might prove
difficult. Carlyle had wanted to focus his power on gaining more
territories, surprise the Master with newfound souls. But no sense
appearing power hungry now, while in Hell. Master might not ever
let him out, otherwise.

With a shaking hand, Carlyle signed the
contract. Lucifer rolled it up like some written-in-blood wallpaper
and it burned in his hand, the ash floating off and covering the
walls of Lucifer’s den.

“It is sealed, soldier. Go.”

Carlyle nodded and turned to leave. Now he
just had to figure out a way to deliver on his end of the deal, or
there would be Hell to pay. Literally.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Abby pulled out the
business card from her wallet. Derek’s name, written in an
elaborate font, only made her guilt worse. He had agreed to help
her with lowering overhead costs at her hospital. And what had she
done? Become queasy and left without even finishing the
discussion.

Maybe she should call him.

“Anything wrong, Dr. Adams?” one of the
nurses asked.

“No, just thinking about how we can lower
some of the hospital’s costs. I met someone who might be able to
help.”

The nurse frowned. “Good luck getting the
powers that be to accept any new ideas. They’ve only vetted one
idea in the past. All the others went by the wayside.”

Her neck stiffened. “I have to try,
right?”

The nurse smiled, as if appeasing a hopeful
child. “Sure. You go ahead and try.”

Abby returned her glance to her computer
screen. She’d analyzed the latest expenditures by month, taking
into consideration how much overuse their supplies and equipment
had received since the suicide attempts began.

She needed something to make her mark, give
her more responsibility at work. If she could deliver a financially
plausible way to lower costs and save money, the hospital would
have more time and resources for patient care. Better equipment,
faster means of saving lives.

“Dr. Adams, they need you in Treatment Room
C,” a nurse called.

Abby leapt up at the chance to help someone.
In the room, a sickly man with hollow eyes lay in bed. Was he
jaundiced? No. But something was wrong. Possible infection.

She checked his chart. “Mr. Rayne, is it true
you’re allergic to penicillin?”

He nodded.

“Until I get the lab results, I’m going to
prescribe a different broad-spectrum antibiotic, not in the
penicillin family. It’s worked great in cases where people are
allergic.”

He moaned but didn’t say anything else. She
adjusted his pillow, an attempt to make him more comfortable. At
least he hadn’t been a suicide attempt. Thank heavens for small
favors, right?

“You’ll begin to feel better soon, Mr.
Rayne.” She left to give the nursing staff her orders.

“Katie, there’s a pre-mixed quantity of
broad-spectrum antibiotics available in the ICU. Give Mr. Rayne the
dosage through multiple lines to speed up his recovery.”

Katie’s eyes looked frantic as she cussed the
computer screen. “Damn system is so slow today. Mr. Rayne is in
room—”

“C,” Abby said. “Do it within the next
half-hour.”

“Will do.”

Abby marched back to her desk, where her boss
just happened to be standing.

“Dr. Washburn,” she said. “Is there something
I can do for you?”

His face wore a scowl. “You’re looking at our
costs and charts, Dr. Adams?”

She swallowed. She hadn’t exactly planned to
have this talk now. Since he’d opened the can of worms, she may as
well make the most of it. “I’ve been studying the records and our
cost analysis—”

“Dr. Adams, I hope this is on your own time.
You’re on your shift right now. I need you with the patients, not
chasing some theory.”

“My theory can be proven, Dr. Washburn. We’re
spending double the amount of money on equipment. We can save that
money for patient care if we just—”

“We aren’t going to have this discussion.”
His eyes narrowed and he pursed his lips.

“You said I could follow up on this in a few
months.”

“A few months, yes. Not now, not in the
middle of your shift. I made it clear, any of this analysis must be
done on your own time. When you’re here, on duty, you’re with
patients.”

A burning sensation caught in her throat. She
didn’t like being chastised like she’d broken something. If
anything, she was trying to fix things, improve life around here.
Why would anyone be opposed to that?

“I’m between patients. I assure you my
attention won’t be diverted on this analysis.”

“Just get to work and stop chasing ghosts. We
do need to save money, but I don’t want to hear any plan about it
until after the quarterly meeting, in three months.”

“But sir—”

“Back to work, Doctor Adams.”

He strutted away like he was the top bully on
the playground. Okay, so he was her boss, but what was he thinking?
Why be so resistant to hear her out? Maybe he thought her work
would suffer?

“I’ll do the analysis on my own time,” she
called after him. “I assure you my duties at this hospital won’t be
affected.”

“They better not,” he called over his
shoulder.

Her cell rang at that moment. She picked up
the phone. “Yes, hello?”

“It’s Derek.”

Great timing.

“Derek, thanks for calling. I’m so sorry I
didn’t feel well the other day when we were scheduled to meet.
Maybe some aroma in the restaurant just didn’t agree with me, but
I’ve been craving the food since I left.”

“I feel the same.”

“Can we schedule something this week?” she
asked.

“Maybe I could pick up lunch for two and meet
you in Washington Square Park tomorrow? We can chat about your
company, your cost structure, and figure out how you might be able
to help me put the hospital back into the black.”

“Absolutely,” she said. Good. Progress. “What
time?”

“Noon in the park.”

“Great. Thanks again.”

Abby smiled and hung up the phone. She would
meet Derek on her own time. Together, they would help the hospital,
no matter what Dr. Washburn thought.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Carlyle studied the array
of masculine colognes on his shelf. Fallen Angel or not, he knew
how the human world worked; people responded to a sense of smell.
He cocked a grin. Even if humans and dogs were separated by
billions of years of evolution, they did share that one trait.

He selected the light-spice fragrance and
applied it liberally to his neck and wrists. Then, dipping his
index finger into a drop of the liquid sex smell, he traced across
his tight abs.

Abigail, you don’t have a chance. You
believe I’m Derek for now, but soon, you’ll know who I really
am.

An hour later, dressed in normal clothes like
the millions of other New Yorkers, he exited his apartment. It
shouldn’t be too difficult to find an open cellar door at this
hour, and he needed a quick means of teleporting.

Strange place, Manhattan. By day, the
merchant’s cellar doors appeared flat like a street vent, something
busy people could walk on top of without noticing. And yet, when
the door was open, the entryway could double as a stairway to
Hell.

He meandered down the narrow streets,
watching for big trucks. Large vehicles meant unloading cases of
beer, food, anything else that might be preserved in a cellar.

BOOM!

Carlyle leapt a foot in the air. Had there
been an explosion? A gunshot?

No, a cellar door had opened. His pulse
slowed to normal as he caught his breath. The loud crash had been
the iron grate landing against the concrete sidewalk. Perfect
timing, even if the event had caused his adrenalin to race.

When the owner disappeared to grab another
case of beer, Carlyle descended down the thick steps. How builders
ever managed to drill out the bedrock and make a cellar was a
wonder. Guess humans were good for some things.

Once he reached the bottom, he said in a
voice that echoed on the walls, “Take me to Washington Square
Park.”

With a whoosh that blew his hair out straight
in back of him, he teleported to the nearest cellar to the park.
Except for one problem. The destination cellar door remained
locked, and he sat in the dark with no exit. Great. Lucifer had
granted him the power to teleport, but how was he supposed to get
out? He could punch through the wood, trap a nearby sinner to help
him, but both things took time.

For several minutes, he stood alone in the
dark. He swore he could hear laughter. Lucifer had this on the big
screens in Hell, with everyone laughing in amusement. Of this,
Carlyle was absolutely certain.

“What the hell am I supposed to do, Master?”
Carlyle asked. “Say, open sesame?”

It had been a joke, but the iron grate opened
to reveal daylight above. Now Carlyle knew Lucifer was watching.
There would be no living this moment down.

“Thanks,” Carlyle muttered, escaping up the
steps and onto the sidewalk.

The Washington Square Arch stood out against
a backdrop of brown and ivory buildings, as if it were part of the
normal landscape. NYU had bought most of the surrounding area, and
yet the Arch remained the prominent way to enter Fifth Avenue.

The land was laid out in a circle, with a
fountain in the middle. No sign of Abigail yet. He strolled past
men playing chess at tables, athletic-looking women walking their
dogs, and young couples in love. Humanity. So much diversity, so
many souls to reap.

He approached an empty bench, one where he
could easily spot Abigail, and brushed his hair back to normal. Who
knew teleporting caused wind-blown hair? He needed to appear
professional, not like a 1980s rocker.

Moments later, she arrived. The sun shone
through her brown hair, making it appear softer than it probably
was. She would be quite a beautiful soul for their side. No wonder
Lucifer wanted her.

She put her hand above her eyes to block out
the sun. “Derek?”

He stood and walked over to her, hoping he’d
gotten the walking stance down pat. “Dr. Adams, nice to see you
again.”

“Abby, please,” she said, blushing.

“Abby it is,” he said. He resisted the
temptation to call her Abigail, which was how Lucifer referred to
her. Just one more detail Carlyle needed to memorize.

She shook his hand, and he noticed her
nostrils flare just a little. Yes, she sensed his aroma. Now the
key question. Would she like the cologne he’d chosen or run away
from its scent? He hoped for the former.

Her lips curled into a smile, and for a
second, there was a twinkle in her eyes. Excellent. She liked his
scent. Baby, you’ll like a lot more by the time I’m done with
you.

“So sorry I had to run out of our last
meeting,” she said. She handed him a lunch container from the deli
and opened her own. “Not sure what it was, but I’ve been craving
the food ever since. I guess because I didn’t get to enjoy it.”

“How are you feeling?” he asked. He
deliberately offered her an empathetic look, an intense sense of
caring in his body language. He needed her to trust him.

“Better, thanks.” She brushed her hair back
behind her ear and looked as innocent as a twelve-year-old. The
perfect age—for scotch and women.

“Good.”

“Thanks. So tell me about your company.” She
bit into her salad and gave a pleasurable moan. One not audible
enough for the average human to hear, but he’d heard it. What other
sounds would she make? For fear, for pain, for pleasure?

“Derek?” she prompted, knocking him out of
his fantasy.

“Oh, right,” he said, the words rushing out
of him to cover up his thoughts. “I like to help medical
professionals streamline their practices. Invoicing, analytics are
things that a computer software program can do, not something
doctors and nurses should be focusing their valuable time on.”

Her eyes twinkled, and her lips continued to
smile as she chewed her food. Wait a second. She wasn’t dizzy. No
sign of weakness. What had happened? Did Alexi’s intention spell
only work within the deli’s walls and not outside, where the food
aroma could compete with other smells of the city?

“My patients are my first priority,” she
said. “But keeping track of data in some form or fashion is
essential to helping them, too. I’m glad someone understands
that.”

A lovely feeling coursed through his veins.
She believed him. Maybe this would be easier than he anticipated.
He just needed to get her distracted by something so he could
insert the GPS chip in her purse.

For a few minutes, he made up lies about the
things his hospital equipment could do for her career, piling on
untruth after untruth like a game of Jenga.

She sat silently, eating her salad.

Had she bought anything he had said? She
appeared to believe him—she certainly hadn’t run away or narrowed
her brows at him—but he couldn’t figure out what she was
thinking.

“Can you give me some estimates on cost?” she
asked. Finally.

“Of course, though I’d need to email them to
you.”

She nodded, like that was acceptable, and
then glanced up at the Arch. The sun shone behind it, casting a
perfectly shadowed shape of the monument onto the sidewalk.

“This place is beautiful, isn’t it?” she
asked.

He didn’t take his eyes off of her.
“Beautiful, indeed. But New York has many lovely sights.”

An audible sigh escaped her lips. “Yeah, I’ve
only started to see a few of them.”

“I can recommend a few places,” he said. What
was he doing? Playing tour guide? It might be a feasible
opportunity to trap her.

Suddenly, a shrill beeping sound echoed from
her purse. Abby’s eyes immediately narrowed as she bent down and
picked up her pager.

“What the—?” she asked.

“Something wrong?” Be caring, keep her
trust.

“I’m sorry. I need to make a quick call.” She
grabbed her cell phone and stepped a few feet away for privacy.

Now was his chance. He needed to put the GPS
chip in her purse. That way, he could locate her any time of day he
wanted. Lucifer would be pleased.

“No problem,” he said, and took a bite of his
sandwich. Take all the time you need, darlin’.

She began to dial. With her concentration
intensely focused on her phone keypad, he adjusted his sitting
position. Then he stuck his hand in his pocket. Grabbed the chip.
Darted another glance at her. Nope, she was looking away now. With
lightning speed, he removed the chip from his hand, ran his finger
across the lining of her purse to open it to his will, and then
slipped in the chip.

He loved being able to control atoms on
occasion. Not that he ever needed to get into women’s purses—some
scary stuff in there—but this time it proved handy. With another
finger, he sealed the lining back up. Perfect. The chip was in
place.

That’s when he heard Abby shouting.

“I specifically did not give him
penicillin!”

Carlyle smiled. Apparently Braden had done
his job, hacked into Abby’s computer charts for her patients. A
fine soldier.

“You don’t understand,” she said to her
phone. Her voice cracked, and her face turned bright red.

He looked away, not wanting her to see his
wide smile. That would be bad timing.

“I’m on my way back to the hospital now.
We’ll straighten this out when I get there.”

She snapped her phone shut.

With all the professionalism he could muster,
he said, “Are you all right?”

“I’m sorry, Derek. I need to get back to
work. One of my patients is in anaphylactic shock and there’s some
confusion…” Her voice trailed off, and she appeared lost for a
moment. “I need to get back right away.”

He nodded. “At least we were able to discuss
what my company can do for you this go-round.”

She made a half-smile. “True. You’ll email me
the cost estimates?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “Want me to walk you
back, see if your boss wants any pamphlets?”

“No, I’ll get a cab. Thanks, though.”

“I’ll email you.” He stopped a moment, took a
breath, and focused his energy. “I enjoyed having lunch with
you.”

“Me, too,” she said haphazardly as she
scurried off to get the closest taxi.

“It won’t be long,” he whispered under his
breath, “until you’re having lunch with Lucifer himself.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

In the back of the taxi,
Abby bit her lip to remain silent. It wasn’t the driver’s fault
that Fifth Avenue was clogged. Taxis, cars, buses, and tourists
packed the famous street. Most days, she liked watching the
storefronts, the shops that put forth such effort to decorate.

Not today. Not when traffic congestion
prevented her from reaching her patient.

“Is there any way to take another route? I’m
a doctor. I need to get to the hospital.” She should’ve taken the
subway, but her Metro card had run out and she figured a taxi would
be easier. Guess she figured wrong.

The driver swerved between two cars and
turned right, nearly clipping a bike messenger in the process.
Maybe she should’ve kept her mouth shut. If she didn’t arrive to
work alive, she wouldn’t do her patient any good.

Her mind reeled as she watched the buildings
grow bigger, taller, glassier, the closer they drove to Midtown.
She would have to put her conversation with Derek about saving the
hospital money on the back burner for now. Her mind only focused on
her patient.

What the hell had happened during the
forty-five minutes she’d been at lunch? Her department head’s irate
words echoed in her ears, how he’d barked at her for ordering a
penicillin-based IV for Mr. Rayne when he was so allergic.

She never would’ve done such a thing. How
could they assume she had? The doctor on call would stabilize him.
When she reached the hospital, she would clear up this
misunderstanding.

After what seemed an hour, the taxi reached
the hospital. She sprinted inside, practically running into the
main desk. “Mr. Rayne still in Room 702?”

“Yes,” the administrator said.

Abby ran to the room. Outside the doorway,
nurses, doctors, and specialists huddled together. From inside the
room, she could hear the yelling and talking over each other’s
sentences.

“Grab the paddles. Shock him.”

“Clear!”

“Nothing. Try again.”

She pushed her way past the onlookers and
into the room.

“Who the hell gave my patient penicillin?”
Abby yelled. “He’s allergic.”

Her department head stood between her and Mr.
Rayne, blocking her. “Dr. Adams, so nice of you to join us.”

“Let me through.”

“I can’t do that. Dr. Lewis has it under
control.”

She glared at him. Was he really pulling this
territorial stunt on her now, with her patient in dire straits?
They shocked Mr. Rayne again. And again.

Silence. No heartbeat.

No. Hell no.

“Let me through!” she yelled, and pushed her
way around him to Mr. Rayne. “Paddles!”

The nurse’s eyes widened, questioning whether
she should release the paddles.

“Now!” Abby said, ready to grip them from her
scrawny hands if she had to.

“Dr. Adams,” the department head said.

“No. This is my patient and I did not order
penicillin for him.” She zapped him with the paddles twice more.
Nothing.

She started to do manual CPR. Press press,
wait count.

“Dr. Adams, step away. He’s gone. I’m calling
it.”

“No,” she said, continuing to count and press
down on Mr. Rayne’s chest. C’mon, damn it! Breathe! Live! Do
something.

“Dr. Adams.”

She looked up. The monitor displayed a flat
line. Worst thing to see—ever.

“I….”

“Time of death, 12:52 p.m.,” Dr. Lewis
said.

Abby glared at Dr. Lewis, who’d just uttered
the words that were her responsibility to say. Where did he get off
doing her job? Him stating the TOD made it sink in, made the awful
churning in her stomach all the more real.

The paddles fell out of her hands and onto
the floor. She couldn’t think. Couldn’t concentrate. Every gamut of
emotion flooded through her veins. Anger, frustration, even guilt
over her brother—though she hadn’t been at fault then, either.

“What happened? Who gave him penicillin?”

“You did,” the department head said.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Jackie, will you please show Dr. Adams the
chart?”

The nurse moved the monitor over and pulled
up Mr. Rayne’s chart. What the hell? All the basic information was
there, but no mention of a penicillin allergy. There were even
doctor orders in there to treat for an infection, yet no mention of
the allergy.

“I don’t understand,” Abby said. “I made a
notation on the chart. Maybe this is a software glitch?”

The department head’s critical glance pierced
into her. “Don’t think you’re going to blame this on computer
problems so you can convince me to do your money saving stunt. I
don’t appreciate doctors who put lives at risk to further their own
agendas.”

“You know me better than that.”

Had her voice cracked? She couldn’t be
certain. The anger pulsing through her body with racing speed made
her want to scream. How dare he accuse her of such behavior? What
the hell was wrong with him? She lived for her patients, for this
hospital. She would never jeopardize a life.

And yet, what had happened with the chart? No
notation, no nothing about his allergy. No order to give him
erythromycin instead of penicillin.

“I need you to come to my office, Dr.
Adams.”

“What?”

The interns were staring at her now, like
she’d just been voted off some reality TV show.

“Your patient died,” he said. “And while
cardiac arrest only occurs in one in a thousand cases of
anaphylactic shock—”

“Mr. Rayne had heart issues. That increases
the chance of death when shock occurs.”

Why did she have to explain this to him like
he was a first-year med student? And again, why had the chart
become corrupted? How did her notes vanish?

“We need to talk in my office.” With that, as
if he noticed all eyes watching him, he scowled and said, “And the
rest of you, get back to work. You have patients in this hospital,
too.”

They scattered at his command. Uneasiness
remained in the tension-filled air.

“My office,” he ordered.

She needed a break. A moment to think, gather
her thoughts and figure things out. She had no idea what he would
say or do once she met with him privately. He’d never really liked
her, but she’d dedicated herself to the hospital despite his
antagonism.

“I need to splash water on my face,” she
said. “But I’ll be there in five minutes.”

He raised an eyebrow, but slowly nodded. “See
you in five.”

When the elevator doors closed and he was
gone, every part of her body seemed to give way. Her knees went
wobbly, her head began to pound. She stumbled to the restroom,
splashed cold water on her face, and sat down. Get it
together.

How could they blame her for the death of Mr.
Rayne when she had done everything right?

Would it even matter, five minutes from
now?

She shook her head, and found herself dialing
Phoenix’s cell phone.

“Hey there,” he answered, his voice
upbeat.

“Phoenix?”

“What’s wrong?”

She didn’t have time to get into her
emotional state over the phone. “I just wanted to hear your
voice.”

“Abby, you sound upset. Is there anything I
can do?”

Long pause. “Can we talk tonight? I have a
meeting in three minutes.”

“Sure,” he said. His voice was concerned,
caring. Nice. She didn’t have enough of that these days. She
certainly never got it from her parents.

“Thanks.”

“Take care of yourself, and I’ll see you
tonight,” Phoenix said.

“Right.” She hung up the phone, sprinted up
two sets of stairs, and proceeded to the department head’s office,
where her head would surely be on the chopping block.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“The evidence is clear in
the chart, Dr. Adams. I have no choice but to suspend you.”

A sharp pang ached in Abby’s stomach.
Suspend. The word hung in the air, living up to its
definition. At least she hadn’t been fired. Yet, suspended for not
doing anything wrong? She needed to clear up this misunderstanding.
Keep working.

“I specifically noted Mr. Rayne’s allergy in
the chart,” she said. “I do not understand how this happened, but I
assure you all the pertinent patient history was available in his
digital file.”

“Dr. Adams, perhaps you only thought you made
the notation. You’ve been distracted lately. This is exactly why I
don’t want you doing analytics or other tasks.”

“I’m never that distracted. Besides, that’s
not fair. I’m only trying to help the hospital.”

He let out a loud sigh. “Look, you’re a
talented ER doctor—”

“Thank you.” Damn right.

“But my hands are tied on this. You
deliberately failed to notate two conditions that could have saved
your patient’s life. The hospital can’t have you treating other
patients until we have a hearing on what happened. We need to put
some distance between us, at least until we know how the family
will react.”

Family. So this was the angle he was going
with. “You think there will be a wrongful death suit?”

“I do,” he said coolly. “We’ll conduct an
investigation, and then schedule a hearing for two weeks from now.
You are suspended until then. I’ll be reporting this situation to
the New York Office of Medical Conduct. After the investigation,
we’ll see where we are.”

His words cut into her heart, where a deep
pang remained. “Dr. Washburn, I promise you with every ounce of my
being, I noted the patient’s allergy in the chart. Could there be a
computer glitch? Perhaps we should explore the possibility—”

“Our software is up to date. No viruses. A
patient’s list of allergies is something a five-year-old would have
noticed, and our nurses are smart and efficient.”

“I will not take the blame for something I
did correctly.” She took a swallow, which took way too long to go
down her parched throat. “I entered his allergy in the chart. I
really think you should research the option of a computer
glitch.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Your…theory…is a
stretch at best.”

She didn’t know what else to say. Why
wouldn’t he at least check the computers? Get the tech folks on the
phone and ask? Why was he so insistent on blaming her for something
she did not do?

“I know I put that allergy into the
computer.” She knew she sounded like a broken record, but those
were the only words racing over her tongue.

He rolled his eyes. “Even if there was a
software glitch—and I’m humoring you here—how is it that our
anti-virus programs didn’t catch it? We have excellent software so
these situations do not happen.”

She pinched the top of her nose to ward off
the booming headache. Maybe she was losing her mind. Maybe
something had gotten mixed up. She racked her mind to remember. No.
She had specifically noted his allergy, had asked him about
allergies to other medications so she could figure out which
antibiotic to give him.

“Please. Call the tech department and ask
them if there’s been a glitch. What if this happens with other
patients?”

She hoped her point would change his mind.
Shouldn’t his duty be to research any possibility that might harm
other patients? Had someone sabotaged her?

He leaned back in his large, intimidating
chair. “Let me humor you some more, Doctor. Presuming someone
deliberately set you up, and that’s a big stretch, who would have a
grudge against you? You hardly ever leave this place. All your
co-workers like you.”

Her heart raced. He was right. If no
co-worker set her up, surely this couldn’t be the fault of
paranormal beings in Manhattan. That was a crazy response. Still,
she needed to give him some form of answer, so she took a deep
breath and chose her words carefully. Blaming anything on Fallen
Angels would just land her a week in the psych ward.

“The suicide rates alone are staggering, and
sometimes the charts weren’t showing the full number of deaths.
Strange things have been occurring around Manhattan—”

“I don’t concern myself with superstition. We
are doctors. We focus on the facts.”

“What about the fact that there might be a
problem with your computer software, one that will harm more
patients, not just mine? There have been some recent people who
seem to antagonize every move I make. They want the suicide
attempts to continue, you see—”

“Who on Earth would want such
self-destructive behavior to continue?” He didn’t sound
condescending, but she did notice his gaze swept toward the
abnormal psychology textbook on his top shelf.

She couldn’t tell him about the Fallen
Angels—or Phoenix. She’d lose all credibility for a lot longer than
a few weeks suspension. Better to swallow her pride, figure out the
problem, and solve it with Phoenix.

“You didn’t answer my question. Why would
anyone want suicide attempts to continue?”

She rubbed her hands on her slacks to get rid
of the sweat. “I don’t know the answer to that right now, but I
intend to find out.”

He didn’t seem fazed. “Well, you have the
next two weeks, starting now, filled with free time. You may want
to use some of that time to consult with a malpractice attorney.
And you’d better pray the patient’s family doesn’t sue you or
us.”

“I understand.” She didn’t want to say
anything else. She needed to get out of here, find Phoenix.

“I’ll need your ID access badge,” he
said.

Wow. The reality of his request slapped her
across the face with a sharp blow. With hesitation, stalling the
inevitable, she unclipped her ID and handed it over.

“I will return for the hearing in two
weeks.”

He nodded. “Take that time to cool off.”

“For the record, I never said, nor will I
ever say, that I didn’t do the right thing by my patient. I noted
his allergy. And I’ll find out who messed up the charts.”

“Go, Dr. Adams.” He waved his hand like
swatting away a gnat.

“Until two weeks from Monday, then.” She
turned, shut the door with a click, and sprinted to the
elevator.

When the elevator doors shut, she screamed as
loud as she could, letting out every desperate emotion welled deep
in her soul. It didn’t help. Her patient had died, regardless of
what error occurred in the chart.

Now she’d be marked as the doctor who was
careless, who let a sick man die. But that wasn’t her. Despite the
frustration seething from her every pore, she couldn’t get the
nagging question out of her mind. What had really happened? Could
the Fallen Angels be doing this, like Phoenix had warned?

He knew more about these creatures than
anyone else. Maybe he would be willing to help her, tell these evil
beings to leave her alone. Once and for all.

She needed to find him. But no matter what
the malpractice investigation uncovered, the hospital would blame
her, even though it wasn’t her fault. Just like when her brother
died. If her own parents never forgave her, why should her
employer?

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Phoenix hung up his cell
phone. Something was wrong. He’d sensed sadness rather than fear in
Abby’s trembling voice. But she’d called from the hospital, her
safe place. Abby—the tough, competent doctor who so fiercely
protected those in her care, whose self-confidence never
wavered—except in social situations.

She would arrive in an hour. Whatever had
brought her close to tears, he needed to offer comfort for her
right now. She needed him. He would be there.

An hour later, his apartment was spotless. In
the oven, two steak dinners from Smith & Wollensky’s warmed.
Best meat in the world. With a side of creamed spinach for them to
share, he was ready to feed her, comfort her, and be there for
her.

The doorknob turned with a clicking sound.
She was home.

He lit a series of tea light candles on the
mantel between the living room and the kitchen.

“Phoenix?”

“In here,” he called.

She walked in. Her expression held the look
of a young child who’d just fallen off the swing and skinned her
knee. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh, cry, get up and keep
playing, or run clutch her mother’s leg.

“I got dinner for us. We can relax, you can
tell me what’s going on.”

Her lip began to quiver. “Did you do all
this?” She pointed to the candles, the dinner plates, the peach
roses on the center of the table.

“I thought you needed some comfort,” he
said.

Without hesitation, she ran toward him and
threw her arms around his neck in a tight embrace. Whoa. Okay, he
could hug her, too.

“I’m so angry, so upset, so—”

“Tell me what happened.” He caressed her
back, continued to hold her, breathed in the aroma of her
strawberry-scented shampoo.

She clutched him tighter. “My patient died.
It wasn’t my fault. I’m suspended for two weeks, maybe longer.
There may be a lawsuit. I don’t know what’s happening anymore.”

His mind reeled to keep up, to
compartmentalize the events she’d just spurted out like they were
all one thing.

“You’re the best doctor I know,” he said in
her ear. “How did your patient die? And why would they suspend
you?”

“It’s not my fault. It wasn’t my fault with
the fire, either.”

The fire? Phoenix continued to hold her,
worried she might get worse if he let go. But what fire was she
talking about?

He released her long enough to make eye
contact. “Tell me what happened.”

When she met his gaze, her eyes glistened
from the tears. “I don’t know where to start.”

He reached for her hand. “Come sit on the
couch with me. Talk to me. We’ll figure this out.”

At the mention of the word ‘we’ her face
brightened. “Okay.”

A box of tissues and ten minutes later,
Phoenix’s head ached. She’d recounted the day’s events. There had
to be more to the story. Abby was the most thorough physician he’d
ever seen.

“What am I supposed to do without my work?”
she asked.

He traced his finger along her cheek. “You’re
more than the white coat, Abby. You always were.”

Her eyes became round and green, with a spark
behind them. “I don’t know who I am when I’m not saving
patients.”

And I didn’t know who I was when I got
demoted off Wall Street. But you helped me figure it out.

“You’re someone with integrity, someone
caring, someone I’ve enjoyed spending time with,” he offered. He
hoped he didn’t sound like he was reciting platitudes; that hadn’t
been his intent.

She wiped away the tear forming in the corner
of her eye. “I enjoy spending time with you, too.”

He leaned in, gazed at her soft face. Stress
lines remained on her forehead. Lifting her chin only slightly up
with his fingers, he brought her lips to his own. The last kiss
they’d shared, he’d used strength, firmness. This one, he kept
tender, meant to caress her spirit.

When their lips parted, he said, “I’ll help
you find out what happened. I don’t believe for one second that you
messed up the chart.”

“I’m not even allowed in the hospital,” she
said, frowning once more.

“I am. I’ll be bringing in patients during my
shift. I’ll see what I can learn. Hell, maybe Rick finally got that
candy striper into bed. She might talk, give us info we can
use.”

Abby shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Are you sure you didn’t see anyone that
looked like Carlyle, Alexi, any of them near the hospital? Because
I know they planned to target you. I don’t know how they could mess
with hospital charts, but it’s worth finding out.”

“I don’t know if evil beings did this or just
some computer glitch. But I need to be working. I need to be a
doctor.”

“You are a doctor, no matter what
happened today.” He cupped her chin in his hands and brought his
lips to hers once more.

He could feel the tension in her neck and
shoulders start to vanish, the longer he put tender kisses on her
lips. Then he nuzzled her neck and she giggled with a happy sound.
Music to his ears.

This woman—a human, to his utter
surprise—would drive him absolutely over the edge. And for the
first time, he wasn’t going to put on the brakes.

#

Abby wasn’t used to being this close to
anyone, but something inside her didn’t want to stop. His fingers
were warm. Did the fire he embodied seep out of his pores and onto
her? His touch was like being kissed by the sun.

His boyish face, complete with tousled hair
over his brow, made him all the more handsome. Her cheeks hurt from
smiling. Other men had made her cry, yet he’d made her smile. A lot
more than anyone else, come to think of it.

He reached under her shirt and she didn’t
object. The soft touch of his hand sent jolts of pleasure coursing
through her body. Must be those endorphins kicking in.

Suddenly, he stopped.

Stopped? Why?

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“I don’t want to take advantage of you having
a bad day.” He said the words methodically, as if he didn’t believe
he was even saying them.

“You’re not.”

“You sure?” he asked, lines of doubt forming
across his brow.

“I like being around you. You’re thoughtful,
kind, and I’m learning to trust you. True, you’re different. I’m
still frightened of the fire part, but I temporarily lost the most
important thing in my life today. I need to expand my interest,
embrace other ways of occupying my time.”

He grinned like a school kid. “Making love is
always a great way to pass the time.”

She blushed, the heat rising to her cheeks.
“So I’ve heard.”

“Come closer.”

She obeyed and was rewarded with a soft kiss.
He wrapped his fingers into hers and led her to his bedroom. The
down comforter felt like silk on her skin. Clothes, bras, pants,
shirts, all got tossed into a pile near the corner of the room,
left to become one item.

He began to kiss her neck, her breasts, down
to her stomach until she giggled.

“Ticklish, eh?”

“A little.”

“That’s one more thing I like about you,” he
whispered, his breath hot on her skin.

She arched her back as he teased her, placing
tiny kisses along her bikini line, his fingers brushing across the
center of her pleasure. It had been a long time since she’d been
with someone. A really long time. She’d forgotten how wonderful it
felt to have a man just trace his touch over her body, so lightly
it was like a love letter to her skin.

“You’re beautiful, Abby.”

His kind words only sent emotion rushing
through her once again.

“I didn’t expect someone like you,” she
said.

He paused, lifted his head to meet her
glance. “Someone like me?”

“A man who I’d be comfortable around.”

“Oh.”

“For what it’s worth, you’re the first human
female I’ve found myself around,” he said. Then he grimaced. “Those
words sounded better in my head. Honest.”

She smiled wide, her cheeks forming laugh
lines. “I like that you’re different. Elemental, Fallen Angel,
whatever you are and whatever is out there on the streets of
Manhattan. You’re the kind of person I want to be with.”

She leaned onto her side, her soft hair
falling across her shoulders. Damn, she was beautiful.

He brought his body closer to hers, only to
feel the heat of her sexy form make his own overwhelming. It was
like she responded in kind to his fiery nature and gave back enough
heat to cause a surge of electricity between them. And it sent him
into pleasure overdrive.

“Abby,” he moaned.

“Phoenix,” she said, her voice soft and
sexy.

Hearing his name from her pink succulent lips
only excited him more. But when she looked into his eyes, fully
trusting, fully open, he knew. He knew then, at that precise
moment, that he would do anything for her. Anything.

He drew her closer, became one with the
amazing woman in his arms. The connection between them ignited a
spark that gave way to the hottest Fire in the course of
history.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Phoenix’s eyelids flew
open when he heard a sound from outside the bedroom door. Abby? No.
She lay beside him, still sleeping.

So who was in his apartment?

Careful not to wake her—she looked so
peaceful, like a rare painting—he tiptoed into the living room.

“Fire boy,” Mercury said. He stood in the
kitchen, drinking a cup of tea. “Nice boxers.”

Phoenix glanced down at the boxers he’d
thrown on in the scramble to get dressed. Great. He’d picked up the
pair with tiny heart patterns. The guys at the financial fund
company gave them to him as a joke. He didn’t even think he still
had that pair. Evidently, he did.

“What are you doing here?” Phoenix hissed in
a low voice.

“I should ask you a similar question. Exactly
what are you doing?”

Crap. Did Mercury mean Abby? Or some other
thing that Universe might be pissed off about?

“What do you want?”

Mercury took a sip of tea, his pinky extended
like some kind of connoisseur. “You and Abby were supposed to work
together, not sleep together.”

Phoenix racked his brain. He’d done something
wrong, again? Best to own up to it. That made Universe happy.
“Look, I know I’ve crossed the line—”

“Crossed it? Phoenix, you’ve drawn a whole
new geometric shape.”

“You’re the one who told me to befriend Abby.
I’m only following the orders I was given.”

Mercury cocked an eyebrow. “Befriend. Sleep
with. Even you should know the difference. Was it not so long ago
that you gave your Water Elemental colleague Brooke such grief for
her choice of mates?”

“I know.” Phoenix thought for a minute. There
was no way this conversation would end well. All he could hope for
is that it would end. “Perhaps if I called Brooke and
apologized?”

“That would be a start, but you still need to
answer for your actions.”

“Mercury,” Phoenix began. He walked over to
the cabinet to grab a special blend of sugar for the tea Mercury
was drinking. “This will make it tasty.”

“Thanks.”

“I need your help, here.”

“I’m not allowed to take sides, Phoenix.
Universe may remove your powers for this. I can’t say.”

The hard reality of what he’d done slammed
into his mind at warp speed. He’d done what he’d said he never
would—get involved with a human. Sex with a human. He’d known last
night that he wouldn’t stop, that breaking the rules would be worth
whatever consequence.

“I know I screwed up, okay? You told me
Universe wanted me to get closer to Abby. Well, I have. She can be
an asset to us.”

“Perhaps, but you still slept with a human
when you shouldn’t have.”

Phoenix didn’t bother to hide his sarcasm. “I
thought sleeping with them was allowed, just not mating.”

Mercury rolled his eyes. “Semantics.”

“Besides,” Phoenix said, “didn’t Brooke use
Alex and his New Orleans police department connections to help her?
Why does she get so much special treatment?”

“Stop whining.”

This wasn’t going the way he wanted. Time to
shift his approach.

“Universe won’t be disappointed in me again.
Things are on track. Abby is helping our cause.”

“He won’t forgive another Elemental mating
with a human,” Mercury said. “I hope you used protection.”

“I did. You can thank my EMT training and
Abby being a doctor for that.”

“Well….”

“Please, Merc? I don’t want her to wake up.
Did Universe want me to know anything else?”

Mercury smiled wide. “Yes, actually.”

“What?” he blurted out.

After sipping his tea, he said, “Don’t be so
rude.”

Saying everything on the tip of his tongue
would only get him in trouble. So instead, he took a deep breath
and decided to be polite, eat the crow that would inevitably be
served to him.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Please tell me what
Universe would like.”

“That’s better,” Mercury replied. “And
Universe wants Ella to shadow you for the next few weeks.”

“I told Brooke awhile back that I’d be more
than happy to show Ella the ropes.”

“Good,” Mercury said. “Because she’s just
outside.”

“What?”

Was Merc freaking kidding? The timing
couldn’t have been worse. Phoenix liked Ella, even if she was
Brooke’s half-breed daughter. But Ella was a cool kid. He’d love to
show her around, train her. But now?

“She’s in the hallway,” Mercury said. “I told
her I didn’t know what shenanigans you’d be up to. Figured I’d come
in, make sure the coast was clear.”

“Ella is right outside?” Phoenix said,
dumbfounded. How was he supposed to explain Abby to Ella, and vice
versa? He and Abby were just getting close, intimate, and now
there’s going to be a teenager around at all times?

“Yes,” Merc said. “Do you want to change out
of your boxers before she comes in? It might be hard to view you as
a mentor and teacher if she has the image of those hearts in her
mind.”

“Funny. Real funny.” Phoenix rubbed his hands
through his hair. There was no way to change the situation. May as
well figure out a way to live with it. “Can you give me ten
minutes? Take Ella to the bagel place around the corner or
something?”

“I can oblige.”

“Thanks.”

“But one thing you should know,” Mercury
said, intensity in his glare.

“Yes?”

“Ella is here to train with you. She has
learned some skills with Terran, but she is young. She does not
know how to defeat any Fallen Angel on her own. You must stay with
her at all times. No leaving her at home to watch TV while you go
out with your human. Understand?”

This was going to make things even more
complicated than they already were. All his plans for the romantic
morning after with Abby flew out the window.

“Yes, I understand,” he said.

“Good. Then I’ll meet you back here in ten
minutes, with Ella.”

“Thanks.” What else could he say? Gee, give
me a week’s notice? Have some courtesy?

Once Merc shut the door, Phoenix took a deep
breath. Now came the hard part. He had to tell Abby that the
morning after their amazing night would not be exactly as they’d
planned.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY

Abby snuggled up to the
spare pillow, when she smelled a minty-fresh scent. Toothpaste? She
opened her eyes. Phoenix leaned over her, watching her sleep.
Awkward.

“Hi,” she said.

“Morning.”

His furrowed brow indicated something was
wrong. Did he think last night was a mistake? Or did he want to
become serious before she was ready? What was he thinking?

Best to take action, avoid heartbreak. How
could she have let herself become so vulnerable to hurt? She’d had
a bad day, one of the worst days she’d ever experienced. Their
tryst was temporary stress relief, that’s all. Yes. Sure.

“Phoenix….”

He stood up. “I need to tell you
something.”

“Don’t worry about last night. I don’t want
things to be weird between us. Let’s just return to being
friends.”

He frowned. “That’s not what I was going to
say. But if it’s the way you feel—”

“No.” She sat up in bed. “I mean, I don’t
know.”

Why did her social awkwardness strike at the
most inopportune times? She could handle new situations in the ER,
new machines at work. But relationships, the morning after? She was
without a guidebook.

“We should get dressed,” Phoenix said. “I’ll
explain.”

She didn’t want to hit the pause button on
this conversation. She reached for her slacks and began to busy her
hands, getting dressed. “Go ahead. Explain.” Deep down, she braced
herself for whatever he would say.

“Remember when I mentioned there are other
Elementals? I’m Fire. My three colleagues are Water, Wind, and
Earth?”

“Yes,” she said, still cautious.

“Well, the Water Elemental, Brooke, she lives
in New Orleans.”

“Nice place.” Where was he going with this
explanation? Should she be worried? Did he want to run off with
this Brooke person?

“Brooke mated with a cop there—”

“Mated?”

“Yes. Had sex and conceived a child.”

She gave him a blank look. This was so not
the morning-after conversation she had expected. And she hadn’t had
her coffee yet.

“And?”

“Sex with humans is…well, frowned upon.
Conceiving children is forbidden.”

She blinked a few times, the information
slowly registering. “So, you screwed up by sleeping with me? Is
that what you’re trying to tell me? If you don’t want us to be an
item, Phoenix, all you have to do is say so.”

He rubbed his temples. “No, that’s not what
I’m trying to say.”

“Then what is it?”

“Brooke and Alex had a child, Ella. She’s
sixteen now. We Elementals are training her to become one of us.”
He paused. “What I’m trying to say is, Ella is supposed to shadow
me for the next few weeks. I have to be by her side
constantly.”

Abby had no idea how to respond. Her heart
leapt that he hadn’t wanted to run off with this Brooke person, but
now he would be looking after a teenager?

“Maybe I should return to my apartment. I
don’t want to be a third wheel or get in your way.”

“No. Listen, I’m not saying this right,” he
stammered.

“No, you’re not,” she said, smiling at
him.

“Rub it in, why don’t ya?”

His self-deprecating tone relaxed her a bit.
Even Mr. Social Life had trouble with conversations.

“I don’t want you to leave, Abby.” He paused
and looked into her eyes, warmth in his gaze. “You keep the guest
room. I’ll set up a sleeping sofa for Ella. I just didn’t know if
you would mind having her around. I can’t exactly leave her, and
unfortunately I don’t have a say-so on the timing.”

The giddy feelings she had sensed last night,
in his arms, flooded back into her memory. Wait. Don’t go
overboard. Be cautious. After all, you’re a human and he’s an
Elemental. Don’t give away your heart—not now.

“I’m fine with returning to my place. In
fact, I miss my space.”

“Please stay a few more nights. Ella could
use a female adult to hang with. We could go to the High Line, show
her Broadway and Times Square. Think about it. Let me show you both
my favorite parts of New York.” He held her hand. “Will you, Abby?
Will you come discover New York with me?”

Her toes curled, and a giddy feeling
fluttered deep inside her. He made a good point. There were other
places she’d like to see. Playing tourist in her own city sounded
fun. With a teenager around, the situation would be safe. Not too
intense or awkward. Besides, she had free time since she couldn’t
return to the hospital.

“Sure. I’d be happy to.”

“Good. Ella’s a trainee but she’s a good kid.
Even if sometimes I want to smack her mom over the head.”

“Why?”

“Long story,” he said.

She finished getting dressed and pulled her
hair into a ponytail. “Those are the most intriguing.”

Phoenix shrugged. “You know the old saying?
Blood is thicker than water?”

“Yes.”

“When it concerns the bloodline of an
Elemental, things get complicated. Ella has her mother’s Elemental
Blood. Water’s Blood. But she also has the human blood from Alex,
her father.”

“So where is this teenager?”

“She’ll be arriving in a few minutes,”
Phoenix said. He finished getting dressed too. “I’m glad you’re
comfortable joining us for some sightseeing.”

“Sounds fun. Besides, when you’re training
her or need time alone, I have things to do. I need to figure out
the software glitch at the hospital, call that Derek guy again to
see if he can get the hospital some things wholesale, get a cost
estimate, etc.”

“I hope things work out at the hospital for
you, Abby.”

She brushed the hair off his forehead.
“Tomorrow, I’ll be busy and productive. Today, show me and the
teenager the city you love so much.”

He winked at her. “Absolutely.”

#

There was a knock at the door. Phoenix
glanced at the clock. Ten minutes had gone by fast. At least
Mercury hadn’t suddenly appeared again. His wardrobe alone would
freak Abby out, and Phoenix didn’t want her more gun-shy than she
already appeared.

When he opened the door, there stood Ella.
Wow. It had only been six months, but she’d matured in that brief
time. Same dark curly hair, olive skin, but her expression seemed
more open and friendly than her mother’s.

“Someone’s grown up,” he teased, pulling her
into a hug.

“Thanks. There is a lot to learn.”

He released her. “I want you to meet someone.
This is my friend, Abby.”

Ella and Abby shook hands and exchanged
pleasantries. Good. Abby didn’t seem to notice or be upset that
he’d avoided the term girlfriend. No sense complicating things.

After getting Ella settled in and grabbing
some bottled waters, he smiled at two of his favorite people. “So,
ready to see the best city in the world?”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Carlyle stepped out of the
luxurious bath and into a black silk robe. Loud voices echoed up
the walls and around nooks and crannies. Slurred sounds, loud pops
like firecrackers, and dark music.

What was happening? It was two o’clock in the
afternoon. Alexi should be at the deli working. Braden had
volunteered at the hospital, a perfect way to access medical
records. Carlyle smiled. Braden could hack anything—and already
had.

So who was making noise in his house?

He grabbed a pair of faded jeans and slipped
on a t-shirt. Clutching the stair rail, he began his descent
downstairs. The sound blared from the TV. Only he hadn’t left the
TV on.

“Hello?”

Did he sound as tentative as he felt, walking
through his own apartment? No one dared cross him—not his
followers, not another clan. So who, or what, was in his house?

No answer came. He walked to a small glass
table and picked up the remote.

“Don’t even think of turning me off,
soldier.”

Carlyle’s stomach muscles clenched. That
smooth, sophisticated tone could only belong to one
being—Lucifer.

Carlyle coughed and turned around. Lucifer
couldn’t leave Hell, so where could he be?

“Over here, genius,” Lucifer said. His regal
appearance displayed in full color, high-definition.

Perhaps Carlyle had made a poor choice with
the fifty-inch TV. Lucifer appeared larger than life on this
one—which didn’t give Carlyle much comfort.

“Hello, sir.” Carlyle clasped his hands,
needing to do something to keep them from shaking. “What may I do
for you?”

Lucifer’s face drew closer until only the
ferocity in his ice-blue stare filled the pixilated surface.
“You’re not keeping your part of the bargain, Carlyle—”

“But I am—”

“Silence!” Lucifer backed away, but his taut
chin and narrowed glance remained. “You’ve had several chances to
bring me Abigail. At the deli, in the park, at the hospital. All
times, you failed.”

“We’ve put a computer chip in her purse to
track her,” Carlyle said.

“Computer nerd games,” Lucifer replied with
full disdain. “I could reap some Dungeons and Dragons nerds if I
wanted to.”

Carlyle racked his brain. Think. Tell the
Master how well some things were going.

“Braden has hacked into the hospital
computer. We’ve managed to get her suspended from work, possibly
sued for wrongful death. She’s no longer allowed on hospital
grounds.”

“For two weeks only,” Lucifer said, admiring
his long, curled fingernails.

“She’s almost in our grasp, Master. Ready to
be yours.”

“Almost isn’t good enough. If you almost
break your agreement with me, that is the same as willfully
breaking your word.”

Carlyle didn’t know what to say. Was there a
reason Lucifer had become so impatient? They weren’t on any kind of
timeline, and when faced with thousands of millennia to reap evil,
what were a few more days to get one soul, Abby’s?

Without warning, stabbing pain shot into the
arches of his feet, sending a deep ache throughout his legs. What
the hell? He looked down. Hot blue flames lapped at his ankles,
searing the skin of his human form. Blue flames. Master always used
the color blue.

“Sir?” Carlyle said, his voice wincing from
the pain. He stepped aside, attempting to avoid the flame’s center.
Every step he took, the heat followed. Every place he walked, blue
flames scorched his legs.

On the high def screen, Lucifer sat on his
throne. “I taught you better manners than to argue with me, giving
lame excuses. Shall we try this again, or do I turn up the
heat?”

“No, sir. You have made your point.” Carlyle
lowered his head as a sign of respect. Also to ensure Lucifer
didn’t see his pained expression. The flames lapping at his ankles
were excruciating to his human skin. Why did Master always go above
and beyond where reproach was concerned?

“And?” Lucifer glared at him and waited.

“And I apologize for my excuses,” Carlyle
said. “Please continue, as I wish to do your bidding, Master.”

Lucifer smiled wide, showing off his perfect
teeth. “Good. Let’s hope you remember that thought.”

If I were leader of our kind, I’d do things
differently.…

Carlyle gulped, deliberately forgetting the
thought. Lucifer could often read minds. The Master must never
know.

“Tell me your orders,” Carlyle said, oozing
with humility and reverence. “Sir.”

Lucifer rolled his eyes. “You know my orders.
Bring me Abigail. And kill Phoenix. I have granted you extra power
with light. I have granted you teleporting ability throughout the
city, provided you aren’t noticed. I have done my part for you,
Carlyle, and you have yet to bring me anything substantial.”

Carlyle waited a moment. “Abigail trusts me.
I can get her for you. And she can bring us more souls in the
hospital.”

Lucifer half-smiled but didn’t seem too
impressed. Carlyle racked his brain. “Alexi’s deli is doing quite
well. Thanks to his mental wishes, we’ve caused a dozen suicide
attempts—”

“Attempts, not successes.”

Apparently Master was allowed to interrupt,
just no one else. Carlyle bit his lip to avoid saying such. Lucifer
would not find it ironic, or funny.

“Alexi’s deli is only the beginning. We will
bring you more souls than you can imagine,” Carlyle said. Damn, was
he begging? Sure sounded like it.

“Then stop talking about what you’re going to
do, and just damn do it, soldier. Understand?” Lucifer’s forehead
had daggered lines across it. Master was stressed.

“Yes, sir.”

Lucifer looked him up and down. “And put on
some clothes more befitting someone in your powerful position.
Faded jeans and a t-shirt don’t become you.”

“Of course.” He hadn’t planned on leaving the
apartment for a while, but he would do as Lucifer asked.

Lucifer’s cold eyes turned dark. “You have
three nights. By the time the full moon rises, I want Abigail.”

Carlyle hiccupped. “Three nights? But
Master—”

“Problem?”

“Why no, none at all, sir.”

“Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Carlyle. Stop
it.”

Carlyle looked down at the smoldering pile of
ash by his feet, knowing Lucifer could easily restart the fire.
“Apologies. I will bring you Abigail within three days.”

“Yes, because if you don’t—”

Carlyle bowed his head. Any number of swift
punishments waited if he didn’t obey the boss man. Returning to
Hell would be the least of them.

“I will bring her to you,” Carlyle said.

“You’d better.” Then Lucifer snapped his
fingers, and three lanky, naked women with chains around their
necks appeared. “Now, as you can see, I have things to do.”

Carlyle tried not to look at the women
fawning over Lucifer. “Yes.”

“Bring her to me. Or else.”

The TV shut itself off. The ash from the blue
flame disappeared.

Carlyle collapsed onto the floor, humiliated
and moaning in pain from the Master’s blue flames. How was he
supposed to capture Abigail in three days? Such a feat would
require delicate planning and breaking more than one set of
rules.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Phoenix locked his
apartment and crossed 52nd Street to the Metro bus stop.
He’d considered using the subway to reach a specific entrance to
Central Park. But since Ella hadn’t seen the city yet, may as well
take the leisurely bus. She could look out the window, see the
definitive architecture, and enjoy the scenery.

Abby and Ella sat in one row, and Phoenix
took a seat behind them. They made polite conversation, and he
pointed out several key icons in Manhattan. Then something
happened—not a loud boom or a sudden ache in his gut, but more like
a tidal wave of uneasiness, smacking into him.

Why did he feel strange all of a sudden?
Because of Ella’s sudden arrival? Mercury’s mysterious comments?
Granted, Ella showing up wasn’t the timing he had hoped for, but he
liked the kid.

A brief thought crossed his mind. Could this
be related to him making love to a human—Abby—last night? A
discombobulating sense of emotion flooded through him. Excitement,
his arms tingled, and his heart seemed to beat faster.

The bus chugged to a stop, knocking him out
of his reverie. Just as well. He needed to stop overanalyzing. Time
to show off his town, the city that never sleeps. Like the natives
always said, there’s New York City, and then there’s everywhere
else. Manhattan was an island—not only literally but also socially.
His city was a separate world, where people could march through the
streets wearing clown costumes, and no one would give them a second
glance.

New Yorkers were accustomed to the strange,
the bizarre side of humanity. And why wouldn’t they be? The streets
were rich with character, grit, and history; the thick air bent
over backwards to allow skyscrapers to invade its space; the tight
labyrinth of steam pipes kept New York working like an efficient
machine.

Everyone could be accepted in his city, his
New York. Even a Fire Elemental. Or a workaholic doctor. Or a
half-breed.

They exited the bus, walked about five feet,
and Ella stood completely still, staring upward. Phoenix laughed,
grabbed Abby’s hand knowingly, and smiled.

“What?” Ella asked, momentarily taking her
glance away from the tall, Victorian-style architecture.

“You know how to spot a tourist in New York?
The people who look up and don’t move on the sidewalk.”

Ella smirked but turned her glance back up to
the ornate windows and framed edges of hotels, corporate offices,
and landmarks. “I think it’s beautiful.”

“Everyone looks up the first time,” he said,
socking her playfully in the arm. “C’mon. This way into the
park.”

Immediately, the atmosphere of skyscrapers,
taxis and crowds faded. Ten steps into the park, and they could’ve
been in Costa Rica’s lush rainforest.

“Wow, this is beautiful,” Ella said. She
grabbed her camera and took a picture of the Imagine mosaic near
Strawberry Fields, the John Lennon tribute.

Abby leaned down, tracing her fingers across
the sand and earth-colored slate.

“How long have you been assigned…I mean,
lived here?” Ella asked, her face turning red.

“Don’t worry,” Phoenix said. “Abby knows I’m
an Elemental.”

Ella’s eyes widened. “Really? And Universe
was okay with you telling a human who we are?”

Not necessarily, but he wasn’t about to get
into the details with a rookie.

“It’s fine,” he said. “C’mon, I want to show
you the Bethesda fountain where Godspell was filmed.”

They walked under a canopy of lush trees,
then crossed a bridge to reach the ornate fountain. Phoenix hoped
things would remain casual, that Ella wouldn’t want to know too
much. He didn’t need to encourage her to break the rules; that
would be poor mentorship.

Besides, who was to say he had gotten away
with making love to Abby? Just because Universe hadn’t zapped him
into cinders yet didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen.

#

Two hours later, Abby leaned on the rail of
the Circle Line, the tour cruise that circled Manhattan.
She, Ella and Phoenix had meandered through Central Park until the
summer humidity had taken its toll.

Now, the wind off the Hudson blew through her
hair, cooling her down. She pretended to look at the Statue of
Liberty, enjoying the close-up view the cruise allowed. But in
reality, she watched Phoenix and Ella.

He seemed a good mentor, like a friendly
uncle who took others under his wing. As the boat crept across the
water, he pointed out Riverside Drive, Harlem, the Financial
District, even where the Titanic would have docked—had it finished
its route.

“Is that Wall Street?” Ella asked. “Where you
used to work?”

“Yes.”

There was wistfulness in his tone, and he
stopped his litany of New York factoids. Instead, he stared out
across the water, seeming to look with longing at his former
career.

Did he miss Wall Street? He mentioned he did,
once, but Abby had assumed it was wishful thinking. She hoped. She
couldn’t imagine him walking and talking fast, wearing expensive
suits, eating lunch with fat cats. It didn’t seem—him. And it
wasn’t the kind of person she wanted to be with.

“So are you going to return to work there?”
Ella asked.

Abby studied him closely. She wanted to know
the same thing.

With a poker face, he said, “I liked the
lifestyle, but I’m an EMT now.”

“Why did you change careers?” Abby asked.
Come to think of it, he had never mentioned his reason. Who would
go from making millions to being an EMT?

Phoenix’s pupils dilated. The color in his
eyes almost vanished. Was he scared? Was this a subject he hated?
She couldn’t tell.

“Universe decides what our cover jobs will
be,” he said. “So I don’t know where I’ll be next.”

“Do you have any input?” Abby asked.

How could she have been dating someone and
not known this information about his background? She’d been so busy
trying to stay safe. Keep working. Maintain her equilibrium. She’d
never asked about his former jobs. Now she needed to know.

“Input?” Phoenix asked.

“Into which job you get.”

Ella suddenly appeared interested. “Yeah,
what will mine be?”

“We can make suggestions, but ultimately
Universe decides where we are needed,” Phoenix said. The spark in
his glance was far away, looking out at the multi-shaped buildings
that were the financial backbone of the world.

Abby could see how much he longed for his old
life. Would he return to it once he could? And how would he change?
Money changed people. It certainly did for her parents.

She needed someone who saved lives, not saved
bank accounts by playing roulette with the stock market. Maybe last
night had been a mistake. There were too many things she didn’t
know about Phoenix.

Too many key factors.

“Abby, are you okay?” Ella asked.

“What?” She hadn’t even noticed Ella and
Phoenix were both staring at her.

“What’s wrong?” Phoenix said.

This wasn’t the time to bring up her
questions. Phoenix had a job to do: to mentor Ella. And Abby had a
job to do: get her career back.

“Just tired,” she said.

Phoenix narrowed his brow. He knew she was
lying. Reaching into his pocket, he gave Ella a ten-dollar bill.
“Can you give us a minute, Ella? Go get us some sodas on the lower
level?”

“Sure,” Ella said, and she stepped downstairs
to get them refreshments.

Abby’s neck tensed. She wasn’t ready to
discuss her feelings, even though Ella had obliged and offered them
some privacy.

“Aren’t you supposed to stay with her every
minute?” Abby asked.

He shrugged. “Fallen Angels know better than
to trap themselves on a boat surrounded by water. I don’t think
they’d come here. Besides, the kid’s smart.”

“Oh.”

The color in his eyes returned, but she saw
concern and worry in his glance.

“So, what’s wrong?” he asked.

Abby bit her lip.

“Talk to me,” he said.

“Maybe, after our cruise ends, we could have
lunch and then split up? I know you need to spend time with Ella,
and I have things I’d like to check on—”

“Are you feeling like the third wheel?”

“That’s not it.”

“Then why? Ella won’t mind. I do need to
spend some time with her, but she’s here for a week at least.”

Abby didn’t know what to say, so she turned
her glance onto Ellis Island. Such a rich reddish color of brick,
in the middle of the Hudson. The place where history began for
thousands of Americans, many of them without a dime in their
pocket. Such yearning for a goal was inspiring.

Phoenix glanced down at his feet, then met
her gaze. “Are you mad at me?”

“No, but last night was intense. This morning
was awkward.”

He stared at her, his boyish face seeming to
reel with confusion.

“You have an entire past I don’t know about,”
she said. “Wall Street broker, financial guru, who knows? I know
you as the EMT. Are you saying you want to go back to being a
hotshot?”

“I loved Wall Street, but I’m an EMT
now.”

“Why?”

He bit his lip and went silent.

“Why would you leave a financially lucrative
position to become an EMT?”

“To help others?” There was an inflection in
his voice, a questioning. A lie?

“That’s who I thought you were, but now I’m
not sure.”

“Look, Abby, we both have a past. You haven’t
told me about your brother’s death either. Or why you are so
uncomfortable around fire.”

Why was he turning the tables on her? She was
the one asking the questions.

“We aren’t talking about me, we’re talking
about you.”

He frowned. “That’s a child’s argument.”

“Fine,” she said. “One day I will tell you
about my brother. But I need to know this, Phoenix. Are you going
to return to the Wall Street life? Because if so, I can’t be with
you.”

“What? Why?”

“I want someone who makes a difference.”

“Brokers help people too. Retirement
planning, asset allocation—”

“Throwing fifties and hundreds around like
they’re playthings.”

“Look, it’s doubtful I’ll ever return to Wall
Street. It’s up to Universe, but I’m an EMT now. There’s no need to
be upset.”

“Perhaps. I’m just saying that I met an EMT,
and an EMT is the kind of person I want. Someone who saves lives,
not bank accounts.”

“I’m in this job to help other people, Abby.
No matter what my cover job might be. If I’m on Wall Street or
covered with blood while helping a gunshot victim, my main mission
is to help humanity.”

Ella approached. “You guys okay?”

Abby smiled. “Yep. But once we dock and grab
some lunch, I’ve got to go to my old apartment and get some errands
done. That’ll give you two a chance to train and talk alone.”

Phoenix narrowed his eyes. “You don’t have to
leave.”

“Yes, Phoenix. I do.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

After the Circle
Line tour and a chatty lunch, Phoenix offered to pay Abby’s cab
fare back to her apartment, even tried to go with her, make sure
the place was safe. Abby refused, then sprinted to the first cab
that drove past.

Something was awry. Was her sudden
departure a warning sign? Something he should worry about? Or did
female humans always behave this way? He didn’t want her feeling
unwelcome. He’d tried to make her feel like she was part of his
life, even with Ella’s sudden arrival.

Yet Abby had bolted, leaving him and Ella
standing quiet on a bustling street, both of them gawking at the
taxi’s license plate as it grew more distant by the second. Was
Abby going to be next, rushing out of his life? He hoped not.

“Abby seemed nice,” Ella said, breaking the
awkward moment.

“Yeah, she is.” He tried to be nonchalant.
Not burden the kid with too much info. “C’mon, I want to show you
the High Line.”

Her eyes lit up. “I’ve heard of that place.
It’s an abandoned park or something, right?”

“Not abandoned,” he said. “The city built a
public park on top of a rail line that’s no longer in use.”

“Cool. I loved seeing the beautiful parks in
Portland with Terran.”

Phoenix felt a temporary wave of relief. He
could keep this mentor time with Ella focused on work, on Elemental
tasks. Not spend his energy worrying why Abby had left so
suddenly.

“We need a taxi.” He scanned the street in
both directions.

Ella already had a hand up, and a yellow cab
pulled up beside them.

“Hey, you’re pretty good at this,” he
said.

“My secret power,” she said, chuckling to
herself as they got situated in the cab.

Thirty minutes later, they walked along the
High Line and admired the scenery. Locals sat on benches and read
books, some people played music, and others meandered along without
a care in the world.

He wanted to bring Abby here. Stop. Focus.
Mentor Ella. He could always call Abby later, touch base with
her after she had some space.

“So how was your time with Terran?” Phoenix
said.

“Great. His ability to use Earth Elemental
options seemed to never end. He moved rocks, trapped the Fallen
Angels with downed trees, even used the sand dunes on the River
Gorge pathway to disguise our escape one day.”

They meandered along the nature path. He
liked hearing her enthusiasm. She wasn’t accustomed to all the
special things that he’d begun to take for granted. Then again,
centuries of using Fire does make it lose its spark, so to
speak.

“Terran’s a good guy,” Phoenix said. “So, any
questions for me? I haven’t trained anyone before, but you can ask
me anything.”

“I’m confused about the rules.”

Phoenix couldn’t help but laugh. “So are the
rest of us, kiddo.”

“But Mom told me you’re a stickler for the
rules.”

He stared at his feet, walking along the
path. The kid sure had a point. He’d been an annoying micromanager
of Brooke during their New Orleans missions. So how could he
explain his side of the story to her without griping about her
mother?

“All Elementals are confused by the rules,
eventually. Your mom first, now me.”

She stopped walking, and those dark brown
eyes of her mother’s stared at him. “How are you confused?”

He shook his head, and then looked upward.
“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

Lightning crackled across the sky, followed
by thunder that shook the path they walked.

“Yep, that’s what I figured,” Phoenix said.
Universe had an odd sense of humor.

“Does Universe always respond by using
nature?” she asked.

“Sometimes. Mercury told me to befriend a
human. Abby. I’ve never spent extensive time with humans before.
Just got in, rescued them, then left. But after spending time with
Abby—”

“You understand how my mom fell in love with
my dad. Why she broke the rules, too.”

“I suppose so.” Phoenix picked up a pebble
and tossed it off the elevated park. Was he in love?

“My dad says that ‘I suppose’ answer means
yes, most of the time.”

“Your dad is a cop. It’s in his nature to
think that.”

They continued to walk, turning where the
path took them between grassy patches.

Under her breath, Ella whispered, “But it’s
true.”

About half a mile later, Phoenix broke the
silence. “Well, your dad has more wisdom than many humans I’ve
seen.”

She beamed at him. “Tell me more. Teach me
something else.”

He racked his brain. Terran and Tempest had
probably covered most of the bases.

“Always remember the strengths you carry.
Know what sets you apart. All Elementals have weaknesses, but we
can also use our Elements to garner strength.”

“But I’m not a full-Elemental. I’m half Water
Elemental, half human.”

He turned to look at her. “You’re a cop’s
kid. He’s the human who gave you half your DNA. Scrutiny is one of
your key skills, as is a fierce protection of your friends. Focus
on the good you can do. Those things will help you in your
battles.”

They continued to stroll along for another
mile or so, then turned to head back.

“What are the Fallen Angels like here?” Ella
asked.

More evil than you know.

“Super attractive, but that’s no different
than any Fallen Angel clans anywhere. That’s what humans don’t seem
to grasp. Evil doesn’t personify itself with the ogre physique
holding a pitchfork. Evil is delicious, beautiful, and alluring.
That’s your first clue in figuring out who may be a Fallen
Angel.”

“I know.” She frowned, and then stopped
walking to sit on a bench. “Dominick, remember?”

“I remember.”

Dominick, the youthful Fallen Angel in New
Orleans who’d pretended to love Ella so he could corrupt her.

“Stupid jerk,” she said. “He told me he loved
me. I hope he’s still freezing his ass off in Antarctica.”

Phoenix laughed out loud. “I’m sure he and
Soren are chilled to the bone by now. They won’t hurt you again,
but Fallen Angels are everywhere. Just remember to keep your
emotions in check. You did well during the final New Orleans
battle. One day, you’ll fight your own army of Fallen Angels.”

She stood tall and proud, seeming ready to
take down any force that crossed their path. “Teach me to fight. I
want to learn.”

“One day at a time, kiddo. Trust me, when the
time comes, you’ll do great.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 After buying some
essentials at the Duane Reade drugstore—herbal tea, bubble bath,
and some crackers—Abby turned her apartment key in the lock and
stepped inside.

Home.

All evidence of evil and eerie voices which
had recently frightened her away, was now gone. The place was
quiet, yet comforting. She should’ve come home sooner.

She meandered across the dusty floor, as if
to reacquaint herself with her own space. Good to be home. Phoenix
had Ella to mentor. Besides, Abby wanted time to digest recent
events.

Had she really let him in? Let him get closer
to her than anyone else recently, only to learn he has a Wall
Street life he may return to?

She liked Phoenix the EMT. Not Phoenix the
money-hungry stockbroker. The money-obsessed boyfriends she’d had
when she first moved to New York had taught her one thing. Never
again.

Forget him. Focus on important things.

That’s when a knot in her throat plummeted to
her stomach. She couldn’t return to work until the suspension was
lifted. No sense being the third wheel with Phoenix and Ella. And
she definitely couldn’t return to Connecticut to visit her
parents.

So what could she do? No studying, no
patients, no paperwork, just…time. Lots of it.

She shook her head, her hair flying off her
shoulders. Focus. Now was not the time to panic. Lots of people
have free time. She could put it to good use.

Her cell phone rang. Phoenix, probably. She
let it roll to voicemail, not wanting to invade her time alone with
his voice, his questions, his…whatever power he had.

The phone rang once more. Dang, Phoenix,
are you the poster boy for persistence? She answered. “I don’t
want to talk right now, Phoenix.”

Silence echoed through the phone, followed by
another male voice. “Dr. Adams?”

Crap. She’d thought it was Phoenix. It was
Derek’s voice. “I’m sorry. Yes, it’s Abby.”

“Sorry to bother you—”

“You’re not,” she said. Geez, could she have
made a bigger fool of herself? Why hadn’t she checked caller
ID?

“You gave me your card,” Derek said.

“Yes. I’m just tired. How are you?”

“Good, thanks. Thought I’d follow up with you
since our lunch got cut short.”

“Right,” she said. “I’m sorry. The phone call
that interrupted us was about a patient—”

“I hope everything turned out okay.”

“Actually, no.”

Change the subject. She didn’t need to
discuss her suspension with Derek.

“So sorry,” he said, empathy radiating in his
vocal tone. “I don’t suppose now would be a good time to ask you
out for a cup of coffee, then, would it?”

She glanced around her dusty apartment.
Housekeep for several hours or meet someone for coffee who could
help her career? No contest.

“I’d love to.”

“Great. There’s a great little place called
Caffé Reggio in the Village. Amazing gazpacho. Should we say in
half an hour?”

“I’ll be there,” she said, then hung up the
phone.

“You see that, Phoenix?” she said to the four
walls. “I can find things to do with my time. And I can protect
myself.”

The walls didn’t respond.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Carlyle crept out of a
damp cellar on MacDougal Street in Greenwich Village. Once on the
sidewalk, he smoothed his long hair. As it turned out, teleporting
through underground cellars continued to wreak havoc with his
appearance—a tiny factoid Lucifer forgot to mention. Boss man was
probably laughing out loud in Hell right now.

Caffé Reggio, the eclectic place where
Carlyle had arranged to meet Abby, was one block away. He stepped
through the bright green doorway and took a seat near the window to
wait for her. The walls were plastered with Italian Renaissance
paintings, portraits, giving the small dining room had a cozy
feel.

A dark-haired waif with Goth makeup and
fishnet stockings ambled between the tiny tables and approached
him. “Welcome to Caffé Reggio. What can I get you?”

“Cappuccino. I’m waiting for someone, but I’m
not sure what she wants.”

“No problem, I’ll check back.”

Her tiny frame, but with ample breasts,
meandered between tables, picked up cups half-stained with coffee,
and went behind the counter. He shook his head, smiling. Only in
the Village could the waitress’s wardrobe look like a Halloween
costume. This was definitely not Starbucks.

Damn, he loved New York.

Waif girl brought him his coffee. He let the
warmth touch his lips as he took the first sip. Just then, the air
changed. He could smell Abby, the strawberry shampoo emitting from
her hair’s bouncy curls, even the bubble bath soap, part lavender,
part hibiscus. She was beautiful. If Lucifer didn’t want her,
Carlyle was tempted to take her for himself.

The door jingled when she walked in. When she
spotted him, a warm smile formed on her lips. “Hi, Derek.”

He cleared his throat. Right. He was Derek,
not Carlyle. She was Abby, not Abigail like Lucifer called her.
Keeping track of names was a challenge, to say the least.

He stood up, using the gentlemanly gesture
he’d observed from others, and greeted her in a pleasant voice.
“I’m so glad you could meet up with me today.”

She sat down across from him. “Thanks for
your patience. I know I’ve had to bail on both our
appointments.”

“A doctor’s job is important,” he said,
keeping his tone cool and smooth.

Her eyes widened, turned a bit greener.
“Anyone associated with helping people has an important job.”

She was modest. What was her story? What
would Lucifer do with her?

“Well, speaking of medical supplies and
jobs…” He may as well pretend to keep this meeting
professional.

Waif girl returned. “What can I get you?”

Abby looked up at him, confusion reeling in
her eyes. “What’s good here?”

“The Cappuccino is excellent,” he said.

“Great, I’ll take one.”

“Be right back,” the waitress said.

“You know,” he began, “Caffé Reggio was the
first place in America to serve Cappuccino.”

“Really?”

“Yep.” He liked knowing trivia, being able to
share knowledge with her. In a subtle way, she would be indebted to
him for helping her. Oldest grifter trick in the book.

“Well,” Abby said. “Right now, my department
head and I are arguing about some things. So I don’t know how soon
I can broach the subject of your price offers.”

“I understand. Every hospital has a budget to
work with.”

Was he sounding too wimpy, too easily swayed?
He hoped not.

Carlyle focused his intense gaze on her. “We
can review some things today if you like. Once things settle down
with the budget, I could come in and speak to your department head,
or you and I could meet again to review how you’d like to proceed.
Many times, people are surprised by how much money the hospital can
save in the long run.”

Had he sounded knowledgeable? There was a
large amount of bullshit involved in getting her to remain
interested. Eventually he would sound like a broken record,
repeating the same old lines. But wasn’t that what human
salespeople did? He couldn’t be that far off.

“I really appreciate your patience,” she
said.

He was about to respond, but someone across
the room screamed. A shrill, horrifying sound.

“Help! Someone help! Ralph! He’s choking!” a
woman yelled.

On the hardwood floor, Ralph made hacking
noises and kicked.

Abby immediately leapt to her feet. Crap.
Lucifer would not be happy if she saved a soul on Carlyle’s
watch.

“Wait, it looks like the man is okay,”
Carlyle said. He reached for her arm. “Sit down.”

“Are you out of your freaking mind?”

She ran over, assessed the man’s condition,
and sat him up. Then, from behind him, she began to do the Heimlich
maneuver.

“Please, please help my Ralph!” the wife
said.

Dumbass woman, your Ralph belongs in the
ground.

Carlyle stood up, pretended to assist. Maybe
he could sabotage Abby’s efforts? Ensure the man died? Yes, a good
plan.

He pressed down on the man’s throat, trying
to choke off the airway.

Abby swatted him away. “Get off! If you don’t
know what you’re doing, get the hell out of the way!”

Carlyle stood there, utterly stunned. This
woman was rebuking him? How dare she.

She returned her attention to Ralph, finally
succeeding with the Heimlich. A large piece of bread flew from the
man’s mouth like a cannon shot. Gross humans.

“Oh, my Ralph!” the wife said.

“Myrtle,” the man choked out. “Thank you,
miss.”

Shit. The man didn’t die.

“It’s Abby, and you’re welcome.”

Hmm. She didn’t identify herself as a doctor.
Perhaps because she couldn’t claim to be one while on suspension?
Carlyle might be able to use this event against her, if things got
that far.

“Can I get you some water, Ralph?” Carlyle
asked.

The words tasted putrid on his tongue, but he
couldn’t let Abby know his true intentions. Why couldn’t Ralph have
done the decent thing and just died? Then Lucifer would know
Carlyle could reap a random human and Abby with one fell swoop. But
thanks to Miss Do-Gooder, Carlyle wouldn’t receive his deserved
recognition.

“I will get him water,” Abby said. When she
walked past Carlyle, the glare in her eyes was unmistakable.

“What?” he asked, trying to play dumb. “I was
trying to help you.”

“You were hindering, not helping.”

“I’m…sorry.”

“Never mind.” She brought Ralph the water and
returned to her table, but her entire demeanor had changed. She
crossed her arms over her chest—the human gesture for being closed
off—and now her eyes were narrowed, not open and ready for
conversation.

“I guess I froze,” Carlyle said. “I thought I
was helping.”

Maybe she would buy this excuse?

“You certainly weren’t. It was like you were
trying to harm the man.”

Guess not.

He cleared his throat. “Well, how about we
talk about something else? I did have another question for
you—”

“Yes?” she asked.

“Holy shit—”

“That’s your question?”

Carlyle’s anger thundered through his body,
surging into his head until it ached. What the hell was Phoenix,
the Fire Elemental, doing here? He had a young girl with him.
Wonder who she was? She appeared to be part Elemental, but Carlyle
wasn’t sure. He braced himself for a fight.

“Abby? What are you doing here with Carlyle?”
Phoenix snapped. “Just what the hell is going on?”

“Carlyle? What are you talking about?” Abby
said, irritation scratching her voice. “This is Derek.”

“No, the son of a bitch you’re making
chit-chat with is Carlyle. The leader of the Infernal League. The
one I warned you about.”

Carlyle glared at the boyish-looking Fire
Elemental. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken.”

Phoenix stepped closer, the black of his
pupils dilated to the maximum capacity, as if through all that
blackness, he could see who Carlyle really was. Damn these
Elementals. They keep getting better tricks to decipher who
belonged to which side—good or evil.

“Get away from her,” Phoenix said, his voice
seething with rage, his fists clenched.

Fuck. Carlyle didn’t need a scene, but he
wasn’t about to surrender Abby to Phoenix. Lucifer would have his
head on a platter if he let that happen. Think. He could try to
overpower Phoenix, but that would draw attention. Only a few humans
remained in the café, but he didn’t need them asking questions,
calling the press, or calling the cops. NYPD responded quicker than
any other police force he’d known.

He gripped Abby’s wrist, stood her up, and
held a sharp knife to her throat. “Back off, Phoenix.”

“What are you doing?” Abby cried.

Carlyle kept a strong grip on the blade,
pressing it against her pale skin. He leaned his mouth toward her
ear. “I’m following orders, marching toward my destiny. And you,
Abby, are coming with me.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Abby’s skin went clammy,
and then grew numb. Carlyle’s touch seemed to drain every degree of
heat from her body.

“Let me go.”

She hoped she sounded more authoritative than
she thought. Had her voice cracked, or was that her
imagination?

Phoenix rubbed his hands together, and a
flicker of fire rose from his fingers. “Better do as she says,
Carlyle.”

“What makes you think I will ever do what you
say?” Carlyle hissed. His breath was cold, musty in her ear. She
swallowed hard, willing herself to not throw up.

Phoenix glanced around. Granted, Café Reggio
was small, but onlookers had begun to watch. “Because neither one
of us wants the public’s attention. You know that as well as me,
and I just heard someone call 911. The boys in blue will be here
any minute.”

Abby held completely still, afraid the blade
would cut into her if she moved. But she wanted to move. To bolt.
To get away from the horror that kept her immobilized in fear. Wait
a second. She’d felt this before. The evil, the horror, this
feeling of dread.

“Were you the one in my apartment?” Abby
asked.

Phoenix turned his head in bewilderment.
“What?”

“I’m not talking to you,” she said. “Tell me,
Derek—”

“Call the evil bastard what he is. His name
is Carlyle,” Phoenix said, his words dripping with disdain, as if
saying the name was beneath him.

“Sweetness,” Carlyle whispered, his breath
sickly and rotted, “you can call me anything you want.”

Her stomach lurched. “It was you. In my
apartment that day.”

Carlyle backed up, taking her with him toward
the back door. “You see, darling? I wanted you before we’d ever
met.”

Phoenix’s eyes darkened, and he zapped a fire
dart into Carlyle’s kneecap.

Carlyle screamed. This was her chance. She
elbowed him in the gut and ran into Phoenix’s arms. As cold and
damp as Carlyle’s presence had been, Phoenix was the exact
opposite. Heat radiated from his skin, warmth that wiped out the
cold evil in the world.

“Let’s go,” Phoenix said. He kept himself as
a blockade between them and Carlyle.

“Don’t be arrogant,” Carlyle spat. “You may
have won this battle, but I will win the war.”

#

Abby pressed her fingers to her wrist,
checking her pulse. It had taken the half-hour taxi ride for her
heart to return to its normal rate.

Back in Phoenix’s apartment, she kept her
head between her knees. The last thing she needed to do was pass
out.

Phoenix, meanwhile, was having one of his
hissy fits. He paced the apartment, occasionally glancing up like
he wanted to say something, but he always stopped short. Ella sat
in the corner chair, probably trying to remain out of the way.

“What, Phoenix?” Abby said, breaking the
tension lurking between them. “I know you want to say
something.”

“How could you fall for Carlyle? I
specifically told you about him.”

She clenched her jaw. “You told me to be on
the lookout for a nineteenth-century-looking gent who talked and
acted formal. Derek—er, Carlyle—didn’t act that way. How was I
supposed to know it was him?”

Phoenix opened his mouth once again, then
closed it. Maybe he didn’t know either. Or maybe he just forgot
what humans were like. Did he ever know?

“I want you to stay here the next few days.
Until I can get a handle on what’s happening,” Phoenix said.

“No. I appreciate the offer, but—”

“It’s not a request, Abby.”

“Excuse me? You don’t get to tell me where to
go, how to live. I appreciate your help today, but I don’t need a
babysitter.”

He mumbled something.

“What?” she asked.

“I said perhaps you do,” Phoenix said. Then
he stormed off into the kitchen, leaving only the silence and an
awkward-looking Ella, who immediately stuck her nose into a
book.

“Excuse me,” Abby said, and she followed into
the kitchen. “It’s time to set a few things straight, once and for
all.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Phoenix paced his
modest-sized kitchen. When that didn’t help, he threw the fridge
door open and grabbed a bunch of celery. Using a thick knife, he
began to chop the stalks into tiny pieces. A therapeutic step, and
better than screaming at Abby.

How could she be so idiotic? Fall for
Carlyle? She knew better, didn’t she?

Wait. Maybe not. Humans didn’t have Elemental
traits, didn’t have the sixth sense he did. Maybe he was going
about this all wrong. One of her best traits was seeing the best in
people. If he blamed her for this, he would be denying the most
beautiful part of her. And yet Carlyle would use it to his
advantage.

Three stalks of celery fell to the floor as
Abby entered the kitchen. “You and I need to talk, Phoenix.”

Crap. He needed to apologize. Talk to her.
Figure out a way for them both to be on the same page. First
thing, put down the knife. He didn’t have much experience with
human relationships, but he knew anytime a woman said they needed
to talk, it could never be good.

He sighed. “Look, I didn’t mean to come down
hard on you—”

“I think you did.”

She stepped closer, knocking him off his
game. He backed up and leaned against the counter.

“I appreciate how you always want to protect
me,” she said, her green eyes turning dark. “But you can’t be my
bodyguard. I can take care of myself.”

“Like you did today?” he spat, then
immediately wished he could retract the words. They’d been on the
tip of his tongue, and he’d let them escape.

Her brows furrowed. Traces of pain flickered
in her eyes, indenting stress lines into her face. Damn. He’d blown
his top again. He needed to protect her, not scare her off.

“I didn’t mean to imply—”

“That I’m some idiot who believes it when a
stranger offers to help me with my work?” She’d finished the
sentence that he’d wanted to say but didn’t.

“Look, you’re from Connecticut. You believe
the best in people. That’s a great trait, Abby, but you must use
caution.”

“I know.”

“I’m not trying to police you.”

“It feels like it. Don’t you trust my
judgment, the Carlyle thing aside? Now I know what he looks like, I
can avoid him. Pictures would help, next time you want a human to
stay away from a Fallen Angel. Or do they not photograph? Are they
freaking vampires?”

He stared at the floor. He should’ve taken
more precautions with her. She didn’t know, didn’t have the history
with the Infernal League that he had. Could he really blame her for
not taking the threats as seriously as he had?

“I want you safe. Stay away from Carlyle. If
you want to return to your apartment—”

“I do. It’s my home.”

She stormed out the door before he could
respond. The words, “But this could be your home” were on the tip
of his tongue, unuttered and never heard by Abby. A deep pain
welled up inside him, a longing for something he had never had. Not
that he could ever have her. Not really. She was human; he was an
Elemental. Only Brooke, his Water Elemental colleague, got away
with such things.

#

After Abby left, Phoenix put the celery away
and began to tidy up.

“So,” Ella said. “Can you teach me some
fighting moves today?”

Phoenix ran his fingers through his hair.
Tried to push all thoughts of Abby away from his mind. Obviously
he’d screwed up. Was now the time to give her space, or should he
run after her?

“Phoenix?” Ella repeated.

He tried to focus. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

She grabbed a bottle of pink nail polish and
began to paint her nails. She was half delicate, half warrior.
Maybe Ella would wind up being stronger than all the Elementals put
together. She had the best of both worlds: Elemental and human.

He splashed cold water on his face, but it
didn’t do any good. Right now he wasn’t in the mood to play
teacher. Not that he had a choice. Mercury gave the orders from
Universe, and Phoenix had to follow.

“What can we do now?” Ella asked.

Phoenix heard her question, but his mind was
far away. There had to be something he could do. A way to fix the
situation with Abby. To hell with the rules.

“C’mon. You’re coming with me,” he said.

“Where to?”

“No questions.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were in front of
the hospital where Abby worked.

“Why are we here?” Ella asked.

Phoenix glanced around, did an assessment of
the Midtown East neighborhood. This was a good and public place. A
safe place.

“I want you to go into that Greek deli and
get yourself something to eat,” he said. “I just need a few minutes
to try and find Abby, and then I’ll come join you. You won’t be
alone for long. And please don’t tell your mom about this.”

“Sure. Do you think you’ll find her?”

He pointed. “She works in the hospital, at
least she did. The place calms her. It’s my bet that she’s
somewhere nearby.”

Ella smiled. “Maybe if you just apologize for
being overprotective, explain why you need to come down so hard on
her, things will go smoother.”

He tilted his head. “You think, huh?”

Ella shrugged. “My dad said he wanted to
protect me, but I grew sick of him not letting me live my
life.”

Phoenix turned to the young Elemental
half-blood who, when he hadn’t been looking, had grown wise beyond
her years. Was he acting the way Alex had in New Orleans? Foregoing
any empathy or emotion, all to protect someone who didn’t want his
protection twenty-four-seven?

“Maybe you’re right,” Phoenix muttered.

“I’m going to get a sandwich. Call her, try
to find her. I’ll see you in twenty minutes?” Ella asked.

“Yes. Do not leave the deli. Stay put. Got
it?”

“Absolutely.”

Phoenix made sure she got inside the deli
okay, then he left to search for Abby. He had to find her.
Meanwhile, at least Ella would be in a safe place.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Abby ignored the ongoing
ring tone for Phoenix. Didn’t he understand that she needed space?
That he had been a complete jerk over the whole Carlyle, Derek,
Fallen Angel thing?

She took the elevator upstairs to her
department head’s office. “Dr. Washburn?”

His brown eyes turned black when he saw her.
“What are you doing here, Dr. Adams? You’re still on
suspension.”

Staring down at the floor, she nodded. “I
know.”

“Then why—?”

“I wanted to see if there had been any
further software glitches, or issues, since I’ve left?” She looked
up. Why was she kowtowing to him when she had done the right thing
to begin with? Damn, being in Phoenix’s world had affected her
self-confidence. She needed to get back to work, and soon.

Dr. Washburn finished typing a sentence. “We
have had some…unexplained…occurrences, yes.”

Abby’s heart did happy flip-flops, sending a
giddy feeling down to her toes. “As in, similar to what happened to
me?”

He nodded. “We are taking these items into
consideration, Dr. Adams. But things are looking a bit brighter for
you than I’d originally thought.”

“Thank you.” She couldn’t stop smiling. She
knew she’d written the allergy on her patient’s chart. Not that she
was happy that other patients had been harmed, but the sooner she
could return to work, the better.

“We will see you for the hearing on Tuesday,”
he said. “Now, I need to get back to work.”

“Absolutely. Thank you again.” She
practically skipped down the hall and to the elevator. This called
for a celebration. Did the deli next door serve tiny bottles of
wine? She would go check.

#

When Abby opened the deli door, the smells of
roasted turkey, spicy mustard, and warm baked bread overpowered her
nostrils. She didn’t remember the place smelling so amazing last
time. All she remembered was feeling ill afterward.

“Abby?” a girl’s voice called out.

Abby turned toward the sound. Ella? Sitting
alone, in a booth? Phoenix was nowhere to be found. Strange, for
hadn’t he said he couldn’t leave Ella’s side?

Abby walked across the long deli to say hello
and sit with Ella. But as she approached the booth, the adrenalin
in her veins raced. Her palms began to sweat, and the back of her
neck grew clammy.

Ella sat in the booth, looking like a normal
teenage kid. Except for the steak knife she’d been using to carve
her own wrists.

“What the hell?” Abby yelled. She pulled
napkins out of the dispenser and pressed them to Ella’s wrists.
Fortunately, the cuts weren’t too deep.

“Someone call the hospital, tell them we’re
coming over!” she screamed. “Ella, what happened? Why are you doing
this?”

Ella’s eyes were glassy. She was going into
shock.

“Ella?” Abby lightly slapped each of Ella’s
cheeks. “Ella! Stay with me. Why did you do this?”

“I just felt so…hopeless.”

Abby pressed harder, looked around. No one
was calling 911. Everyone sat and ate, like they were in some
cosmic trance. What was happening? No time to lecture the general
public on safety. She would save Ella on her own.

Grabbing the young girl’s frame, she
half-carried her out of the café and across the sidewalk to the
hospital. “I know this girl,” Abby yelled. “Get her patched up for
me. Please.”

A team of nurses ran to help, taking Ella
away on a stretcher. Abby spun around, still trying to make sense
of the last five minutes. When she had eaten at the deli, she had
grown ill. Ella was in there and became depressed, enough to slice
her wrists? Something was wrong.

Abby picked up her phone and dialed
Phoenix.

“Hey. So glad I reached you,” she said.

“Abby. Listen, I’m so sorry about the way you
left—”

“Phoenix, be quiet! I have to tell you
something.”

“Okay.”

“Ella is here, with me. In the hospital. She
tried to cut her wrists.”

“What? How? I don’t understand—”

“Meet me in the ER lobby.”

“Oh, shit. I’m on my way. I’m sorry. Please
tell her I’m so sorry.”

#

Phoenix raced to the emergency room. If he
didn’t know better, he thought he’d left a blazing fire trail
behind him. How could he have been so stupid? Left Ella alone? Even
if it was in a presumably safe place? Crap. Now he would be in deep
shit.

At least Ella had been near the hospital.
Thank Universe for Abby, for her quick response.

He almost smacked into the auto-open doors.
“Abby?”

“Are you Phoenix?” a young nurse asked.

“Yes.” He paused a minute. He hadn’t seen
this nurse previously, and he was dressed in plain clothes. Best to
give her more info so he could see Ella. “I’m an EMT.”

“Dr. Adams and Ella are in room 2.”

“Thanks.”

The beeping sounds grew louder as he
approached. Time to face the truth. See how Ella was doing. He
would never forgive himself for this. How could he have been so
careless? He followed the rules, most of the time.

Gulping down a big swallow of pride, Phoenix
stepped into the room. “Hey. How are you doing, kiddo?”

Ella lay on a bed, with an IV hooked up to
her arm. “Okay. Just feeling bizarre, I guess.”

Abby turned to him. “The cuts weren’t too
deep, thank heavens. They were able to bandage her up easily. Gave
her more blood to replenish what she’d lost.”

“How did this happen? I don’t
understand—”

“I found her in the deli. She had just sliced
her wrists,” Abby said.

“I felt so depressed,” Ella said. “It was
like a strong wave, washing over me. There was nothing I could do
except give in.”

Phoenix glanced at her bandages, smiled at
her sweet face. But he knew better than to accept her reason at
face value. Elementals don’t commit suicide. So what would make
Ella want to?

“I wish I knew what caused this—”

“I might know,” Abby said. “That’s the same
diner where I felt ill last time.”

“What?” Phoenix asked. He turned to Ella.
“Did you eat anything at the deli?”

“Half a cup of soup.”

There has to be a connection. Had the
Infernal League managed to poison the food? Put a spell on it?

Abby recounted her story of feeling
woozy.

“My partner Rick knows someone at the health
department. I’m going to get that deli checked out.”

Abby smiled at Ella, then grabbed Phoenix’s
hand and led him out into the hallway. “You think the deli has
anything to do with the recent string of suicides?”

“Until today, I didn’t.” He shook his head,
glancing back at Ella’s tiny frame on the bed. “But now,
absolutely.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

When Carlyle reached his
penthouse, he sighed with relief at having survived the long night.
Abby may have escaped his clutches in the Village—for now—but he’d
made up for lost time with a dark night filled with lust and
decadence. A productive evening, indeed.

Plus, Ella had killed herself. Alexi had come
through, despite his damn vanity. How stupid of Phoenix to leave
Ella alone in Alexi’s deli? All it took was a few spoken words and
wishes over Ella’s plate before serving.

If the Elementals wanted to start a war over
Ella, he was ready. Ready to fight.

He put his keys away, and then his breath
caught in his throat. On the counter, a white envelope with the
letter C scribbled in blood.

Not good. Lucifer had many ways of summoning
Fallen Angels on Earth. The carefully placed envelope was Carlyle’s
least favorite.

His hands slowly unfolded the parchment. One
sentence, scribbled in ink. “Come see me.”

Adrenaline thundered in his chest. He
breathed deep. Keep calm. What did Lucifer want? To yell at him for
losing Abby in the Village? For not taking down Phoenix in public?
Maybe boss man wanted to send his congratulations for killing
Ella?

For a split second, Carlyle thought about
leaving his apartment and wandering Central Park. To get lost in
the greenery centered in the city, the escape for all things in
this concrete jungle. But Lucifer would know. Boss Man always knew
when soldiers played the avoidance game.

Suddenly, lights flickered on and off. The
chandelier began to sway. Loud noise buzzed from the TV set,
followed by a thundering voice coming over the surround sound
system. “Carlyle!”

Carlyle spun around, leaping at least a foot
in the process. Holy hell. His pulse raced through his human body,
making every limb feel like it was on fire. He hated when Lucifer
used surprise tactics.

“Yes?” he asked, hoping he sounded like the
humble servant type.

“Don’t even think of ignoring my
summons.”

Carlyle looked to the TV, where he noticed a
stern Lucifer with a cocked eyebrow glaring at him.

“No, Master, I was just—”

“Get your ass here. Now.”

“Yes, sir.” Carlyle inhaled deep, closed his
eyes, and imagined himself on the River Styx. Seconds later, he was
there. Humans used visualization tricks all the time. For his kind,
it was actually a transport portal.

Charon wore a black robe, his hand
outstretched wanting payment.

“I was summoned by Lucifer.”

Charon narrowed his eyes, stretching out his
hand more.

“Fine.” Carlyle dug around until he located a
coin. “There. Now take me to Lucifer.”

The closer the narrow boat got to Lucifer’s
Den of Iniquity, the more Carlyle began to sweat. He detested the
flames of Hell. Best to keep all visits brief.

Please, don’t keep me down here. I will get
Abby for you.

Charon swept the boat up to the den entrance
and pointed.

Carlyle hadn’t realized how quickly they’d
arrived. Now came the difficult part—find out why Lucifer had
summoned him.

“Thanks for the ride,” Carlyle said, stepping
with care onto burning ash that covered the ground.

Charon pushed his oar against the burning ash
of the ground, and his boat pushed away in a flash. Too many things
were overbearing down here. It was like Hell brought out every
emotion, every fear, that ever existed. Even for Fallen Angels like
Carlyle.

“Get your ass in here!” bellowed a voice from
the den.

Carlyle almost jumped. The Master was not
happy. Time to face the music. Only one thing worse than making
Lucifer angry—and that was making Lucifer wait.

“Yes, sir?” Carlyle kept his voice reverent
and his gaze to the floor.

Lucifer’s ankles had wings, a burning red
color. He leapt from his chair, shoving himself into Carlyle’s
personal space in less than a second. Lucifer’s bloody fingernails
gripped Carlyle’s chin, and he squeezed him like a disobedient
child. Only the nails were almost like fire, burning Carlyle’s face
with disappointment from his Maker.

“Sir—”

“Don’t you dare speak until I tell you.”

Carlyle nodded, keeping his eyes lowered. Any
gesture of respect would be good, right about now.

Lucifer released his grip on Carlyle’s chin,
and held up his hands in forfeit. “I don’t know what to do with
you, you useless piece of a human shell.”

The Master’s eyes glared at him as he walked
around, circling his prey before attacking. Carlyle braced himself
for whatever might happen.

“I tell you to get Abby out of the way. You
not only fail me, soldier, but you almost make a scene in a public
place. And you let her save a man’s life in the process! How
utterly stupid could you possibly be?”

Carlyle bit his lip.

“Answer me!” Lucifer said, his seething anger
echoing off the walls of Hell.

“You know that I—” Carlyle began.

Without missing a beat, Lucifer hurled a
forceful hand across his face with a resounding slap. “The correct
term is Master when you address me. Or Lucifer. Show some damn
respect.”

Carlyle wanted to wince. The slap had stung
more than his pride; Lucifer’s fiery fingernails had scratched him
on impact. But he didn’t dare complain.

“Master,” Carlyle said. “May I meet your
gaze?”

“You may look at me,” Lucifer replied. He
crossed his arms, as if expecting a lie.

Carlyle raised his eyes to meet Lucifer’s
angry glare. “I would do anything to keep your favor. The outing
with Abby was a disaster, but I will remedy this issue. You have my
word. In addition, my soldiers have managed to get Ella to commit
suicide.”

“No, you attempted to get Ella. That
damn doctor Abigail rescued the kid. Of course, if you had
extracted Abigail for me as I ordered, this wouldn’t have
happened!”

Ella wasn’t dead? How could he not have known
this?

“Come,” Lucifer said, pointing them toward
one of Hell’s labyrinths. “I want to show you something.”

Was now really the time to take a tour of
Hell? Carlyle had no idea what Lucifer was up to, but he dared not
question. He followed behind, subservient and without arrogance,
and hoped he would not get slapped or worse in the coming
moments.

They walked down a long tunnel. Open chambers
on either side were filled with the human screams of those burning
in agony. Carlyle adjusted his collar. Was the plan to keep him
here, to punish him in one of these chambers, to not allow him back
on Earth?

“You’ll find this interesting,” Lucifer said,
picking up his pace.

Carlyle quickly followed, but the more they
walked, the more the human screams died away. Yet the sound had
been replaced with something far worse. This new sound
wasn’t—human. Guttural groans of utter despair, cries of agony and
shame, followed by a sharp cracking sound.

What could this mean? Carlyle steeled
himself. He had to convince Lucifer things would work. He couldn’t
afford to remain down in Hell, not when so much was at stake on
Earth.

They rounded a curve, and Lucifer stepped
into a side chamber doorway, blocking it for the moment.

“Master?” Carlyle asked.

“I want you to remember something,” Lucifer
said. “We had a pact. You already gave me your word.”

“I will correct the Abby situation.”

Lucifer pressed a long fingernail into
Carlyle’s chest. “Don’t interrupt. It’s rude.”

“Yes, sir.”

Carlyle was in more trouble than he thought.
Was there any way to get out of here? The screams had grown louder,
wailing cries of agony that rang in his ears.

“As I was saying,” Lucifer said, “you claim
that I have your word, that you’ll succeed with Abigail.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lucifer flashed a wicked grin. “I want you to
see, firsthand, what happens to my soldiers when they claim to be
loyal, then fail to do their assigned duty.”

What could this be? Carlyle didn’t know, but
when Lucifer stepped aside and gestured for Carlyle to enter the
side chamber, Carlyle’s throat went tight. The cries were louder
now. He didn’t want to look inside.

But he had no choice.

With trepidation, Carlyle took a deep breath
and entered the chamber. Every muscle in his body tightened. No.
Please, no. This could not be his fate, the fate of his long lost
brother— Cristos.

Bulky chains gripped Cristos’s wrists and
ankles, forcing him into a spread-eagled position. Behind him, a
figure dressed in black hurled a long leather whip across Cristos’s
back until he screamed for mercy. After a forceful crack, Cristos
passed out, his long blond hair falling limp over his crying
eyes.

“Like what you see?” Lucifer cooed in
Carlyle’s ear.

Carlyle shuddered. Every cell in his body
went cold. “No, Master.”

“Cristos gave Soren his word that he was
loyal. That he would never betray. But, as you’re well aware, he
failed. He helped the Water Elemental, Brooke.”

“I’m aware.”

The story made history amongst the Fallen
Angel clans. Cristos had been ordered to give the Water Elemental’s
human love interest a ritual mark, a practice they hadn’t performed
in many centuries. The effect had backfired, causing Cristos to
fall in love with Brooke, the Water Elemental. Eventually, Cristos
turned against his own kind and helped the Elementals.

Carlyle had heard the tale many times, but he
had no idea this was Cristos’s fate. He had simply assumed Cristos
had been banished to some terrible place on Earth. But here,
trapped in Lucifer’s dungeon? Being whipped daily, and never
allowed to leave?

Carlyle swallowed hard. What horrible
punishment awaited him if he couldn’t deliver Abby?

Lucifer whispered into Carlyle’s ear. “Then
you’re aware that if you help the Fire Elemental more than you
already have, the punishment Cristos is enduring will be a
fairytale compared to what I will do to you. Is that
understood?”

Carlyle’s head nodded before he could even
utter a respectful “yes.”

“Good. Now, let’s go back to my office.”

Carlyle didn’t even remember how they reached
Lucifer’s den. Maybe his steps tread so carefully, he hadn’t
noticed. Maybe Lucifer had used teleporting. The only thing that
filled Carlyle’s mind was seeing Cristos chained up, being tortured
in Hell for who knew how long. The screams and cries of his brother
rang in his ears, enough to make him insane if he let it.

“Master….”

Lucifer cast a wicked smile. “Yes?”

“I only wish to please you,” he began. “What
can I do to remedy your disappointment in me, to atone for my
transgressions?”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m Universe. You
don’t atone in Hell, Carlyle.”

“Then what will you have me do—”

“Bring me Abigail. Stop that bleeding heart
doctor from saving lives.”

“Yes, I shall—”

“Blah, blah, blah.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“I think you’re on a downward spiral,”
Lucifer said. “You’ve lost your focus, which is why I just showed
you what happens to Fallen Angels who don’t do as I say. The
question is, Carlyle, what will you do about it?”

Carlyle had the odd sensation that he was
being set up, tricked in some way. The plan was to deliver Abby to
Lucifer within three days. He still had time. “I will get
Abby.”

“My confidence in you has changed,” Lucifer
said. “So have the rules.”

“Rules?” Carlyle asked.

Lucifer glared at him. “You have twenty-four
hours, soldier.”

“What?”

Was he freaking kidding? How could he
possibly capture Abby within a day? The strategy he’d been planning
would require at least a couple of days.

Lucifer shot him an ice-cold glare. “You
heard me.”

“Master,” he said. “I can’t cause a scene in
public. Things like these take time.”

“I’m tired of your excuses. Do what you have
to, but bring her to me.”

“I…uh…”

“Or shall I lock you in the same chamber as
Cristos? You two could reminisce, laugh about old times, as you’re
both being beaten for eternity. Your choice.”

Some choice. Carlyle couldn’t bring his lips
to move, he couldn’t even sigh. So this was it. He had to capture
Abby within a day, or he’d face the same fate as Cristos for
eternity. Well, screw the rules about remaining incognito. He would
just walk up to her on the street and take her by force, if he had
to.

“I will do your bidding, Master,” Carlyle
said, the seriousness of his words sinking into his psyche as they
left his lips.

Lucifer drank from a goblet of blood, the
edges of his lips turning red as they curled into a smile. “Then
go. Don’t disappoint me again.”

Carlyle hesitated a moment, not wanting to be
a kiss-ass but wanting to make his loyalty known.

“What?” Lucifer asked.

“I will always be loyal to you,” he said.
Geez, did he sound as lame as he thought?

Lucifer exhaled a heavy sigh, his breath
soaking the room with humidity. “You’re a fine soldier, Carlyle.
You just need to get the job done. On time.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Now go. I have things to do.”

Carlyle stepped back, bowing before the
Master as a final gesture, before he turned around and left. The
fifty yards to Charon’s boat seemed like five hundred. He had to
make sure to get Abby this time. No more excuses, no more hiding.
It was time for Hell to literally roam the Earth—with no
restrictions.

 



CHAPTER FORTY

Abby groaned when
Phoenix’s ringtone clanged throughout her living room. Did he not
understand that ignoring his phone calls meant she didn’t want to
talk? She put the cell under a pillow to stop the sound.

She’d done the right thing by helping Ella,
by calling him when Ella was hurt. After getting bandaged up, Ella
had been released to Phoenix’s care. Presumably, they had returned
to his apartment.

Abby wanted to give them time and space,
something she also needed. But her avoiding Phoenix was more than
that. She’d been the one who brought Ella into the hospital. Yet
the staff hadn’t allowed her to do anything, not even assist them.
The one place Abby called home, her life’s purpose, had forbidden
her to help others. A tear ran down her cheek.

As if on cue, Light My Fire rang again
on the cell. Phoenix. If she didn’t pick it up, he would just keep
calling. Stubborn Elemental.

She pulled out the phone from under the
pillow. “Hello.”

“Abby? Where have you been? I’ve been
calling.”

“I told you, I’m fine. I need some space, and
you have Ella to deal with.”

His impatient sigh was loud enough to be
heard in Canada. “Come over. Ella and I want to see you. We’re
here, having breakfast.”

A familiar tug pulled at her heart. She had
no idea what to say.

“Abby? Are you still there?”

“Phoenix, I’m fine. I just need some space.
Please? You and Ella go do your thing. Maybe I’ll join you tomorrow
for lunch or something.”

Silence. Obviously he wasn’t happy with her
withdrawal tactics. This was one reason she didn’t like
relationships. Work at the hospital meant not having time for all
the drama, all the expectation.

“If space is what you want, then I’ll take
Ella out on my own. But we both want you to join us tomorrow.”

She wanted to reach through the phone and hug
him. Never let go. But she couldn’t. She had to protect herself.
She couldn’t get hurt. Not now. She’d already lost too much.

“Maybe.”

A few moments of silence crackled through the
phone.

“Take care of yourself,” Phoenix said, the
disappointment laced in his words.

“Thanks.”

She snapped the phone shut. Damn. That hadn’t
gone well. She glanced around, a means to get her mind off the
conversation, but her glance landed on her wall calendar. With her
recent hospital suspension, Ella’s suicide attempt, Phoenix’s
antics, and everything else—she’d completely forgotten what day it
was.

#

One hour later, Abby rummaged through her
tiny apartment. She stacked medical journals, tossed junk mail,
swept the floor.

Keep busy. Stay on top of things. This
tactic had worked for the last ten years. She needed it to work
again.

But that damn glaring calendar date kept
staring at her, mocking her, forcing her to remember the events of
the day she longed to forget....

The crackling flame started in the kitchen,
gaining strength as it leapt across wires and circuits. Booming
sounds, followed by loud pops.

“Abby, what’s happening?”

John, her younger brother. Ten years old.
His voice hadn’t even begun to change yet.

She bolted out of the bathroom. John froze,
his brown eyes widened in fear. The fire snaked down the hallway,
consuming every wooden door and baseboard in its path.

Fire. Get John out of the house. Now.

“John, grab my hand. We need to make our
way to the front door.”

He’d put his tiny hand in hers. They ducked
down, not wanting to breathe in too much smoke. When they neared
the front door, the fire burst into mini-explosions. Tiny bits of
fire swept through the air. One landed on John’s cheek.

“Ow!” He pulled his hand away, touching
his own face.

That’s when the ceiling caved in between
them.

“John? Where are you?”

“Abby? Abby, help me!”

The smoke turned the air black. She couldn’t
see anything. “Can you take my hand?” she asked, reaching around
the burning pile.

He didn’t respond.

“John!”

Nothing. She turned to look at the front
door, judge its distance. If she climbed around the debris, grabbed
him, and led him out, they could make it.

Someone grabbed her from behind. “We need to
get you out of here!”

“My brother—”

“C’mon,” the man said, lifting her on his
shoulders.

The smoke had filled her lungs by now. She
fought to breathe. Fought to speak out, to tell the man to go back
in and get John.

That’s the last thing she remembered, before
waking up in a hospital. Learning that the man across the street
hadn’t been able to save John. Learning that her parents blamed her
for the fire. She’d been the one who left the stove on.

She could see the accusations in their
faces. It was her fault John was dead.

Maybe she should have died that day. Her
parents certainly seemed to give off that impression. They’d blamed
her. She was responsible. She was the babysitter. She was the one
who should have protected their son.

Somehow, after that day, she was no longer
their daughter. She’d become “John’s sister.”

Ever since, she’d been trying to get back to
being Abby, being herself. With Phoenix, she felt close to it. Even
though he represented fire. Maybe because he represented fire. It
was a way to make peace with her past.

She shook her head, wishing away the bad
memories. Things weren’t all bad. She’d become an ER doctor, she’d
helped others. Her penance for surviving, even though John
hadn’t.

Now she just needed to return to work, get
the suspension lifted. Then everything would be fine.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Phoenix clenched his fists
after hanging up the phone.

“What’s wrong?” Ella asked, her spoon
enthusiastically diving into a bowl of yogurt.

“Abby. She wants space.” He shook his head
and then joined Ella at the kitchen table. “What the hell does that
mean, when women say they want space?”

Ella wiped a droplet of strawberry yogurt off
the corner of her mouth. It was 11 a.m. but neither one of them had
prepared for the day. Ella wore scrub-like pajamas, and her tousled
hair was pinned up with some kind of clip. With the late-morning
light streaming through the window, she looked young. The innocence
of her outfit, her naïve outlook, made her look twelve, not
nineteen. Why had he just asked some kid for advice?

“It means they want time alone,” Ella said,
matter-of-factly. “Sometimes we want time to reflect, to think
about things.”

“Like what?”

“Life, where the relationship is going,
anything that may have happened.” She shrugged. “I did the same
thing with Dominick. Needed time alone.”

“But were you mad at him?” Phoenix asked,
hoping he didn’t sound like the world’s biggest sap.

“Not really. I just needed time to think,
remember the nice things he did for me, and try to figure out what
we would become.”

Huh? Phoenix grabbed a banana and took a
bite. “Women worry about a lot of crap, don’t they?”

Ella laughed. “You might say that.”

“Well, Abby said she might join us tomorrow
for lunch. I want to make sure she does. Any advice on how to get
her to not back out?”

Ella seemed to ponder for a minute. “Send her
flowers?”

He groaned. “You are your mother’s daughter,
aren’t you?”

Bewilderment crossed her face. “Meaning?”

“I had a nightmare experience sending Abby
flowers once before, based on your mom’s advice.”

“Oh.” Ella looked around, as if something
else in the apartment would jar an idea. Instead, she went a
totally different direction. “Why do you and my mom argue so much,
anyway?”

“That’s a question out of left field,” he
said, grinning.

“C’mon. Mom said you and her argue all the
time. Why?”

How could he explain it? Over the last year,
he’d grown more tolerant of Brooke. He had even begun to understand
what it was like to fall in love with a human, after his dealings
with Abby.

“Fire and Water are natural opposites,” he
said, hoping the Elemental explanation would be satisfactory. “It’s
part of nature.”

She arched an eyebrow, and suspicion radiated
from her glance. “You didn’t answer my question. I didn’t ask about
Fire and Water. I asked about you and my mom.”

Phoenix couldn’t help but laugh.

“What?” she asked.

“Just that now I see you are your father’s
daughter, too. The inquisitive cop.”

She gave a smirk, but Phoenix could tell she
was fine with his comments. And he did enjoy seeing the traits of
Brooke and Alex, blended together into a half-breed like Ella.
Maybe she held some special power that pure Elementals didn’t. Who
knew? No other Elemental had mated with a human and had a
half-breed child before.

Well, except for Universe. But that was
another story. One long buried in a New Orleans cemetery. Best left
in the past.

“Your mom grates on my nerves more than
most,” Phoenix said. “But we’re better now. Honest.”

Just then, Ella’s cell phone rang. She picked
it up. “Hey, Mom. We were just talking about you.”

Ella’s eyes widened. She handed the phone to
him. “Um, Mom wants to talk to you.”

Phoenix put a plastic smile on his face. He
didn’t want to worry the kid. Best to remain professional.

“Hey, Brooke. I was just telling Ella how
things are better between you and me—”

“Are you out of your fiery mind?” Brooke’s
shrill voice pierced his ears.

“What?”

“You left Ella alone and she slit her own
wrists? How could you?”

Crap. Brooke had found out. Wait a
second. How?

He held the phone away from his ear and
mouthed to Ella, “Did you tell your mom about the hospital and the
deli?”

Ella shook her head no.

Then who told? And if Brooke knew, who else
knew? A panic surge went through his body. This couldn’t be
good.

“Brooke, listen, I am so sorry. It’s my fault
for leaving her, but she is safe now—”

“If you ever put my daughter in harm’s way
again, you won’t be safe. Not from me, not from Alex. He’ll get the
whole New Orleans police department on your ass. I’ll send monsoons
to drench you until the end of time. Understand?”

Phoenix’s face turned hot. Brooke’s voice was
loud and shrill, and Ella had heard every word. The mentor just got
humiliated in front of the trainee. Things couldn’t get worse,
could they?

“I am sorry,” he repeated.

“Put my daughter back on the phone,
please.”

He wanted to ask if Brooke could ever forgive
him. Best to give her some time, though. He probably wouldn’t like
the answer he would get right now.

“Sure.” He handed the phone to Ella and
walked into the den to give the kid some privacy. Being a Manhattan
apartment, though, there wasn’t a lot of separation between rooms.
He could still hear Ella’s one-sided conversation, trying to calm
Brooke down.

“Yes, Mom…I’m fine…Phoenix and Abby helped
me…yes, I’ll be careful...okay, goodbye.”

Phoenix went to splash cold water on his
face. When he returned, Mercury stood in the center of his living
room. Great, the messenger of Universe and bringer of havoc. What
was he doing here?

Mercury considered himself a fashion guru,
but the truth was anything but. Today, he varied his theme with
fluorescent green pants, a plaid shirt with a bow tie, and a Fedora
hat. Ridiculous was an understatement, but Phoenix didn’t dare
laugh. Mercury carried the power of approval. Any negative thoughts
or words toward the silly little man would only invoke Universe’s
wrath. Something Phoenix couldn’t afford to repeat.

Mercury pulled out a chair and sat down next
to Ella at the table. “Well?”

“Well, what?” Phoenix asked.

“Manners, Fire boy. Aren’t you going to offer
me a yogurt, coffee, anything?”

Crap. Phoenix had managed to stifle his own
laughter, insults, but he still had screwed up. Being around
Mercury was like always failing a test. No way to win.

“Forgive me. Would you like something?”

“Got any peanuts?”

“Peanuts? For brunch?”

“I like them. Brooke always has them set out
for me.” Mercury winked at Ella before glaring at Phoenix.

“Um, let me check.” He stood and opened the
cabinets, shoving canned beans out of the way and checking for
peanuts. The only thing he could find was sunflower seeds. He
poured a few into a bowl and set it down in front of Mercury.

Mercury wriggled his nose. “Am I a bird?”

Phoenix had the sinking feeling that he had
just failed a test. “I don’t know if I have anything you would
like.”

“I might have a peanut snack pack in my bag,”
Ella said. She returned a minute later with a small bag of salted
peanuts.

“Excellent!” Mercury said. He popped one in
his mouth and smiled. “I have such affection for the Elementals of
Water.”

Phoenix snatched the coffee pot off the
burner and poured himself a big cup. Great. Nothing like a bit of
favoritism, and Ella made a perfect teacher’s pet. Couldn’t he ever
catch a break?

“So, what brings you to New York?” Phoenix
asked.

Mercury narrowed his brows. Apparently he
didn’t like being rushed, but Phoenix was in no mood to make
peanuts into a six-course meal. He wanted Mercury to say what he
came to say, then to get the hell out.

“Business,” Mercury began, “I am afraid I
come bearing some news.”

The trepidation in Merc’s voice sent panic
surging through Phoenix’s body. News from Universe could mean
anything. Phoenix really wasn’t up to another career change.

“What’s up?” He hoped he sounded casual, but
inside, his muscles tightened, bracing him for what was to
come.

Merc ate a few more peanuts. “Ella, would you
give us a few minutes? I need to talk to Phoenix alone. Then I’ll
take you for a walk and we can discuss some Elemental background
history that would be beneficial for you.”

“Sure.” With prompt obedience, she rose from
the table, went into the guest room, and shut the door.

Time to get down to business. If Ella
couldn’t be present for the talk, then whatever Mercury needed to
say had to be important.

“What’s going on?”

Mercury glared at him. “You were charged with
training Ella, with keeping her by your side at all times.”

His stomach tightened. “Yes.”

“Tell me what happened.”

Phoenix swallowed hard. Sweat beads formed on
his forehead. “Ella became ill, but she’s fine now. I assure you
that she—”

“Quiet!”

Mercury’s wide blue eyes, usually animated
and twinkling, now turned dark and serious. He never yelled. He was
the messenger of good and bad things, explainer of clues, and all
around strange guy. But he didn’t yell.

Phoenix lowered his glance out of respect. He
was in deep shit. With Mercury, with Brooke, and probably with
Universe.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

“You left Ella alone when you were expressly
told not to. Not only that, you abandoned her in a deli being run
by Alexi.”

“I am truly sorry I wasn’t with her.
I’m—”

“I’m not finished,” Mercury said, his face
stoic.

Phoenix kept quiet. Best to hear Mercury out
and then apologize profusely. Followed by non-stop groveling.

“As I was saying,” Merc continued, “you were
entrusted with Ella’s safety and you disobeyed the orders to stay
by her side. To go chasing after a human. While you were instructed
to get to know Abby, Universe wants me to make it clear that you
were never meant to become this involved.”

Phoenix’s neck tightened. He waited.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
Mercury asked.

Phoenix gathered every ounce of humility that
he could squeeze into his vocal cords. This was his chance to
speak.

“I admit I have been more confused by human
relationships and Abby. If Universe wants me to break things off, I
will obey. Please tell him I am sorry, and I just want Abby
protected.”

“As does Universe,” Merc replied.

“Then why be angry at my confusion?”

Mercury shook his head. “You’re doing what
you always do, Phoenix. You’re focusing on the wrong thing. Instead
of seeing the importance in something, you divert your attention to
pursuits that go nowhere, and worse, that harm those around
you.”

Wait a flippin’ second. What was Merc
talking about?

“I don’t understand. What does Universe want
me to do with Abby? Whatever it is, I will do it. Shouldn’t that
solve the issue?” Phoenix asked.

Besides, it’s not like he could ever have a
real relationship with her going forward anyway. They were two
different species, and he wasn’t Brooke. Universe held him
accountable to the rules. Resentment soared through his veins once
more.

Mercury removed his hat and swatted Phoenix
over the head. Hard.

“Ow! What was that for?”

“Abby is only one part of your
responsibilities. Did you not hear the key part of my words? You
were told not to leave Ella alone. She is only half-Elemental and
prone to harm’s way, especially in a city like New York. You left
her alone, and you show no remorse.”

“Not true. I am incredibly sorry. I’ve
apologized to her, to Brooke—”

“Oh, Fire boy,” Mercury said with an
impatient sigh. “I think you’re only sorry that you got
caught.”

“Not true. I was careless. I didn’t think
thirty minutes in a deli would make a difference—”

“That’s the issue, right there. You didn’t
think.”

Phoenix bit his lip. “I am truly sorry. But
you’re the one who told me to be more positive, to be more of a
people person. Well, Ella’s okay. In fact, she showed complete
resilience since being sick that day. I would almost guess she is
stronger.”

Merc stared at him blankly. “It’s sheer luck
that she grew stronger. Must be something about her having
half-Elemental blood that brought about such a result.”

“She’s okay, Merc. I swear I will never leave
her side again.”

Mercury stood up, and a grave silence filled
the room. “Don’t call me Merc. That nickname is reserved for
Elementals I choose.”

“Sorry.”

“Stand up,” Mercury ordered, his tone
stern.

Phoenix took a deep breath. This was not
going to go well.

“Don’t make me wait,” Mercury said. “That’ll
make things worse.”

Phoenix’s stomach heaved, and the lower part
of his body felt like someone had kicked him in the gut. Maybe
Mercury was about to. Who knows?

Slowly, Phoenix stood to face whatever was to
come. Mercury shook his head like a stern parent looking at a
disobedient child.

“Phoenix, Fire Elemental of the USA
Elementals, you are hereby stripped of any and all Fire powers
until further notice.”

“What? Mercury, no. C’mon. I’m sorry—”

“Universe won’t budge on this.”

“But why? For letting Ella have lunch for
thirty minutes? C’mon, I need my powers to protect Abby right now.
To stop the Infernal League. You know how important the mission
is.”

“There’s your problem, Fire boy. You have no
remorse for the decisions you make. Your choice led to endangering
Ella’s life. You disobeyed a direct order, and you’re still making
excuses, using the mission as your defense. You chose to disobey.
Your choice, and therefore, your consequences.”

“But—”

“Enough.”

“Please!” Phoenix didn’t know what else to
do. No powers? No way to fight Carlyle except with the strength of
his human shell, which hadn’t been to the gym in a month?

Mercury put his hat back on. “Ella is going
to come with me, now.”

“I still have things that I can teach her.
Give me another chance.”

“No. This EMT gig in New York was your last
chance. Universe is fed up.”

“I can fix this. I can atone. But I can’t
save Abby or the general public without my powers. You know that.
Universe knows that.”

“The decision is final. When Universe feels
you deserve your powers again—or shall I say, if you deserve
your powers again—then you will be reinstated,” Mercury said, with
about as much emotion as an actuary expert.

Mercury knocked on the guest room door.
“Ella? Get your things together. You’re coming with me.”

Phoenix clenched his fists. He wanted to hurl
furniture, throw something, hit something. The hot and fiery nature
inside him no longer produced fire. Just rage. A raging fire,
without the ability to burn.

“What will you tell Ella?” Phoenix
whispered.

“That it’s time for her to get some training
by me. Why?”

“Don’t tell her about Universe’s
decision.”

“Why not?”

Phoenix gripped his coffee mug. It was
something to hold onto without strangling someone. “I like the kid.
I don’t want her to know of my mistake.”

“Spilling milk is a mistake. Disobeying a
direct order from Universe is a choice. A poor one.”

“Then I’m sorry. I don’t want anyone to know
about this.”

“I can’t promise my silence. It’s up to
Universe.”

“Fine.”

Ella stepped out of her room, bag in hand,
but confusion written all over her young face. “I’m ready. What’s
going on?”

Phoenix looked to Mercury. Please. Please
don’t tell her. Or anyone.

Mercury led Ella to the doorway, but just
before they left, he turned around. “You know, Phoenix. You of all
people should know that choices make us who we are. It’s our
decisions, our choices that we make, that define who we are. That
define how we help others.”

“Sometimes I feel like I’ve never had a
choice,” Phoenix muttered.

“That’s your problem,” Mercury said. “You’ve
had choices all along. You just keep making the ones that hurt
yourself and others.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Phoenix stood, alone, in
his apartment. Strange. His place used to seem like one cog in a
giant succession of buildings. Even though he lived alone, his
place never felt lonely before. Manhattan had over twelve million
people swarming its streets every day.

And yet, with Ella having been taken away—and
the shaming reason why—Phoenix slumped into a corner of the couch.
Staring at the floor became his new goal. One tile needed cleaning;
it had a smudge.

He had no idea how much time went by. The
clock ticked in miniscule moments. How did time speed up or slow
down? He’d experienced that before while riding through the dark
streets as an EMT. Time slowed when he squeezed air into someone’s
lungs. Time raced when someone lay bleeding.

Everything depended on the circumstance.

His cell phone began to ring. Caller ID said
Abby. He straightened his posture, as if she could see him through
the phone line and would be more impressed.

“Hello?”

He wanted to sound polite, sweet. Wanted to
be the person she trusted. Wanted to fix this entire situation.
Wait a second. Fix the situation? Since when had he turned into a
human male?

“Hi.” Her voice was more sweet-natured and
sexy than he’d remembered. “I wanted to talk to you. Can you meet
me?”

Phoenix caught a glimpse of himself in the
mirror. Tousled hair, unshaven, eyes red. He looked like crap.

“I’d love to. Can you give me an hour to take
care of some things around here?”

“Sure.”

Silence hung between them, a delicate thread
that he didn’t want to break by speaking first.

“Phoenix?” she asked, breaking the spell.

“I’m here.”

Barely. He didn’t have his powers. Universe
had deemed him unfit to train Ella. But Phoenix was still standing,
sort of.

“Meet me at Ze Café on 1st avenue
in two hours for lunch?”

“I’ll be there,” he said, scrambling to put
stuff away and fix his haggard appearance.

When he hung up the phone, he took a hard
look at himself in the mirror. “You screwed up with Ella. Don’t
screw up with Abby.”

As he went to shower and get dressed,
thoughts raced through his mind. As long as he could remember, he’d
been self-sufficient. Well, with the exception of Universe and his
colleagues. But even with them, he never liked asking for help. Why
ask for directions when you could figure it out yourself?

Brooke had been right. He did have an
adolescent look about him. The charm had worked on his Wall Street
clients. They trusted someone that reminded them of their own
sons.

Maybe he should ask for help now. Get input
from his colleagues. But did they know what had happened? Did they
realize he’d been stripped of his Elemental power?

Maybe he could play dumb. Call them, see how
they were, feel them out. Just because Brooke knew about Ella
didn’t mean Terran or Tempest did.

Phoenix called Terran, the husky Earth
Elemental, first. The guy was laid back with a smart head on his
shoulders.

A low, guttural voice answered, “Hello?”

“Terran, hey man. It’s Phoenix. How’s it
going?”

“It’s only 8:00 a.m. here. I was
sleeping.”

Crap. Terran was in the Pacific Northwest,
three hours behind.

“I’m sorry, man. I keep forgetting about time
changes.”

“I was up until three.”

“Three in the morning? Why?”

“Chasing the Acobi Fallen Angel clans through
the underground tunnels. They’re a new breed, one we all need to
watch out for.”

Phoenix made the mental note. “I’m sorry for
waking you. Maybe I can call you back?”

Terran groaned. “I’m already up. What’s going
on?”

“I need your advice.”

There was a long silence. The only sound was
the lump of pride Phoenix swallowed.

“This is a new development,” Terran
acknowledged. “But I’m listening.”

“There’s this human here. She seems to never
want to be around me, but I can tell she needs a connection. Now,
after needing space, she wants to see me again. Could this be a
trap?”

Terran laughed. “Dude, you have it bad.”

Phoenix relaxed a bit. “Maybe I do, but I
could still use some input.”

“You’ve spent centuries around humans. What
have you observed?”

Phoenix thought a moment. “That they act
irrationally. Sometimes they want to kill each other. Sometimes the
good guys finish last. And some of them are annoying as hell.”

“Go deeper.” Terran’s voice was calm. The guy
could do voiceovers for shrinks.

“I don’t know.”

“Heavens, Phoenix. You really do keep all
things shallow, don’t you?”

The accusatory words and tone ripped into
Phoenix’s heart. What hurt the most? They were true. He did keep
everyone at arm’s length. Never get too involved. Do the job and
then leave.

“C’mon, all these years on this planet,
surely you’ve learned something in that thick skull,” Terran added,
his voice softening a little.

Phoenix pondered a moment. “Humans, even the
ones who don’t have any sense of future, always seem to keep
hope.”

“Very good, but consider humanity’s
strengths. They care, they reach out, and they take care of their
families.”

“And go to war to keep land to
themselves.”

“Think of the women you’ve met. Females
behave strangely on occasion, but it doesn’t mean that it’s a
trap.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No.”

“And the men?”

“They freak out, don’t understand. Like
you’re doing right now.”

Phoenix shook his head. “There should be a
guidebook on this.”

“There are a zillion of them, but the root of
conflict will always be there.”

“So your advice is—?”

“Go meet your human female. Let her do the
talking. Don’t push. Don’t assume. Just walk in and let her tell
you how she is feeling. And for heaven’s sake, stop being
artificial. Don’t be afraid to let your guard down for a bit.”

“Thanks,” he said. “That’s helpful.”

“Things work because we are the four
Elementals,” Terran said. “Meaning it helps to talk to one another
on occasion.”

Phoenix bit his lip. Was he even an Elemental
anymore, since he no longer had power over his Element? He wasn’t
human. He wasn’t Elemental. What did that make him? Someone who
didn’t fit in anywhere. A lost soul.

Time to get off the phone before his emotions
got the better of him.

“Keep in touch, man. Sorry again for waking
you,” Phoenix said, hoping his blasé tone would end their call.

“Hey. What’s up with Ella? Is she doing
okay?”

His chest tightened. Terran hadn’t heard the
news.

“She did well. Mercury came and got her this
morning. Not sure how much longer Ella will be with me.”

If Terran didn’t know the news, no sense
volunteering it. Maybe Phoenix could regain his powers back before
the other Elementals had to know.

“Well, give the kid a hug for me,” Terran
said.

“Will do. I need to go, man.”

“Later,” Terran said.

“Bye.”

Phoenix snapped his phone shut. So the other
Elementals—or at least Terran—hadn’t heard the news. Did this mean
that Universe might only be removing his powers temporarily? If he
was to stop having them forever, the other Elementals would need to
know, right? And who was protecting the humans in New York City,
since Phoenix wasn’t?

So many unanswered questions. He didn’t want
to face more of them, though. No sense calling Tempest yet. He’d
gotten good advice from Terran.

For now, that would be his approach. Meet
Abby. Let her do the talking. Let her take the lead. See where that
road took them.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Abby hung up with Phoenix.
She still had time before she had to leave, and she couldn’t resist
putting on her white coat—the symbol of a doctor. No matter what
her boss said, she remained what she defined herself to be: a
doctor. They couldn’t take that away from her.

All this time away from bustling ER rooms,
emergencies, even handling the druggies that wore down the
compassion flowing through her veins, she’d had time to think. And
she didn’t want to think anymore.

She wanted to move on. And that meant facing
her past, putting it behind her once and for all.

With a determined push, she dialed her
parents’ phone number.

“Adams Residence,” a very posh British accent
said.

They must have hired a new butler. Funny how
they could afford all these extras but they had refused to help
contribute to medical school.

“I’d like to speak to my mother or father,”
Abby said.

“They have retired, ma’am.”

“Retired? It’s only noon. I’m their daughter,
Abby. Please get one of them on the phone.”

She could actually hear his nose wriggling on
the other end of the line.

“I’m just going to keep calling until one of
them gets on the phone. I know they don’t…retire…in the
middle of the day.”

“One moment.”

Good. She took deep breaths to reassure
herself. This conversation was long overdue.

Seconds later, she could hear muffled
conversation. Penguin Man must have found them.

“What could she want?” her father said.

“Don’t go all crazy, dear.”

“We don’t hear from her for months and
then—”

“You guys know I can hear you, right?” Abby
said, her voice unwavering.

There were a few coughs, hems and haws,
followed by some static on the phone. Her parents’ way of covering
their ass.

“Abigail,” her mother said. “How are
you?”

“Hi, Mom.” Abby bit her lip. This was going
to be harder than she thought. Maybe she just needed to look at
this phone conversation as excising a tumor from an organ. There
was no time for dilly-dally, no time to panic. Get the tool, get
in, excise the tumor, and get out. That needed to be her
strategy.

“Mom, I need to tell you something. It’s
important, and I should have said it a long time ago.”

She could hear her mother wince.

“What is it?”

“I believe you and Dad have always blamed me
for John’s death—”

“Abigail—”

“It’s Abby. And please let me get this off my
chest.”

Silence.

“Thank you. I don’t know if that was your
only way to deal with your loss, or if you even realized that is
what you were doing.”

“What’s this all about?” a gruff male voice
asked. Her dad apparently had gotten on the adjoining phone.

“It’s about me needing to tell you how I
feel, Dad. About how your silence, your cold way of never saying
John’s name in the years that followed, all of it I took as blame.
That you both blamed me for killing your son.”

Tears started to fall down Abby’s face, but
she wiped them away. Too late to back out now. She’d opened the
floodgates. She needed to stay for the ride.

“I want you both to know I always blamed
myself, too. But it was an accident. I tried getting him out. I
wish I could’ve. I wish it had been me.”

“Don’t say that,” her mother said, with a
shaky voice.

“You both treated me like you wish it had
been me, too.”

Her father coughed. “Now see here, Abigail. I
am not going to listen to these accusations—”

“Please, Dad. I have spent a lifetime running
from this conversation. I need to finish.”

She could hear some huffing and puffing—and
could envision his reddened face from anger—but at least he didn’t
hang up. That was something.

“I became a doctor because I wanted to help
people. I figured if I couldn’t save John, then at least I could
save someone. And I have. I’m damn good at my job, and I want you
both to know that there was nothing else I could’ve done. The
debris fell, kept us apart, so I couldn’t reach him to get him out.
I am sorry.”

She drew in a deep breath. Was she really
having this long-stuffed-away conversation, or was she
dreaming?

Her mother cleared her throat. “We didn’t
mean to imply you were at fault—”

“That’s how it felt. You both shut down. You
both became socialites, with lots of jewelry and large parties. Big
gatherings, filled with noisy and squawking people. All to fill
that silent void where John used to be.”

“So you’re criticizing our life now, all
these years later? Does that make you superior to us, Abigail?” her
father asked.

She sighed. “I’m not calling to blame you or
criticize you.”

“Humph. Sure sounds like it,” her father
retorted.

Abby picked up a blanket and squeezed the
soft felt in her hands. She needed to get through this without
losing her temper.

“Please know that I want to have a better
relationship with you.” She paused. Keep strong. Keep going. “But I
needed to tell you this. It’s been the elephant in the room for far
too many years. You lost a son, but I lost a brother. And I’ve
blamed myself for too long. It was an accident. I’ve saved
countless lives since then, and I’m proud of that. You both have
servants to bake bread for you, but it didn’t occur to you to help
me with my student loans.”

“We wanted to make sure you were
independent,” her father said. “If you’re concerned about money,
why don’t you go into private practice? That would solve your
student loan issues in one swoop, plus you’d have better working
conditions.”

She closed her eyes, mentally releasing the
frustration building up inside her. Being an ER doctor had never
been on Dad’s good list. If it were up to him, there wouldn’t be
emergency rooms, but concierge doctors only. Not her style. She
wanted to help people, not give Band-Aids to wealthy execs.

“I like the ER,” she said. “I’m good at it.
Not everyone can make it work, but I do.”

There was a long pause. Just like all those
years. When no one knew what to say. But she wasn’t a young kid
anymore. She had opened this door. She would finish it.

“I want you both to know that I’m doing okay.
In some ways, maybe the blame you both seemed to hurl my way helped
me. Helped me to become the ER doctor I am today.”

Or the one I was before I got suspended.

“See? The independence did you good,” her
father said.

“Yes, and it will continue to do so,” she
said. Even if he offered to pay for all her student loans at this
point, she wouldn’t take the money. She had to do this on her own.
Anything from him would mean she would forever have to answer for
her choices. They were her choices. Not his.

“Why don’t we try to come into the city
sometime soon, so we can see you?” her mother asked.

“I would like that.”

She hoped her mother meant it. Meant that she
did want the family to meet up and spend time together, and that
her mother’s statement wasn’t just an excuse to come into the city
and enjoy the New York nightlife.

“I need to go, but I love you both. Thanks
for talking.”

In synch, her mother and father chimed in
with a, “Bye, Abigail.”

Abby hung up the phone, and then collapsed on
the floor with a sigh of relief. She’d tackled her lifelong fear
and come out okay. Now she had to get her job back.

But after the call she just had, she could
handle anything. Things were beginning to look up.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Abby raked through the few
clothes in her closet. Scrubs were comfy. She’d taken to just
wearing them, even on her days off, to lounge around or walk
through the park.

Now she was going to meet Phoenix. Try to
explain all the things she felt. She wanted to put on something
that she didn’t wear often. Maybe it would be like armor, would
make her brave.

Time to move forward. She wanted a
relationship with the fiery man who’d come into her life by
happenstance. After she told him how she felt, then she would go
and get her job back.

Nothing in her closet seemed appealing, so
she nonchalantly grabbed a pair of khakis and a blue blouse, one
that brought out her eyes.

Fifteen minutes later, she walked out of her
apartment to hail a taxi. A few yellow cabs passed her by, their
lights turned off so they wouldn’t pick anyone up. Would one come
soon? She usually never had trouble. She could hail a taxi on
Broadway at 10:05 p.m., right after the show, when hundreds of
people piled out of the theater district needing a ride home.

Today, things were different.

Something inside her was—happening. It was
like her skin grew hotter by the minute. Summers were hot in New
York, but this was different. To appear busy to the outside world,
she pulled out her cell and began to type random numbers.

But her uneasiness only worsened. With a gust
of hot air snaking between buildings, anxiety pummeled into her
like a heat wave. Her arms itched. Her legs ached. It was as if
something—heated—spread across every skin cell. Crawling, prowling,
and trying to enter her soul.

She began to fidget. Put her phone back in
her purse, glanced around. Whoa. Handsome man at 12 o’clock. Right
across the street, he stood. Tan, muscular, with a Samoan look
about him that made him seem out of place in the streets of New
York. He belonged in some Olympic competition on a balmy island,
throwing bigger stones than any competitor.

What was she doing? She deliberately turned
her eyes away. Gawking wasn’t her style. Where the hell was that
damn taxi?

The handsome man glanced up from the paper
he’d been reading and smiled at her. Her knees began to feel
wobbly, but she cleared her throat to cover up what she knew had to
look like teenage girl behavior.

Finally, a taxi arrived. Mr. Handsome stuck
his arm out at the same time as Abby.

“Pardon me, miss, go ahead. I’ll catch the
next one.”

She almost wanted to ask him to share the
ride, but that was so unlike her. Why was she behaving this way? It
was as if she’d had three shots of tequila and anything was
possible. But not necessarily a good decision.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m supposed to be
meeting someone.”

“Boyfriend?” His voice held an inflection,
one of hope and yet confidence.

“I’m not sure.”

She opened the door to the taxi. How lame did
she just sound? She wasn’t sure? Well, it was the truth, but why
had she been so honest with a total stranger? Wait a second. Could
he be one of those Fallen Angels Phoenix warned her about?

No. Ridiculous. Wouldn’t Fallen Angels have
other forms of transport besides taxis? Phoenix said they often
teleported.

Besides, why would one be waiting here? If he
wanted to harm her, he wouldn’t have offered her the taxi, now
would he?

“You coming, lady?” the cabbie asked, a thick
Brooklyn accent casing his words.

“Yeah,” she said, but she stopped to smile at
the man across the street. He bowed so slightly, with his lips
turning upward into a grin. Such a handsome man.

“Thanks again,” she called out.

“Plenty of taxis in New York,” he said. “No
problem.”

She settled into the taxi and they pulled
away. As they did, she glanced back for one more look. The handsome
man was nowhere in sight.

#

Ten minutes later, she remained stuck in
traffic en route to Ze Café. With the new subway line being
constructed, the city had blocked off entrances for them to get to
1st Avenue. So they, along with every other taxi, waited
for another way to detour.

“I know a shortcut once we reach that alley,”
the cabbie said.

“Any way you can get me to 1st
works for me.” She leaned back and texted Phoenix that she might be
a few minutes late.

He responded with a smiley face. Good. She
wanted things positive between them. She’d made progress, and she
wanted to continue moving ahead—

BAM!

“What was that?” she yelled. Someone had
crashed into them from behind.

“Keep calm,” the cabbie said. He gripped the
steering wheel and tried to turn. They’d reached the alley, and he
turned right.

She glanced back. The other car followed
them. Fast.

“Whoever hit you is following us.”

“I’m going to outrun them. This alley
connects to several others, which will put us on
1st.”

“Good plan.” She turned around, watching the
big black car follow them, like a giant bug stalking its prey.

That’s when their taxi picked up speed.

“Oh crap!” the cabbie yelled.

“What?”

Adrenaline thundered through her. The black
car continued its pursuit, and the alley didn’t look like it led
anywhere.

“The brakes. They aren’t working!” The
floorboard of the cab pounded with every attempt he made to press
down on the brakes. “I can’t stop!”

Abby’s heart pounded loud in her ears. They
were not headed toward another alley, they were aiming right for a
brick wall. She jiggled the lock. “Let’s make a jump for it!”

The lock wouldn’t budge. She turned around.
This time the black car was right on them. And she could see the
driver. The handsome man who’d given her the cab.

With a loud crash, everything went black.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Phoenix entered Ze Café
and requested the table nearest the window so he could enjoy people
watching while he waited for Abby. Manhattan pedestrians always
proved entertaining, a great way to enjoy brunch. Ze Café kept an
elaborate food display in the center, surrounded by half-booth,
half-chair tables that lined the four walls.

Then he waited. And waited.

He picked up his phone. She said she’d be
late, but it was going on thirty minutes now. On the phone, it
sounded like she might be ten, fifteen minutes late. But
thirty?

Besides, she knew the secret to New York
traffic. Manhattan was thirteen miles north to south, two miles
east to west. Any New Yorker knew that if things got too bad, get
out and walk. And it was a nice day.

Shouldn’t she be here by now?

“Get you another coffee?” the waiter
asked.

“Yes, thanks.” Phoenix once again picked up
the menu, his fingers needing to hold something. He already knew
what he wanted, but kept occupied trying to guess what Abby might
have. A lame way to pass the time, but he didn’t have anything else
to do.

The minutes slugged by. Phoenix waved his
fingers over the tea candle in the center of the table. Closing his
eyes, he conjured up his wish for the flame to rise, to dance.

He opened his eyes. Nothing.

A hopeless, sinking feeling rushed through
his soul. This wasn’t just a challenge to rise to the occasion, to
find his way back in some Wizard of Oz scenario.

This time, Universe was serious. And there
was no getting around it. The shame of losing his powers had become
almost unbearable, gnawing at his thoughts without mercy.

Why hadn’t he taken more precautions with
Ella? Why did he always have to screw things up?

Because you are a self-absorbed idiot who no
longer has any talent.

“Get you anything?”

Phoenix blinked.

“Get you anything, sir?” the waiter
repeated.

“Um, no, thanks. I guess my friend is
late.”

“No problem. You let me know if you’d like
more coffee.”

Phoenix gave a feeble smile, even though no
part of him wanted to. This wasn’t like Abby. He picked up his
phone and dialed her cell.

After three rings, a polite male voice
answered. “Hello?”

Odd. Who was answering Abby’s phone? The
voice was familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it.

“Is Abby there? Perhaps I have the wrong
number?”

“Oh, Phoenix,” he said. “For such a hot-shot
Elemental, you really need to step up your game and stop doubting
yourself. Of course this is Abby’s phone.”

Carlyle.

Phoenix couldn’t speak. Every limb of his
body remained in shock, flooded by the terror surging through his
veins. His worst fear had come true. Carlyle had Abby. The shock
surging through him transformed into anger, into a sense of
protection.

“Oh Mr. Elemental,” Carlyle cooed in a
menacing tone. “Can Phoenix come out to play?”

Phoenix clenched his fists. “If you harm one
hair on her head—”

“I don’t believe you’re in a position to make
the rules.”

“What do you want?”

“What does any gentleman want? A woman, fine
wine, so many things in this life.”

The blasé answer only increased Phoenix’s
burning rage. “Carlyle, put Abby on the phone.”

“Of course. Your honey longs to talk to you,
too.”

The polite undertones Carlyle used only made
the knots in Phoenix’s stomach grow tighter. “Now.”

“Phoenix?” Abby yelled. Her voice sounded far
away, as if she were talking into a speakerphone from across a
room.

“Abby! Are you okay? Have they harmed
you?”

“Not in so many words.”

“Listen to me. I’ll fix this. Don’t worry.
I’ll come get you.”

The sound of erupting laughter echoed through
the phone lines.

“She is meant for our Master,” Carlyle said.
“But you’re welcome to visit her, if you wish.”

“Go to Hell, Carlyle.”

“You first.”

Phoenix could hear her crying out in the
background. His skin grew hot. Had he still maintained his powers,
he had enough rage to burn down a building. But nothing shone from
his fingertips. No fire, no flame.

He didn’t know how he would do it, but he
would save Abby.

“Where are you creeps keeping her?”

Carlyle cackled for a good ten seconds before
answering. “Use your imagination, Mr. Elemental. You have until
sunset to find us. After that, we’re taking her to Lucifer.”

“You’ll start a war that will end with all
your kind dead, you fuc—”

“Now, now,” Carlyle said. “There’s no need
for rude language.”

Phoenix’s muscles clenched. He gripped the
phone. “You listen to me. I’m going to find you. I will stop you.
And if she is harmed in any way, I will spend the rest of my
millennia hunting you down to ensure you suffer.”

“Brave speech, but not worth much unless you
find us.”

“I will. You have no idea what you’ve
started, Carlyle.”

Carlyle gave a soft chuckle. “Why, Phoenix.
Of course I do.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

“What do you want with me?
With Phoenix?” Abby yelled.

She sat in a chair, her hands and feet
chained up. She strained her arms against the cold metal, trying to
squeeze herself free. No use.

Carlyle lifted his hand to his chin, stroking
it like a pensive professor enamored with his own self. “Your
pain-in-the-ass Fire Elemental plans to rescue you. Isn’t that
quaint?”

“You can’t defeat him.”

Without hesitation, Carlyle struck her across
the face with the back of his hand. The slap stung like hell, but
she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing her wince.

“Don’t presume to tell me how this will end,
Abigail,” he said. “You’re a mere human. A peon. A gnat of no
consequence.”

With resolve, and with as calm a voice as she
could muster, she asked, “Then why keep me here, if I’m of no
consequence? Let me go.”

The handsome man she’d seen with the taxi
laughed long and loud. “Well, boss, I suppose she is good for one
thing.”

Abby’s stomach tightened. Did they plan on
raping her? Doing something else? “Who are you?”

“Braden. Glad to make your acquaintance,
miss.”

“Bite me.”

He tilted his head, gazing at her
quizzically. “As you wish.”

Then he swept in, gnashing his teeth against
her shoulder. Abby screamed. The bite didn’t feel human. It was
like he ripped the flesh from her bones. What was happening?

“Desist, Braden,” Carlyle ordered. “We need
her intact.”

“She asked me to bite her,” he said. Then he
stepped closer, his masculine face within inches of hers.

Abby spit in his face.

Braden raised a hand to slap her, but Carlyle
caught it mid-air. “Enough,” Carlyle said. “Master wants her. We
mustn’t put many marks on her human skin.”

“You slapped her,” Braden hissed. “Just
joining in the party.”

“Party is over,” Carlyle said, glaring at his
soldier like a stern parent.

“Yes, sir.”

Carlyle bent down, his cold black eyes
meeting Abby’s. “Now, I understand you’re frightened, angry,
probably filled with human emotions. But I’m afraid I can’t abide
your disrespect.”

“Why should I respect you? And who is this
Master you keep talking about?”

She hoped she didn’t sound as frightened as
she felt. She had no idea how she even got here, how they planned
it, what they wanted with her.

“The question, dear Abigail, is what will
happen if you treat my men like that again.” Carlyle ran his finger
down her cheek. She flinched. Damn it. She needed to keep her
cool.

“Then what will happen?” She really didn’t
want to know, but figured conversation was better than silence.
Anything was better than the silence, when her imagination took her
to places she didn’t want to go.

He clutched her chin with his hand, gripping
it to hold her head in place. She struggled to move, but
couldn’t.

“Let’s just say my soldiers haven’t had the
time, or my permission, to go cavorting with a human female lately.
All that pent-up energy, sexual urges, demonic wishes, even—”

Demonic wishes? Her head began to ache.

“Are you saying if I spit in his face again,
you’ll let him rape me?”

Carlyle smiled. “Not officially. Master wants
you intact. But Braden has what one would call—certain tendencies.
Fetishes. If he can’t release them every century or so, he gets a
bit cranky.”

Abby swallowed hard. “Fine. I won’t spit
again.” You stupid jerk.

“Good,” Carlyle said, releasing her chin.
“It’s not hard to please me, you know.”

She wanted to vomit in his face. “What do you
want with me?”

He smoothed her hair, staring at the curled
ends like she was his own personal play doll. Queasiness rolled in
her stomach, and her hands went clammy. This guy was creeping her
out, in more ways than one.

She strained once more against the chains.
There had to be a way out.

“Well?” she prompted. She needed to know what
they wanted with her.

He smiled. “In addition to being requested by
my Master, you, dear Abby, are good for one sole purpose.”

“Which is?”

“Bait.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Phoenix ripped dollar
bills out of his wallet and tossed them on the table. The flame of
the tea candle briefly shrank from the breeze. For a split second,
he thought he might have his powers back.

No such luck. Now he needed to find Abby by
nightfall, before Carlyle broke the delicate cycle of good and
evil.

Phoenix took a long swig of what remained of
his coffee. Then he bolted out the door and onto 1st
Avenue. A huge knot formed in his stomach as he watched
twenty-somethings walk their dogs.

Where the hell was he supposed to start? New
York might only be thirteen miles long, but there were more
neighborhoods, more cultures and mini-cities on the island than
anywhere else in the world. Carlyle could be anywhere. Anywhere
with Abby.

A city bus chugged along the street. Not
knowing where else to go, but figuring a ride would help him
decide, he hopped on and grabbed a seat near the back. The bus
wasn’t crowded—strange, this time of day—but that was a good thing.
He needed to think.

He wiped his face with his hands, slowly
bringing them to his lap. The 1st Avenue bus only went
in one direction, toward Uptown. As buildings from the East Village
and Houston passed by the windows, Phoenix’s sense of knowing
anything about Carlyle went to crap.

If he were a Fallen Angel, where would he
live? Maybe near the Park. But that would be too conspicuous.
Carlyle’s arrogance reeked of some ritzy overgrown apartment with
the best view of Central Park, but those places are hard to come
by. And Phoenix doubted Carlyle would be in the mood to go through
such a hassle as the vetting process to get an apartment
overlooking the park.

The bus approached a construction zone.
Phoenix stepped off and stood under a scaffold, assessing where to
go next, where Carlyle might be.

Where would a Fallen Angel live in New York
City?

Just then, his cell rang. He looked at the
caller ID. Tempest, his Wind Elemental colleague? What was she
doing calling him?

“Hey, girl.”

“Call me crazy, but you kept popping into my
head for some reason,” she said. “You okay?”

“No.” He proceeded to spill all the
information: how Ella had been removed from his care, how Carlyle
had trapped Abby, how he had to find her by nightfall, how there
might be another war of good versus evil.

“Phoenix, why didn’t you tell any of us?” Her
voice was kind, and in that minute he realized just how much he
missed her. She obeyed the rules, helped everyone, and made the
days seem brighter.

Why hadn’t he called her before now? He
honestly didn’t know, except that he hated to admit that he wasn’t
in control.

“I should have,” he said. “What would you do?
How would you find Carlyle?”

“Close your eyes. Concentrate with me,” she
said, earnestness and dedication in her voice.

“This is New York,” he said, keeping his tone
casual. “Not California. I’d look like an idiot talking on the
phone with my eyes closed.”

“C’mon,” she urged. “New York has its share
of kooks.”

“Fine.” He shut his eyes, hoping no one else
would notice. “They’re closed.”

“To the winged creatures, my brethren, please
assist Phoenix. Show him where Carlyle hides, for me. I thank you
for your help,” she said.

Phoenix wanted to slap himself upside the
head. Of course. Tempest was Wind. She could speak to birds,
anything that took to flight.

After a few seconds of silence, she said,
“Open your eyes. Do you see any birds?”

He glanced around. Hundreds of ravens swarmed
the street, flying in zigzag formation.

“Yes, but they aren’t organized. They’re
flying all over the place.”

“That means that the Fallen Angels have more
control than you feared,” she said.

Great. And it’s not like he could use his
Elemental powers to stop them.

“Wait a sec,” he said, observing the black
creatures. They spread their wings, cawed loudly, and then headed
toward Midtown West. Phoenix started laughing.

“What?” Tempest asked.

“Thanks, Tempest. You’re a genius!”

“You’re welcome. How so?”

“The birds are headed West. They’re flying
toward Hell’s Kitchen. Fallen Angel, Hell’s kitchen. Leave it to
Carlyle for being corny.”

“Glad to help,” she said, then began to
breathe heavy.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yes. Just the exhaustion. I’ll be fine. You
go rescue Abby.”

He nodded. Elementals always had exhaustion
for several moments after using their powers in public. She must be
in public at her territory in California.

“Thanks, Tempest.”

“Anytime.”

He caught a cross-town bus and sat near the
back. Hell’s Kitchen. Corny, but perfect. Carlyle and his crew
could hide out there for years. The area was a haven for artists
and actors, especially with the New School nearby. Even if Carlyle
looked like something out of a nineteenth-century horror story,
general passersby would think he was an actor.

At the next block, the bus stopped and people
got on. Phoenix’s skin turned cold. Alexi strutted down the center
aisle, stopping short when he noticed Phoenix.

“What are you doing here?” Alexi asked.

Phoenix’s adrenaline thundered through him,
but he had no way of fighting Alexi. They were on a city bus. A
riot would only cause more problems.

“Don’t make a scene on a city bus,” Phoenix
said. “Ends badly for both of us.”

Alexi sat down next to him, keeping his
sunglasses on and staring straight ahead. “Answer my question.”

“Just going across town,” he said. “Why are
you taking public transit? I thought you guys had other modes of
getting around.”

Alexi shrugged. “We’re open to every new
avenue.”

Phoenix shrunk away so as not to touch him.
“Where are you keeping Abby?”

No verbal response. Only a wicked grin with
perfect teeth. Phoenix made a mental note to burn Alexi’s gums, if
he ever retained his powers.

“Where is she?” Phoenix repeated.

Alexi pulled his sunglasses off, revealing
his glare from those blue eyes that charmed his female targets.
“You did this to me,” he said, pointing to the partial burn on his
cheek.

“For damn good reason.” Phoenix leaned to
look out the window. How much further did they have before they
reached 37th and 10th?

“Women look at me differently,” Alexi
hissed.

“Are you really concerned about your pride at
a time like this? Tell me where Abby is being kept.”

Alexi turned, drawing closer to him. Out of
instinct, Phoenix balled his hands into fists, ready to hurl fire
his way. Then he remembered the truth. He no longer had the power
to control fire. But Alexi didn’t know that. At least, he hoped
not.

“I’ll burn you to a crisp unless you tell
me,” he said.

Alexi didn’t flinch. Why not? Did he know the
truth? Did he just not want the attention? NYPD could be called
within seconds if a fight broke out. Phoenix and Alexi may be on
opposite sides, but neither one of them wanted to wind up in
jail.

“This is my stop,” Alexi said.

Phoenix glanced up. This was nowhere near
Hell’s Kitchen. They weren’t even on the West side yet. Where could
Alexi be going?

“Maybe it’s my stop too,” Phoenix said.

Alexi pushed him back. “No. If you follow me
now, I’ll kill your pretty little Abby myself.”

Rage boiled in Phoenix’s gut. He wanted to
grip Alexi around the neck, squeeze until he went limp, and then
snap his neck. He’d done it to chickens in the old days. He could
do it to Alexi now. If only he had his powers.

“I will get Abby back,” he said.

Alexi smiled. “Sure you will.”

Alexi exited the bus. Phoenix watched out the
window, wanting to see where Alexi headed. Maybe Alexi exited at a
random stop, to throw him off the trail? How was he supposed to
find Abby now? Everything was going wrong. Maybe Tempest’s dumb
birds didn’t know squat. Maybe there was just a freak migration to
Hell’s Kitchen.

It could happen.

The bus chugged and stopped at the next
corner. Phoenix glanced at the city map, trying to determine when
he needed to exit. That’s when Mercury walked up the aisle and
plopped down next to him.

Mercury? What now?

“Nice suit,” Phoenix said, referring to the
lime green vest and pants Merc wore. “Way to be inconspicuous.”

Mercury narrowed his eyes. “This is New York.
I’ve seen weirder.”

“What do you want? Because I’m pretty damn
sure it’s not to help me.”

“Why do you assume such things?”

A flicker of hope rose in Phoenix’s eyes. No.
Push it back down. Mercury was the messenger. This had to be bad
news.

“Experience. I no longer have my talents.
Abby is captured. I asked Tempest for help—”

“That was commendable,” Merc said.

Phoenix’s mouth dropped open. “Really? I
mean, you think so?”

Mercury gripped the seat in front of them
like he was a kid about to go on a ride. With his
four-foot-eleven-inch height and green suit, he looked even more
like a baby leprechaun than usual.

“Universe always appreciates you reaching out
to your colleagues. You four were created to work together, not
cause strife.”

Cause strife? Mercury spoke in riddles and
odd text.

“I’m glad Universe is pleased.”
Finally.

“Oh look, we’re entering the West side,”
Mercury said, like it was the best place on the planet.

“What’s next?” Phoenix asked.

“Next?”

“C’mon, Mercury. You only show up at
specified times. What message do you have to deliver? How am I
supposed to get Abby back?”

Merc turned to him, and for once, his face
held no sign of contempt or irritation. “The Infernal League, with
Carlyle, is hiding out in an abandoned theater in Hell’s
Kitchen.”

Phoenix racked his mind for abandoned
buildings. Shouldn’t be too hard to find Carlyle now. “Great. So
Abby is there?”

“I didn’t say that.”

Phoenix’s heart sunk once more. “Then what?
Doesn’t Universe want me to stop them? I can’t without my powers,
you know.”

“You can do a lot more than you think,
provided you aren’t antagonizing everyone,” Mercury said, with the
perfected lecture voice of a dorm mother.

Irritation reeled inside him. Why did
Universe always do this? Talk in riddles? Make it difficult to
figure out exactly what to do? Why not just scribble a big message
across the sky with instructions?

“What can I do?” Phoenix asked. “Tell me. I
need to save Abby. I need to save New York. If the Infernal League
starts a war—”

“Then the world will be destroyed in the
mayhem,” Mercury said. “Universe doesn’t want another war. We need
to keep Lucifer in check.”

“What do I need to do?”

“Find the abandoned theater. Go there. Ask
for help from your colleagues, from Universe, when you need it.
Remember, you are meant to work together. Not apart.”

“And Abby? How can I save her without my
powers?”

Mercury smiled. Not a coy or contemptuous
smile, but a genuine one. “You have much more to your spirit than
your ability to wield fire. That’s just a bonus. Trust yourself.
Underneath all that annoyance, Fire boy, you have the chance to do
something wonderful.” He stood up. “This is my stop.”

Phoenix didn’t respond for a minute.
Honestly, he was torn between thinking Merc sounded like a fortune
cookie and being glad to hear kind words for a change. Merc hadn’t
exactly been complimentary all these years.

Then again, Phoenix had acted like an ass for
a long time now. He couldn’t blame anyone for being upset.

“Thanks,” Phoenix said, as Merc walked to the
exit.

“You’re welcome.” Mercury stepped off the bus
and into the crowd, leaving Phoenix to watch the city pass by as
the bus carried him into Hell’s Kitchen.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

“There has to be a way
out!” Abby screamed—more to herself than anyone else—as she scraped
her wrists against the metal chains. She’d give these Fallen Angel
jerks credit for one thing: they knew how to keep someone secure.
If they weren’t such evil sons of bitches, they could probably
guard Fort Knox.

In the dark room, she heard breathing. Not
her own.

“Who’s there?” she asked. Could be any one of
the three. She glanced around, tried to see through the dark. Tiny
candles began to flicker, illuminating the large room that used to
be the audience area of the theater. Burgundy curtains draped
across the walls, giving the room an even darker feel, like a
haunted opera.

“Alexi,” the voice said, echoing through the
blackness.

“You’re the one who stole my patient.”

He stepped into view, and she could see how
blue his eyes were. Then she smiled.

“What?” Alexi asked, his pupils widening.

“Phoenix gave you that scar,” she said,
feeling a surge of pride. “And he’ll ruin all of you before the day
is done.”

“You’re misinformed,” Braden said, stepping
his large frame into view. Both of them looked like ancient
gargoyles, like demons guarding some hellish underworld. Not her
world.

“Am I?” she asked. She hoped Phoenix would
come through, but he didn’t know where she was. How was he supposed
to reach her in time?

“Absolutely,” Alexi said. “And I plan to have
plastic surgery on my face.”

“Shut up, you wimp,” Braden said. “All I’ve
heard about is your damn vanity. It’s gone past annoying.”

“Who are you? What do you want with me?” Abby
asked.

He made a fake bowing gesture, like he was
showing respect for someone in a duel. “I told you, Abigail. My
name is Braden.”

Irritation swirled in her stomach. “Only my
parents call me that. I go by Abby. If you’re going to kidnap
people, chain them up, then at least have the decency to get my
name right.”

“I did,” Braden said. “Abby is your nickname,
what you go by to your friends. But late at night, when it’s you
and your thoughts, Abigail is the name of your soul. Your parents
call you that for a reason. As does the Master.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,”
she said, hoping she was good at playing nonchalant.

“Abigail and John Adams,” Braden said.

Abby glared at him. “How do you know about my
brother?”

He stepped closer, touched her hair. She
wanted to vomit. He might be gorgeous on the outside, but she could
see what defined his soul. And it was pure evil.

“I make it a point to do my research.”

She strained against the chains once again.
“I need to go to the bathroom. Can you let me up?”

“No. Piss your pants if you need to,” Braden
ordered. “We don’t fall for stupid human excuses.”

She wanted to slap him on sheer principle.
Not that she really had to pee, but it couldn’t hurt. She needed a
way out of there.

“You know that unsanitary conditions cause
infections, right?” She used her best doctor voice, the one she
reserved for the druggies needing a fix.

“You’re a doctor,” Alexi said. “You can treat
yourself.”

Abby clenched her fists. “And you can go
fu—”

“Now, now,” came a voice from the balcony.
Carlyle. “Manners, children.”

“Why don’t you tell your stupid goons that
it’s bad manners to chain up a woman?”

Alexi frowned. “Goons? Is that how you see me
with this scar?”

“Shut up about the scar,” Braden growled.
“First we lost the CEO because of your damn vanity, now you’re
stalling our mission.”

“Enough!” Carlyle stepped down the staircase,
his shoes clacking against the tile floor.

Abby said nothing. Apparently Braden and
Alexi couldn’t even breathe without Carlyle’s permission, but she
wanted to punch all of them. If only she could. Her stomach
fluttered, the nerves acting up. Phoenix, please find
me.

Carlyle waved Braden and Alexi away. “I will
deal with both of you later.” With their heads lowered, they left
the room.

“And you,” Carlyle said, turning to her with
a glare in his eyes. “I won’t have you disrespecting my soldiers.
You must learn to control your words.”

The blackness in his eyes gleamed with
reflections of the candles in the room, making his eye sockets
appear hollow.

“I give respect, provided I receive it in
return,” she said.

“I assure you, Braden and Alexi have treated
you extremely well.”

“Are you kidding? Those Neanderthals don’t
have an ounce of respect in them.”

Carlyle’s hand flew across the air, landing
on her cheek with a loud smack. She cringed. The intense pain stung
like a million bees stinging her, over and over again.

“There are worse ways to be confined, my
dear. Would you like me to show you?” He stroked her chin slowly,
the touch of his fingertips making her stomach lurch.

She couldn’t speak. Her cheek continued to
throb in pain.

“No?” he said, with a smile in his voice.
“Then if you don’t wish any further discomfort, I suggest you
control your attitude.”

She nodded, keeping her gaze on the floor.
This guy ruled by force.

“Look at me,” Carlyle ordered.

She lifted her head, despite every bone in
her body telling her to refuse. She needed to preserve her life
right now. Find a way to escape. That wouldn’t happen if he slapped
her again. Something told her that he could slap the very life
force out of her if he wanted to.

“Yes?” she asked, forcing the word out.

“Do we understand each other? You will behave
like a proper guest in my care?”

“Y…yes.”

“Good.” With a grin wide as his evil face, he
turned to walk away, paused, and then added, “By the way, I believe
your Fire Elemental is coming here to save you.”

She wanted to cheer. Tell Carlyle that he
would be no match for Phoenix. But she needed to live. Play it
cool. Don’t let on.

“Oh?” She hoped she sounded nonchalant, but
she couldn’t tell. Everything sounded strained when she was tied to
a chair.

“Absolutely. The heartsick fool should arrive
soon. At least, I hope so. For your sake.”

Abby swallowed hard. What did that
mean?


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Phoenix stepped off at
37th and 10th, smack in the center of Hell’s
Kitchen. The bars intermingled with the apartments in typical New
York fashion. Now he had to find an abandoned theater.

Shouldn’t be too hard. Then again, nothing
about his quest to defeat the Infernal League had been easy. He
scoured the streets, passing by the old Irish neighborhood, the New
School, and clubs for artists. Despite the rough reputation
pre-1990, Hell’s Kitchen had grown into quite a haven for those in
the acting profession.

He wandered for almost thirty minutes, with
no luck. How could an abandoned theater be so difficult to find?
Right on the cusp of giving up, he turned down an alleyway,
camouflaged by dumpsters blocking its path, and old fences overrun
with rope-like vines.

Hmm. Seemed like the type of place Carlyle
would hide out in. No one would even notice the alley. After all,
Phoenix almost didn’t.

He climbed over the fence, snagging the leg
of his jeans and tearing it a few inches. Damn it. Something always
busted. Occupational hazard.

A few cusses and moments later, Phoenix saw a
maroon-red doorway, covered in grime and dust. The marquee—what
used to be a marquis—had turned brown from rust and grime, but it
was enough to indicate what kind of building this was. An abandoned
theater. Carlyle. Watch out, Fallen Angel bastard. I’m coming to
get you.

He gripped the antique doorknob and turned
the lock. Open. Go figure. Tiptoeing through the entryway, his head
began to ache. Without his powers, how was he supposed to rescue
her? Find her? Get her out of there?

Focus. Figure it out. You know you have to
do this. You can’t let them take Abby away.

Candles illuminated the space once occupied
by theater seats, casting eerie glows upon the ceiling. “Abby?” he
called out, unsure who would answer.

“Phoenix?”

“Where are you?” He scanned the darkness,
trying to locate her voice.

“Here, sweetheart.”

But it was too late. He raced to the origin
of her sweet voice, only to come face to face with Carlyle. Evil
psycho. Fallen Angels hadn’t used stolen voices in quite some time,
so he hadn’t expected it.

Nor did he expect Carlyle to punch him square
in the face. But he did.

“What the hell?” Phoenix called out. “Where’s
Abby?” His nose throbbed from the pain.

“You’ll be with your sweetheart soon enough,”
Carlyle said. He gripped Phoenix’s neck, forcing him to the ground.
Phoenix fought back, but the blood gushing from his nose didn’t
help. He willed his fingers to zap fire into Carlyle’s face.
Nothing happened.

“Oops, looks like somebody has lost his
powers,” Carlyle cooed, with a sickly sweetness that reeked of
evil.

Shit. The last thing Phoenix wanted was to
show his weakness. And his nemesis had just figured it out.

“Nighty-night, Mr. Elemental,” Carlyle
said.

Then everything went dark.

#

The conga-drum pain thumped against Phoenix’s
brain and ran down his neck, into his shoulders. Where was he? What
had happened?

Slowly, his eyelids opened. The room was a
bit brighter now. A tiny window let in what sunlight remained
outside. Across from him, Abby sat slumped in a chair, her feet and
arms chained.

“Abby! Wake up!”

She moaned and tried to lift her head.
“What?”

“It’s Phoenix.” He hoped his voice would
shock her out of whatever daze they were both in.

“Phoenix?” Her voice was sweet, kind, with a
hint of relief. He smiled. She had believed in him, had believed he
would come rescue her.

“Everything is going to work out,” he said.
“I’m not going to let them hurt you.”

She blinked several times in succession. “You
came. You came for me.”

“Of course,” he said, hoping he sounded
confident. She didn’t realize he didn’t have his powers any longer.
It had been hard enough to tell her about his powers in the first
place. How was he supposed to explain that he’d lost them, due to
his own behavior?

“They set me up as bait,” she murmured. “And
Carlyle slapped my face. Stung like nothing I’ve felt before.”

“He slapped you?” Phoenix gritted his teeth,
clenched his jaw. Carlyle would pay for such an action.

“Yes, I did,” the man himself said, entering
the room.

Had Carlyle been listening all along? Phoenix
had no idea.

“When I get my hands on you…” Phoenix
hissed.

“You’ll what? Do nothing? I know you don’t
have your magic anymore. I must admit,” Carlyle said, “I don’t
understand why you have lost your powers, but it pleases me just
the same.”

“You lost your powers?” Abby asked. The
twinge in her voice registered somewhere between shock and
disappointment. Phoenix felt his own heart tighten in response to
her lack of faith. He’d let her down. He’d let Ella down, now
Abby.

“Long story,” he said.

Carlyle licked his lips. “Ooh, I love long
stories. Do tell.”

Phoenix shot him what glare he could without
fire to back it up. “Go to Hell, Carlyle. Where you belong.”

The evil angel chuckled. “Ladies go
first.”

No. Not now, not ever. They would not take
Abby. Not while Phoenix was still breathing.

“You can’t take her,” he said. “She’s not the
Seven Deadly Sinner type. It goes against the rules of Elementals
and Fallen Angels if you reap a soul like her.”

Phoenix suddenly realized he was using a
sensible argument with a Fallen Angel. Evil bastards were never
sensible, but they were self-preserving. He needed to use that
angle.

Carlyle stepped closer to Abby, his
dominating stance ready for action. She seemed to brace herself for
the inevitable.

No. Hell, no.

“Take me instead,” Phoenix said.

“What was that?” Carlyle spun around, looking
truly shocked.

“Phoenix,” Abby began.

“Take me. In exchange for her life. You let
her go. You take me. I’m an Elemental. I must be worth something to
your clan.”

He could hardly believe he was saying the
words, but he realized he meant them with all his heart. He’d spent
many lifetimes dodging humans, protecting but never being fond of
them. Abby had changed all that. He couldn’t let Carlyle kill her.
She deserved better. Plus, such an action would start a war that
would wipe out all the work the Elementals had done.

“Are you saying you are giving yourself up
for her? A human?” Carlyle asked.

Abby’s face brightened, her green eyes
shining with gratitude and concern. “Phoenix, you don’t have
to—”

“Yes, I do,” he whispered. “I’ve screwed up
enough. The reason I’m not a stockbroker anymore is because I was
too selfish. I’ve been selfish with you, with Ella, with
everything. It’s time to end that cycle.”

Thunder rumbled outside, its deep booms
rattling the building. “Took you long enough, Phoenix,” a voice
said.

What? Phoenix looked around. Abby didn’t seem
to hear anything. Neither did Carlyle. Had Phoenix heard correctly?
Was he imagining things?

“Hello?” Phoenix asked, from inside his
mind.

“Hello,” the sweet voice replied. Universe.
Phoenix hadn’t heard the voice in a long time, but he recognized it
like an old memory from his youth.

“For you to stop being self-absorbed, for you
to sacrifice for another. It’s all I ever wanted for you to learn.
In New Orleans, you complained incessantly that I showed mercy to
Brooke, your Water Elemental colleague. Well, Phoenix, now it’s
your turn. Your powers are restored, my son.”

“I’m sorry it took me so long,” Phoenix
murmured.

“What took you so long?” Carlyle asked.

Phoenix took a deep breath. Neither Abby nor
Carlyle knew or had heard the last few minutes of conversation. And
Carlyle definitely didn’t know Phoenix had regained his powers. He
just needed to find a way out. Keep Abby safe, at all costs.

“Carlyle, I’m saying let her go. In exchange,
keep me.”

Carlyle stepped closer, knelt down to whisper
in his ear. “Do you really know what you’re saying? You are giving
your consent for me to occupy my time with you, over the next one
hundred years, if I so wish? I may keep you alive—barely—for my own
enjoyment.”

Phoenix swallowed hard. He didn’t much like
the thought of torture, much less thinking about his own, but he
didn’t let any doubt creep into his response. “I’m saying let her
go. Take me instead.”

Carlyle’s blackened eyes remained wide.
Phoenix didn’t blame him. It was unheard of amidst the Fallen
Angels to sacrifice a life for a human, and now Phoenix had just
offered himself up for slaughter.

“Let me ask the Master,” Carlyle said, and he
stepped out of the room.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY

Once Carlyle had left,
Abby could hardly contain the swell of emotions gushing through
her.

“Phoenix, I can’t let you sacrifice yourself
for me. You help and save people.”

He grinned, that boyish grin she’d missed
recently. “So do you.”

“But—”

“No. It’s done. I’m not letting them take
you,” he said, sternness returning to his voice. “You have no idea
what those creeps are capable of. I do.”

She wanted to argue but decided not to. She
had seen what they were capable of, but perhaps Phoenix was right.
She hadn’t seen all the deeds, hadn’t lived through the history,
like he had.

“I feel badly enough that I survived when my
brother didn’t. Every time I lose a patient, it affects me all over
again. Please don’t do this. It will only make me have survivor’s
guilt for the rest of my life.”

He winked at her, then lowered his voice.
“When Carlyle returns, I want you to distract him.”

“What?”

“Distract him,” Phoenix whispered. “Trust
me.”

Her pulse began to race. What was he
planning? “Okay. What will you do?”

“I’m going to stop them from hurting both of
us.”

“How?”

He went silent, as Carlyle sauntered back
into the room.

“Well?” Phoenix asked. “Do we have a
trade?”

“The Master says no deal,” Carlyle said. “He
wants Abby off the street, wants her to stop helping people.”

“Why would Lucifer not want an Elemental? Is
he stupid or something?” Phoenix said, his face turning red.

Carlyle let out a soft whistle. “Whew. I
wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when you meet him. He detests
anyone who insults him.”

“If he refuses to do a trade, he is
stupid.” Phoenix turned to her, his eyes wide and knowing.

How was she supposed to play this game? What
did Phoenix want? Distract Carlyle? How? By starting to recite the
Merck manual?

“Um, Sir Carlyle….”

He turned his attention from Phoenix and
toward her. His lips curled into a smile, seeming pleased at her
gesture of respect. “Yes, Abigail?”

She winced. She hated being called Abigail,
but this was no time for semantics. She needed to distract him.

“If I’m not going to be set free, won’t you
tell me something? A girl’s last wish, you know?”

Trying to use a coy voice, she hoped she
sounded alluring instead of ridiculous. She’d never gone out much,
never learned to use the feminine wiles that came so easy to
others.

Carlyle narrowed his brow. “Last wish?
Perhaps. What would you like to know?”

“Why does your Master want me? I’m a mess.
Yes, I save people, which I guess upsets you. But I’m not a strong
leader. I’m not a crusader, someone worth capturing. I’m just
someone who wants to help people because I couldn’t save my
brother.”

Carlyle stepped closer to her. He knelt down
to eye level. She could sense Phoenix was up to something on the
other side of the room, but if she took her gaze off Carlyle, the
plan would fail. She needed to focus, keep Carlyle’s attention.

“Abigail,” Carlyle began, and he stroked her
forearm. “You have more talent than you can imagine. Master Lucifer
wishes to harness your strength. Anyone else in your position might
have fallen into clinical depression, unable to move past the death
of your brother. Even your parents blamed you for his death. And
yet, you turned that living Hell into something positive. You are a
true jewel, Abigail.”

For a brief moment, she forgot where she was.
This creature—with evil coursing through his veins—knelt beside
her, offering the words she’d longed to hear her entire life. Words
her own family couldn’t utter.

“Thanks.”

“Lucifer wants you, though I must admit that
I’m a bit jealous.”

“Are you kidding me?” Phoenix yelled.

With a flash, Carlyle spun around. Phoenix
had freed himself from the ropes.

“How did you—?”

“Candles,” Phoenix said, pointing to the
circled array of light. “I’m a Fire Elemental, you sick son of a
bitch.”

“You have your powers back?” Abby said,
suddenly realizing why her distraction was necessary. Phoenix
always surprised her. How did these Elemental traits work?

“So he does,” Carlyle spat. “But I won’t let
her go. Nor will I give up without a fight.”

Phoenix zapped a fire dart into Carlyle’s
neck; the sharp flame singed a line across his throat. “You crossed
the line, Carlyle. Time to pay.”

Carlyle gripped his throat, moaning in pain.
“No. Time for you to become extinct.”

Abby tried her best to escape the chains;
once again she couldn’t move. And she’d be forced to watch two
forces fight a battle of hatred that was centuries older than
her.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Fire bullets soared across
the room. Carlyle ducked and dodged out of harm’s way, successfully
avoiding Phoenix’s weapon of choice. How did the little bastard get
his powers back? And when?

Carlyle kept his feet moving. That was key to
winning a fight. Never stand still; else be a sitting
duck.

“Alexi? Braden?” he called out. “Time for
battle!”

Phoenix stood tall before him and smirked.
“You think calling in your boys will help?”

Anger surged through Carlyle’s body. Why was
the Elemental being so cocky? He should be fearful, damn it!
Respect should be the requirement, not smirking aloofness. Carlyle
still held the power to kill Abigail. Shouldn’t that make the
Elemental jerk back the hell off?

Braden and Alexi charged into the room.
“Guard Abigail,” Carlyle ordered. “The Elemental is mine.”

Obediently, his two soldiers raced to her
side, guarding her with their muscular bouncer physiques.

Carlyle slinked his body across the room,
glaring at Phoenix and ready for anything the fiery Elemental might
hurl his way next. “If she dares try to escape, you have carte
blanche to do whatever you like to hold her here.”

A glowing red fire ball appeared in Phoenix’s
palm. Seconds later, it sped across the room. Carlyle barely swung
his head out of the way, causing the burning weapon to crash into
the far wall. Flames grew, and lapped up the burgundy curtains.
Damn it. He couldn’t control a fire breakout and a Fire Elemental
at the same time.

Time to take control.

Carlyle lunged forward, gripped Phoenix’s
torso and pushed him to the ground. But instead of fear lurking in
the Elemental’s eyes, Carlyle saw amusement. What the hell? Why
would Phoenix not be frightened?

“What the hell are you so chipper about?”
Carlyle demanded. He pressed down hard, keeping Phoenix trapped on
the floor. “I still have you both as my prisoners.”

“Carte blanche, eh? You New York Fallen
Angels use fancy words.” Phoenix laughed.

Now the peon dare insult his intelligence?
Anger surged through Carlyle’s body, his carotid artery pulsed with
hatred. He gripped Phoenix’s neck and pressed down hard. He would
show this useless Elemental a thing or two about respect for
authority.

Just then, Phoenix kicked upward. Kneed
Carlyle in the groin. Holy mother of all pain! Sharp and aching
jolts, followed by throbbing in his best parts. Shit. Instead of
teleporting, he should’ve asked Lucifer for a human body shell
immune to the ol’ groin kick.

He rolled off Phoenix but held his ground,
kept the flea from escaping. Carlyle suppressed the groan desperate
to come out. He needed to project authority, not weakness, even if
his privates ached like nothing else.

“You pathetic Elemental bastard—”

“It’s Karma, Carlyle. You harm her, you bring
harm on yourself. I told your clan to stay away from Abby.”

Phoenix tried to create another flame, but
Carlyle swatted his hand out of the way. He would ice his privates
later. For now, he needed to keep in control. He shoved Phoenix
against the wall and pressed hard on his trachea.

“You dare lecture me on good and evil? You
insect. How much arrogance are you capable of?”

“Enough to know you’re going to lose this
fight.”

Carlyle froze. The cocky little twit’s voice
flooded with confidence. Was this a trick? No. Not today. Carlyle
would not fail. Phoenix was bluffing.

Just to be sure, Carlyle turned to check on
Abigail. That’s when he felt a burning sensation near his ears.
Crap! One of Phoenix’s fire darts had caught his hair on fire.
Enraged, Carlyle turned back to him, ready to take Phoenix down.
But the jerk avoided every offensive punch.

Now Phoenix zapped fire arrows at him, Braden
and Alexi.

Carlyle darted to another room, clapped his
hands together on his hair to vanquish the flames. When he
returned, Braden and Alexi had been hit by Phoenix’s fire arrows.
Both soldiers lay on the ground, but Braden struggled to stand
up.

Abby remained chained up, her eyes wide with
fear. Alexi stayed down, not willing to fight.

“Get up, you useless piece of a human shell!”
Carlyle ordered. “This war isn’t over yet!”

Alexi didn’t. He only clutched his burned
face in agony, writhing on the floor and whimpering like a little
girl.

Carlyle avoided Phoenix’s ongoing arsenal of
fire, stomped over and kicked Alexi in the stomach. “Stand up and
fight, you vain son of a bitch!”

Alexi moaned in pain but didn’t move. Great.
So much for having good help.

Braden wiped the fire sparks out of his hair
and returned to Abigail’s side, blocking her from Phoenix. At least
he was willing to fight through the pain; he was a good
soldier.

“Let her go,” Phoenix said.

Braden crossed his bulky arms. “Not a
chance.”

Phoenix rushed toward him. Braden hurled a
punch, forcing Phoenix to fall down amidst the candles.

“No!” Carlyle yelled.

“What?” Braden demanded.

“You stupid idiot,” Carlyle spat. “He fell in
the candles. A Fire Elemental gets power from fire.”

“Oh. Oops.”

Carlyle clenched his fists. It was time to
finish this battle. If he wanted something done right, he would
have to do it himself. Besides, it was his own neck on the line
with Lucifer. He couldn’t afford to screw up anymore. Not if he
wanted to escape a century of Hell on his own shoulders.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Phoenix had been barely
able to stand since hurling the last fire bullet. His controlled
breathing helped the weakness, but he wasn’t about to tell the
Fallen Angels about the Elemental weakness, how exhaustion always
follows the use of one’s powers in public.

Instead, he lay in the melting candles,
absorbing what inner strength he could and trying to come up with a
plan for how to end this, how to get Abby safe and both of them out
of there.

Distraction would be his best bet.

Braden stood over him. “You know you’ll never
take Abigail from us, right? When Lucifer wants something, we
obey.”

So maybe the way to play this game was get
Braden, Alexi, and Carlyle to fail in their mission? That would
piss the big bad Lucifer off something fierce.

“Abby deserves to be around those who don’t
hit her. What kind of coward hits a woman?”

Braden grinned ear to ear. “Women need a
shove from time to time.”

“You’re all cowards—”

“I am not a coward,” Carlyle spat. “I simply
enforced the rule of respect.”

“Let her go, Carlyle.”

“No. Soon, she won’t have a choice in her
fate. Neither will you.”

“Right,” Phoenix retorted. “Because Fallen
Angels don’t believe in free will. You bastards never have.”

Carlyle grinned. “Someone has to keep
humanity in line. It’s a job, but someone has to do it.”

Abby began to struggle against her chains.
“Good always overcomes evil. Phoenix will defeat you.”

Warmth spread from Phoenix’s face down to his
heart. This stubborn doctor he’d grown so fond of still believed in
him. Had faith in him. Even after everything.

“Shut up and leave the fighting to the big
boys,” Carlyle told her, ignoring her venomous glare at the sexist
insult.

Phoenix darted his gaze around the
auditorium. He needed to trap Carlyle and Braden in another part of
the room, away from Abby. With firm resolve, he lunged forward and
shoved Carlyle into a rear corner.

Braden gripped him from behind, trying to
pull him off. Phoenix did a swift back kick, getting Braden in the
nuts and crumpling him to the floor in seconds. Good. With Braden
indisposed, Phoenix needed to take Carlyle down once and for
all.

Alexi grasped at dust on the floor, boxes,
anything he could find to toss at Phoenix. “I’m trying to help,
Carlyle.”

“Try harder, you useless piece of shit!”
Carlyle said.

The insult proved too much; Alexi curled into
the fetal position and moaned.

“Guess it’s hard to find good help these
days,” Phoenix said, cocking a smile.

Carlyle glared at him. “Alexi was always here
for show. I know better than to rely on his talent.”

“What?” Alexi called out.

Phoenix sidestepped and kicked the vain being
in the kidneys. Alexi screeched out a long moan, gripped his body
tighter. Yep, Alexi was done for now.

Now to subdue Carlyle. Phoenix took a
deep breath. This wouldn’t be easy. Ten feet away, his nemesis
stood proud, ready for battle.

They charged toward each other. Phoenix
dodged Carlyle’s punch attempts, then hurled fire balls into
Carlyle’s knees. Carlyle stumbled but didn’t quit, and he managed
to get in a sucker punch to Phoenix’s gut.

For a second, Phoenix couldn’t breathe. The
hard fist had taken its toll. Phoenix stepped back, gasping for
air. He stepped back, needing a different strategy.

Alexi was done; the big baby moaned but kept
still. Braden lay writhing on the floor from Phoenix’s earlier
groin kick, but wouldn’t be down for long. Time to get the three
Fallen Angels close enough to one another; trap them with a circle
of fire. It wouldn’t be much, but it would be enough to let him and
Abby escape.

Carlyle threw another forceful punch, this
time to the jawbone. Phoenix screamed in agony, stepping back to
avoid a repeat performance. “You sick bastard!”

“If you don’t like the heat, Phoenix, stay
out of Hell’s Kitchen.”

“I’ll be happy to leave as soon as you give
me Abby.”

“Never.”

“Then we finish this,” Phoenix said. He
cracked his knuckles. Enough with the well-aimed fire arrows and
burning fireballs. Time to bring out the ignited sparks, tiny hot
dots that danced in the air like fireflies at dusk, burning
anything they landed on. No one, not even Carlyle, could pinpoint
their direction.

Phoenix pretended to comfort his jaw but
instead zapped hundreds of burning sparks into the air. Carlyle
tried to avoid them, but there were too many. Phoenix smiled. The
plan had worked. The hundreds of fiery circles pushed Carlyle back
to where Braden and Alexi were.

When the three Fallen Angels were close
enough to each other, Phoenix blew a long breath across his
fingertips. A tall ring of fire appeared, searing into the floor
and trapping Carlyle, Braden, and Alexi.

“What are you doing?” Carlyle asked. “Some
twisted joke on the Johnny Cash song?”

Phoenix laughed. “Actually, yes. The ring of
fire hasn’t worked in quite some time, but it’s perfect for
now.”

Carlyle and Braden struggled to stand, to
exit the fiery circle. They couldn’t. The barrier was too
thick.

“No!” Carlyle yelled. “This can’t be
happening!”

“Karma, dumbass,” Phoenix said, though he
didn’t need to waste any more time gloating. The ringed flames
would only contain them briefly. No sense in tempting fate.

“I told you good always conquers evil,” Abby
said. “Now stay away from my patients.”

Carlyle and Braden kept trying to break the
fire seal. “What the hell? How can he possibly manage to capture
us?”

Phoenix ran over to Abby. “Hold still.”

Her eyes widened. “Why? What are you going to
do?”

“I need to melt the chains. It’s a delicate
procedure.”

Her mouth fell open. “By using fire? No.
Please—”

“Abby, I love you.”

He’d meant to say the words long before now.
Yet perhaps the words were truer at this precise moment than ever
before. As he predicted, she froze, allowing him to burn through
the chains quickly without scaring or hurting her.

“How? Wait...did you just…hold on…” Abby
said.

He helped her out of the chair, clasping her
now-free hand. “Yes, Abby. I love you.”

Her warm smile melted his heart. “I love you,
too.”

Carlyle’s face contorted with anger. “Why the
hell would you jeopardize your own life for that of a human?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do,” Phoenix
said. “Besides, it’s the truth.”

An acrid stench filled the room, making
everyone cough.

Carlyle’s arrogant smile faded. “You can’t
leave us trapped here, in the fiery ring. Wait. We can discuss
this. I will return to New Jersey if you wish—”

Phoenix held Abby’s hand. The warmth in her
skin made his heart beat faster.

“You know, Carlyle,” he said, “I don’t even
need to kill you. I believe Lucifer has quite an appetite for
dealing with his clan leaders and those soldiers who fail their
mission?”

Carlyle’s eyes widened, his black irises
consumed with fear. “Yes. But wait—”

“No.” Phoenix wrinkled his nose at the stench
filling the theater. “The sulfur smell is Lucifer’s calling card,
is it not? Guess the big guy is going to be pissed off that you let
us go, now won’t he?”

Carlyle dropped to his knees. “I beg you,
please. Turn us loose. I will leave you alone. I will do whatever
you say.”

“I don’t think so.”

Phoenix knew, firsthand, what it meant to be
in bad graces with a benevolent boss man. He couldn’t imagine
having to face Lucifer. A part of Phoenix felt pity for what would
become of Carlyle and Braden, but the larger part of him felt
vindicated.

Phoenix clasped Abby’s hand tighter and led
her to the exit. “Let your maker deal with you. Ta ta!”

“Let me out!” Carlyle ordered.

“Serves you right for slapping a woman,” Abby
said.

Phoenix grinned. He did love this human.

“We need to go,” he whispered. “Quick.”

They bolted out the door, still coughing from
the acrid smells that were thick in the air. The odor was pungent,
the kind that clung to every nose hair so even hours later, the
foul smell remained.

When they reached the other side of the
street, they stopped and turned back. Seconds later, the building
exploded in a blue flame. Every brick, panel, and inch of the
abandoned theater—yet none of the adjacent buildings—tumbled down
into a pile of black ash.

They stood in shocked silence for a
moment.

“Are the three of them dead? Where are they?”
Abby asked.

“Hell,” Phoenix said. “Lucifer doesn’t take
too kindly to failure. I’m sure he’ll come up with something
painful to keep them out of our way for a while.”

“But you said Fallen Angels walk amongst
humans in every city,” she said. “What about the others?”

Phoenix stopped, cupped her tender face in
his hands, and kissed her soft lips. “One day at a time. Good
always conquers evil in the end.”

She glanced back to the burned building.
“Serves them right for what they did.”

“Yes, it does,” Phoenix said. “Now, on to a
better subject. Us.”

With a coy smile, she asked, “Us?”

“Yes. I want to take you to dinner, to enjoy
the pleasure of your company.”

She blushed, making her face appear even
cuter. “On one condition.”

“Name it.”

“We return to the first place you ever took
me. La Lanterna.”

Phoenix threw his arm around her shoulder and
they began to search for a taxi. “I can live with that. It has a
circular kind of feeling to it.”

“You are a strange one, Phoenix.”

He chuckled. “You have no idea.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Carlyle’s throat burned
with a horrible and intense pain. Where was he? He coughed,
attempting to breathe, but something sharp gripped his throat and
held him down.

“Don’t you fucking move,” a voice said.
Lucifer.

“What’s happening?”

“You failed me, soldier.” Lucifer’s voice
seethed with rage, with disappointment, with the unbridled hate
that Fallen Angels were known for.

Carlyle began to struggle. He bent his arms,
twisted his torso, shaking and moving, trying to break free. “Where
are we?”

He guessed they were somewhere in Hell, yet
the room was unfamiliar. He lay on a silver slab table. Medical
instruments lined the shelves.

“You’re in my own personal torture chamber,”
Lucifer said, his putrid breath filling the room.

“Master, I am so sorry—”

“Enough with the false remorse!”

Carlyle’s heart raced. He knew he’d messed
up. Failed miserably. Would be forced to pay a penalty. But what
was next?

“Please, how can I make it up to you?”
Carlyle said.

Lucifer’s dead-blue eyes barely registered
acknowledgement. He grabbed a container of hot acid, forced
Carlyle’s jaw open, and poured the liquid down his throat.

Carlyle’s throat tissue began to die away,
one cell at a time. The boiling gulps were excruciating, but he
couldn’t fight back.

“Please?” he said, the acid spilling on his
lips while being forced to drink. “What’s happening to me?”

“Drink,” Lucifer ordered.

The burning ache grew worse. Was his throat
closing up? He struggled to breathe. “Master?”

“Stop flapping those gums and listen for
once, you pathetic excuse for a soldier.”

Carlyle nodded with respect, since it hurt to
utter a word.

“You failed to bring me Abigail. You failed
to keep the Fire Elemental hostage. You failed to wage the war I
had long looked forward to, despite the abundant gifts I granted
you. Teleporting through cellars, lights in Times Square. And yet,
you failed.”

Tears welled in Carlyle’s eyes, but he
blinked them away. Lucifer’s rebuke struck him cold, and Carlyle
had no excuse. No means to make amends.

Lucifer leaned in closer and whispered into
his ear. “New York will be a mess for the coming years. I have to
replace you, since failure is your only forte. My first choice
would be Soren, but the Water Elemental banished him to
Antarctica.”

Again, Carlyle nodded. He opened his mouth,
trying to apologize, but nothing came out.

With a gleeful smile, Lucifer pointed a long
fingernail at Carlyle’s throat. “You wish to know what I’ve done to
you? Why it hurts to speak?”

The acid plummeted from his throat to his
stomach, causing such intense pain, tears formed in his eyes. He
nodded. Knowing his fate would be better than the unknown.

“Until further notice, I’ve turned you into a
mute. You will not be allowed to speak, unless I deem it so. Your
screams will be heard by no one in Hell, except inside your own
demented mind.”

No. Please. Carlyle’s eyes widened. His pulse
quickened. He opened his lips. Tried to scream. Nothing came
out.

Lucifer said in a cooing voice, “You can
understand my anger with you, can’t you, soldier? Perhaps if you
aren’t allowed to speak, you will learn how to listen.”

Carlyle tried to fight, tried to talk.
Nothing happened. Tears began to roll down his cheeks. This was the
worst punishment imaginable.

Lucifer grinned wide, a kid enjoying burning
the feelers off his insects. “I plan to abandon the East Coast for
a period of time. Perhaps my forces on the West Coast will fare
better. At least they have the balls to get the job done.”

Carlyle looked into his Master’s eyes. I
am sorry.

“As for you,” Lucifer said. “I have no
further use for your talents at the present time.”

He blinked. This didn’t make sense. After
this punishment ended, how could he serve the Master again if he
couldn’t speak? Couldn’t help? He tried to explain this, but the
pain inside his throat, his neck, his entire body, had all but
destroyed him.

“I imagine you want to know what happens
next,” Lucifer said.

Carlyle nodded. Obviously he needed to get
used to nodding if he wouldn’t be allowed to talk--ever again.

“You’ll remain here, under my careful watch,
so you can’t cause any more trouble. I’ll be sure to send along a
few of my favorite Hell residents to torture you in their own way,
on a daily basis.”

Carlyle’s breathing slowed, the pain in his
stomach intensified. So this was to be his punishment. Not
banishment forever, but torture.

“I am allowing you to say your last words,”
Lucifer said. “Don’t waste them on an apology. It won’t do you any
good. Do you have anything you wish to say, before I take your
voice forever?”

Carlyle opened his parched lips. “What about
my men, Braden and Alexi?”

Lucifer cocked an eyebrow. “Your men?
That’s your problem, Carlyle. Arrogance. They were always my men. I
graciously allowed for you to be in charge. A mistake I will not
duplicate, I assure you.”

“What will you do with them?” Carlyle
asked.

Shrugging, Lucifer picked up a goblet
paperweight and fondled it in his hands. “Alexi is nothing but an
ornament. An idiot with a pretty face. Perhaps he can be a
decoration for something in Hell.”

“And Braden?” Carlyle asked.

Lucifer smiled, and his cheeks turned rosy.
The Master would make a fantastic sadistic Santa Claus if he
wanted.

“Braden is a good soldier. I think, in this
instance, he failed because of your poor leadership.”

Carlyle clenched his fists but didn’t have
the strength to do anything else. Hearing Lucifer’s sharp words cut
him to the core, but in the end, could he argue? He had failed his
men. He had failed his Master. And Master had robbed him of his
voice forever as retribution.

Lucifer continued, “Of course, Braden must be
punished for failure, too. However, I see potential. Perhaps he
will be reassigned, after he does a penance. Perhaps.”

Carlyle couldn’t hide the gush of emotion
anymore. Tears streamed down his face as shame flooded through him.
This was too much. To be tortured, while mute, for eternity, and
never lead his soldiers again.

He tried to struggle, but Lucifer only
grabbed a scalpel and slashed him across the chest. Carlyle
shrieked from the pain, but no sound came out.

“Cat got your tongue?” Lucifer said,
laughing. “The thing you need to remember, Carlyle, is you made
this choice. You agreed to bring me Abby in return for my
generosity. And you failed.”

Carlyle nodded. The Master was correct.

“So,” Lucifer said, his voice cheery.
“Welcome home, soldier. Welcome to Hell.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

In the back of the taxi,
Phoenix touched Abby’s hand. “Are you feeling better?”

She nodded, and leaned in to give him a kiss
on the cheek. The heat flared inside him, heat from his love for
her as well as his Element.

When the taxi reached Bleecker and MacDougal,
Phoenix paid the cabbie and held Abby’s hand as she stepped out.
Rain began to fall. That soft, summer kind of rain shower that
turned everything a shade darker and cooled down the hot city
air.

They darted between raindrops and walked into
La Lanterna. Ruben carried a tray of desserts across the room. “Mr.
Phoenix!” he said, a smile on his face. “Welcome back. We haven’t
seen you in a while.”

Phoenix and Abby clasped hands. “Been quite a
summer, Ruben,” he said.

“Your favorite table is available, sit and I
will bring you the drinks menu, yes?”

“Thanks,” Phoenix said, and he pressed his
hand ever so gently against the small of her back, leading her to
their table. The window felt nice and cool, an effect from the rain
outside.

A cell phone began to ring. Abby reached into
her purse. “It’s the hospital.”

“Answer it. Maybe they have an update on your
status.”

She pressed the answer button. “Hello? This
is Doctor Adams.”

Phoenix studied Abby’s face while she
listened to her call. Ruben brought their drinks, left the menus,
and stepped away to give them some space. Phoenix took a sip of his
Merlot.

“Yes,” Abby said. “And everything is okay? I
mean…okay…so he’s gone now…of course…yes, I’ll be there. Nine in
the morning. See you then, bye.”

Phoenix sat forward. “Good news?”

“A new tech discovered there were hackers
changing the medical charts, even after they suspended me. The
medical board has reviewed my file and determined there was no
wrongdoing. So I start back tomorrow morning, with an apology and
back pay.”

“Congratulations! I knew things would work
out,” he said. “You’re an amazing doctor.”

She took a sip of her wine. “I’m just glad to
be returning to work.”

“I know you are,” he said. He watched her,
admiring her strong spirit, her intelligence, and her beautiful
features.

Abby had her job back. Carlyle was gone. He
had his powers again. Only one insurmountable problem remained: she
was a human, he was an Elemental. Would Universe allow this to
work, going forward? Phoenix would beg the boss if he had to, maybe
emphasize that Abby’s medical expertise could be useful.

As if the question spurred action, the front
door chimed. Mercury appeared, wearing a black tux and top hat.
Maybe he got tired of wearing lime green golf clothes?

“Hello, Mercury,” Phoenix said. “Join us for
a drink?”

“You can call me Merc.”

Phoenix’s face went hot. He’d gained
Mercury’s favor. Things were looking up.

“Merc,” Phoenix said, enjoying saying the new
nickname on his tongue.

“I’m on my way to a Broadway show,” Merc
said. “But sure, one aperitif would be nice.”

Phoenix pulled up a spare chair, gesturing
for Mercury to sit down.

“What’s up?”

Merc looked at both of them. “I have a
message for you.”

Abby began to fidget. “Perhaps I should go
freshen up, if you two want to talk—”

“Stay,” Merc said. “This concerns you,
too.”

“What’s up?” Phoenix’s heart skipped a beat.
Merc seemed in a good mood. He wouldn’t be all cheery, only to tell
them they had to stop seeing each other. Right?

“Abby, as I’m sure you’re aware,” Merc began,
“Usually our rules prohibit Elementals and humans from being
together.”

She nodded. “Phoenix told me.”

“Well, seeing as how you both are in the
medical profession, with each of you able to help humans in need,
Universe thinks this is a special circumstance.”

Phoenix grinned ear to ear. He couldn’t help
himself. “Really?”

“Really, Fire boy,” Merc teased. “Universe
likes the two of you together. Abby, you’re a good influence on
this hotheaded Elemental. And Phoenix, you seem to bring out the
best side in her, too.”

Phoenix still couldn’t believe his ears. He
thought special exceptions were only made for others, like Water
Elemental Brooke. Not him. But this was a nice change.

“So, Universe is fine with us staying in New
York, staying together?”

Mercury raised his glass. “It seems so. You
each have strengths that compliment the other.” He took a swig, and
then socked Phoenix in the arm. “Besides, someone needs to keep an
eye on you.”

“Very funny, Merc.”

“I’m here all week.”

Phoenix raised his glass. “To the people we
meet, the choices we make, and the adventures yet to come.”

“To the future,” Abby said.

Mercury grinned at both of them. “It’s going
to be quite a ride. Buckle up and get ready.”

“That’s okay, Merc,” Phoenix said.

Phoenix reached for Abby’s hand, held it
inside his own. “As long as we’re together, we can survive
anything.”

 


THE END

 


 


 



 EARTHBOUND


Book Three - The Elemental Clan Series

By Elaine Calloway

 


[image: ]

 


 


 


 



 


Copyright 2014 The Writers Canvas, LLC, Author Elaine
Calloway

Cover art by Taryn Knight, Leafbreeze Creations,
Copyright 2013

 


License Notes

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold to other people. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

Connect with Elaine Calloway at http://www.elainecalloway.com

 


Acknowledgements

My family and friends - your support and belief help
me each day.

Carol Foster SSCP, who brought me Diet Cokes during
writer conferences and weekend getaways.

Taryn Knight, graphic designer extraordinaire &
ever patient artist. Your covers continue to be amazing.

To my “regular” writing café spots (I have several)
who provided caffeine and friendly conversation.

 


Author’s Note

Those familiar with the Portland, Oregon region,
especially downtown and Waterfront Park, will notice that I have
taken numerous liberties with the layout and geography. This is
wholly intentional. These beautiful areas were the inspiration, but
I modified them to suit the story. Despite frequent rainfall, I
believe Portland (and all of Oregon) is one of the most beautiful
places on Earth.

That being said, Earthbound is a work of fiction.
Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the
author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 



 Earthbound
Table of Contents

 



 


 






EARTHBOUND

By Elaine Calloway







CHAPTER ONE

Terran crept toward
Portland’s Waterfront, following the blonde waif who couldn’t be
more than sixteen. When she stepped into the glow from the street
light, she appeared even younger. Her eyes gave her away—big,
brown, and exuding self-doubt.

Like many young humans, her wardrobe was
intended to make her look mature beyond her years. She wore a
tight, short skirt that hugged her thighs. The skimpy pink blouse
barely contained her well-endowed form as she clacked along the
pavement in spiked heels.

Not the best outfit to wear when walking
downtown—alone—at two in the morning.

Terran frowned. The young often made risky
choices. He kept his distance, remaining on full alert. This was
his mission. Part of the job. Elementals like him had protected the
innocent for centuries, living amongst humanity without revealing
their supernatural powers. His kind warred against the many Fallen
Angels, who would gladly reap every soul in their path.

The teen ambled past red brick coffeehouses,
glitzy hotels, and finally through the trees of Waterfront Park.
Ah, good. As an Earth Elemental, he had a communion with trees,
soil, and anything earthen. What nature told him, if the erect
hairs at the base of his ponytail were any indication, was one loud
and solitary word: Danger.

He clenched his fists, ready to fight
whatever force might attack her. Even though he hadn’t seen or
heard from the Acobi Fallen Angels in recent weeks—a worrisome
fact—he remained ready to defend those humans who might need his
help.

But the air remained quiet, with only a
lulling hum from the Willamette River. Where was she going?

Without warning, the girl stopped. Terran
ducked behind a tree and prayed the Earth Elements would hide him.
Agreeing to his request, the trees blew in the wind to offer
camouflage.

She looked so alone, studying the moon’s
glints on the river. Had he overreacted to this youngster alone at
night because he longed to fight again, to fulfill his purpose?
Admittedly, things had become stagnant. The Acobi Fallen Angels
hunted in his territory, but there hadn’t been any altercations in
months.

He shifted his weight from foot to foot,
wondering. Maybe this situation was just a planned tryst between
horny teenagers.

Out of the corner of his eye, Terran noticed
a dark figure, hair to his shoulders, step into the moonlight and
reach for the girl’s hand. “My beautiful jewel, you came.”

Terran’s throat tightened. So much for a
normal situation. The mysterious stranger was none other than
Bastian, a top-ranking Acobi Fallen Angel and Terran’s arch-enemy.
Bastian was considered the most attractive of the Acobi clan, but
his sadistic reputation sent chills through Terran’s bones. The
cocky bastard had women trapped in dungeons across the Pacific
Northwest, all waiting for Bastian to fulfill his demented
desires.

Terran gripped the tree, knowing it would
give him strength. He needed to get this girl away from Bastian.
Fast.

“Of course I showed up,” the girl said. “You
asked me to meet you.”

The naïve adoration in her eyes made Terran’s
stomach lurch. Damn the Acobi. They grew more brazen by the second.
Fallen Angels set up gangs in every city, reaping sinners with
enthusiasm and yearning to reap the innocent.

Terran could protect the innocents, those who
didn’t regularly commit the Seven Deadly Sins. Humans with ongoing
sinful lifestyles were often too far gone to rescue. All it took to
reap those types was a tap on the shoulder by a Fallen Angel.

But the girl was an innocent. She could be
saved. Why had Bastian selected her as his target? Until tonight—in
Terran’s territory, at least—teenagers had been off limits.
Obviously something had changed.

Bastian gave a half-cocked smile, revealing
perfect teeth behind a tanned face. His brown hair fell in waves,
and his amber eyes resembled an innocent puppy’s. Only the jerk was
anything but.

Terran let out a heavy sigh. If only every
human, especially the young ones, knew the truth. Evil wasn’t an
ugly troll with a pitchfork. Evil enticed, allured, and sucked in
anything in its orbit. That’s how Fallen Angels succeeded.

But not tonight. Not on his watch. And
definitely not for anyone underage.

His eyes quickly scanned the area, looking
for resources. Soil, trees—maybe he could create a sinkhole to trap
Bastian? Long enough to get the girl away?

“Come,” Bastian cooed. “I want to show you
something, a private place.”

Every muscle in Terran’s body strained to
lunge, to rip him off the innocent girl. Being out late and longing
to be an adult were her only faults. She didn’t deserve whatever
lay ahead. And if she stayed with Bastian, it meant losing her
soul.

Terran kept his breathing in check. Problem
was, he had to follow the rules. He was forbidden to reveal his
Elemental powers in front of a human without extreme cause. Fallen
Angels lived by the same precept.

Until she was in imminent danger, the best
plan of action was to follow Bastian and the girl. Terran would
ensure the youngster’s safety, and be able to learn where the Acobi
had set up their base operations.

The young girl’s heels clicked as she walked
faster. “Where are we going?”

Terran kept pace. Under his breath, he
murmured, “You don’t want to know.”

Bastian spun around, his face red with
rage.

“What?” the girl asked.

“I thought I...heard someone.”

Terran held his breath, hoping he could
remain unseen.

After what felt like an hour’s pause, Bastian
clasped the girl’s hand and led her along the river.

Terran, breathing once again, moved
cautiously after them.

They walked away from the water and entered
Old Town Portland, an area made famous in the 1850s for its
practice in Shanghaiing. Unsuspecting loggers, workmen, and those
frequenting the riverfront bars had been at risk. Many were
shanghaied—captured and forced to become slaves on whichever ship
came into port. If no ship arrived, the men and women were held in
underground cells to await a life of slavery and prostitution.
Legend claimed that Portland always had an able-bodied crew, ready
and waiting.

He remained steady on Bastian’s trail. They
strolled along the bike path and toward the Shanghai Tunnels river
entrance.

Why was Bastian playing tour guide? The old
tunnels had become more of a tourist attraction in recent decades,
a means of showing visitors the labyrinth of catacombs beneath the
city.

The girl’s heels caused a misstep, and she
stumbled into Bastian’s arms. “Sorry. New shoes.”

“Don’t ever apologize for drawing near to
me,” Bastian said, in a sickly-sweet voice.

Terran’s stomach twisted, propelling nausea
waves through him.

“Come,” Bastian said. “I want to show you
what the tours won’t, the Portland Underground.”

“I’ve heard the tours are fun.”

Bastian led her to an old stone wall and
opened a door. He pointed downward. “This way. Ladies first.”

She stepped with caution onto what appeared
to be a ladder going into the Underground, followed by Bastian.

Terran had taken the Portland tunnel tours
like everyone else, but he’d never used this particular entrance.
He hadn’t even known it existed. Why use an old opening that no one
thought about anymore? Was it because the Acobi were living in that
area of the Underground tunnels?

An eerie sensation spread through Terran’s
bones. Here it was—an extreme cause. If Bastian managed to trap her
in the Underground, then....

Terran shook his head to banish the thought.
It was time to stop worrying and reveal his powers to rescue the
girl.

He raced to the ladder, shimmied down in
seconds, just in time to see Bastian plant a seductive kiss on the
girl’s lips.

“Back off!” Terran shouted, lunging at them.
He yanked the girl away.

She stumbled in her heels and fell to the
ground. “What are you doing?”

Bastian’s brown eyes turned a menacing black.
For a split second, he didn’t appear to be Fallen Angel or human,
but a demon devoid of a soul.

“Terran? What the hell are you doing
here?”

Terran pointed to the girl, sitting indignant
on the cold floor. “Since when do you collect underage girls?
That’s low, even for your kind.”

“I’m not a child,” she said. “I’m sixteen and
a half.”

Bastian grinned wide. “See? She’s not a kid.
So why don’t you go back where you came from and leave us alone?
Before you do something you will surely regret.”

“Not a chance.”

Terran eyed the hollow tunnel. Dust specks
covered the floor. Every rounded wall was formed of rocks and dirt.
All Earthen substances. Work for me. Help me save
her.

With lightning speed, he grabbed the girl’s
hand and threw her over his shoulder. She was a lightweight, an
easy one to carry with his muscular build.

She kicked in the air and pounded on his
back. “What are you doing? I’m not going with you!”

“Yes, you are!” He tightened his arm under
her small frame.

Bastian charged forward to stop them. Terran
jumped back, avoided his punch. Just then, the walls started to
quake. The ground shook beneath their feet. Tiny rocks fell from
the ceiling.

The distraction gave Terran just enough time
to race up the ladder steps.

“You’re not my dad!” she yelled, writhing on
his shoulder. “And I’m not a kid!”

“You are a kid.
Quiet.”

She kicked, but his muscular arms held her in
place.

Bastian coughed through the falling dust,
then leapt onto the ladder. He strained to grip Terran’s ankle.
Terran gave a powerful kick, sending Bastian back to the
ground.

As Terran exited the tunnel, he heard
Bastian’s screeching voice echo from Underground.

“You stupid Elemental! You may think you’ve
won, but you’ve just made the biggest mistake of your damn
life!”

#

Terran pressed his back against a Birch tree
in the girl’s front yard, absorbing its energy into his human body.
The one downfall of using his supernatural powers? Sheer exhaustion
followed. Such was the consequence of doing good things. Universe,
the Elemental creator and boss, set things up that way to avoid
public scrutiny.

After a long debate, the girl finally
relented and gave him her name and address. Now she, Ashley,
crossed her arms and looked at him with the ferocity of a cat
forced to take a bath.

“I’m not a kid,” she repeated.

Terran fingered the talisman hanging from a
black cord around his neck. Rubbing the surface calmed him down,
especially during his interactions with humans.

“I don’t doubt you’re smart,” he said. “But
you don’t understand what Bastian would’ve done to you.”

Her scowl subsided just a little. “What would
he have done? Kissed me? Held me in the moonlight? Given me a
chance to enjoy myself?”

“Reaped your soul for eternity? Turned you
into his sex slave?”

When her eyes widened in fear, Terran
suddenly realized he’d been shouting. Some days, his Elemental
strength didn’t take long to return. Obviously his vocal cords were
back to normal.

“I didn’t mean to yell at you,” he said.
“Bastian has done all kinds of terrible things, especially to
women.”

She unfolded her arms. “So why force me to
return home? My parents don’t care if I live or die.”

The anger in her voice held a sadness that
overpowered everything else. Terran thought long and hard about how
to respond. He wasn’t exactly versed in family counseling.

“I’m sorry about your situation, but trust
me. You’re safer at home than with Bastian.”

A moment of silence hung between them, making
the rustling leaves and chirping crickets sound like a
concerto.

She picked up a leaf and ripped it into tiny
pieces. “Then I guess I should say thanks.”

He grinned. “No problem. Listen, stay away
from Bastian. And if you need anything, anytime, I’m here.” He
wrote down his cell and email.

She studied him, seeming unsure if he was
sincere. “For real?”

“Yes.”

Though her wardrobe hadn’t changed, she
looked different now. Her chin quivered like she was on the verge
of tears. Behind her strong gaze was a mountain of confusion.

“Guess I’ll go inside,” she said, standing
up.

“Give your folks a chance. If it doesn’t
work, you’re on your own soon enough. Don’t rush it.”

She smiled. “You know you went into lecture
mode just then, right?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. Just stay safe,
okay?”

“Okay.” She unstrapped the spiked heels and
tiptoed barefoot across the lush grass. One thing about Portland:
lots of rain made for gorgeous front yards.

He stood up and held onto the tree. She
straddled her bedroom windowsill. Before she went inside, she
turned around.

“Bye, Terran. And...thanks.”

He smiled at her and waited to make sure she
made it safe inside.

“Bye Ashley. Take care of yourself.”

Minutes later, he walked home in the cool
night air. Not bad for a night’s work. One saved, thousands to go.
He couldn’t get too lax in his thinking, though. If he didn’t
figure out what Bastian was planning near the Shanghai Tunnels,
things could get worse at an exponential rate.

 



CHAPTER TWO

Kelly Habersham pulled her
brown hair tight into a bun. It was her sleek look, a means of
keeping it in place and out of the way. Dressed in her three-piece
navy suit, she added pearl earrings and a necklace to complete the
outfit.

Wait. One strand was out of place. With
precision, she gathered the rebellious hairs and smoothed them back
with a bobby pin.

Perfect. All ready to talk to the zoning
board. Once she swayed the execs to zone the Waterfront for condos,
she’d be set. Such a daring step would set her apart, not only in
the industry but in the eyes of her father and brothers. Little
Kelly wouldn’t be in last place. Not anymore.

When she reached the tall, mahogany doors of
the Community Development Center, she took a deep breath to calm
her racing pulse. This was it. She wrapped her fingers deliberately
around the door handle for Portland Zoning and walked inside. Time
for success.

Six bald men sat around the large conference
room table. They seemed ominous at first glance, definitely
overbearing.

She swallowed hard, determined to display
confidence. She wasn’t about to let a small thing like intimidation
get in her way.

“Good morning, gentlemen. I appreciate your
time today. I have an application, along with some presentation
materials. I would like to show you—”

“You’re Chad Habersham’s daughter, right?”
one man asked.

Her hands froze. One of the documents she
held fell to the floor. She smoothed her hair once more. This was
not going the way she envisioned. She didn’t want the job because
she was Chad Habersham’s daughter. She wanted the job because she
was Kelly Habersham, with talents surpassing those of her brothers
and domineering father. He’d even named her Kelly because he wanted
a boy. A fact he never let her forget.

“Yes, I am,” she said, with forced composure.
“Now, if you’ll look at page nine with me—”

“Are your brothers joining you to get the
zoning made for—” and he thumbed through the document—“condos?”

She wriggled her nose. Then, fearing she’d
made a face that would turn the room against her, she pretended to
scratch it. She didn’t want to seem upset, but these old fogies
were getting on her nerves. Old Boys Club, she knew it well, but
did they really have to keep interrupting?

“No. This is my own venture.” She pursed her
lips. “Now, on page nine, you’ll see my proposal for condos above
ground-floor businesses. This is the ideal solution. Brings in
local businesses like coffeehouses for the first floor space, then
condos above it. The best of both worlds.”

She went on to show them every chart and
graph she had in her arsenal. They listened, raised the occasional
eyebrow, and cracked the random smile. Were they seeing value in
her proposal or just humoring her because they knew her family’s
reputation?

When she finished, a man with reddish cheeks
spoke up. “Here’s the thing, Kelly. That area has been zoned
commercial for years. I don’t see anything in your papers that
speaks to the environmental groups, the water and fire departments,
and countless others affected.”

Another man with rimmed glasses sat forward
in his chair. “Let me ask you this. Did you have your
pre-conference with the appropriate parties yet?”

Appropriate parties? She’d done her due
diligence with everything else. Parking, inspections, and
paperwork. In the slew of confusing steps for developers, she was
supposed to have a pre-meeting before this one?

Get it together. Don’t let on you’ve messed up.

“One reason I wanted to speak to this board
first,” she began, “is because many cities have embraced this
condo-business approach. It helps the economy and the real estate
values.”

The head man at the table let out a long
sigh. “You’re looking at a long haul, either way.”

She remained stoic for a second. Was there a
sign on her head that said she was afraid of hard work? Surely,
that wasn’t the impression she’d given. So why was this old man
undermining her persistence? Maybe now was the time to pull out the
old family connections. Boys club listened to boys. Time to quote
dear ‘ole Dad.

“My father always said, opportunities are
made for those who work hard,” she began. “I know this will be a
long haul, gentlemen, but I assure you that, like my brothers and
father before me, I will not let you down.”

The brightened faces around the table
happened in slow motion, but at least things had begun to turn her
way.

“Now, I should mention one hurdle that I
intend to overcome,” she said.

“Yes?”

“The Shanghai Tunnels are adjacent to the
building site.”

One regal-looking man with perfect hair
cleared his throat. “That’s Old Town Portland. The historical
society will have a royal hissy.”

She couldn’t help but grin at the candor from
someone so formal-looking. “Yes. But those tunnels are filled with
legend and myth. It’s time to put Portland’s ghost stories in the
past and look to the future.”

He set down his eyeglasses, clasped his hands
together, and gave her an intense stare. “Are you sure you’re up
for this? In the past, we’ve seen things get ugly with the
historical societies.”

Kelly’s well-manicured fingers smoothed her
hair, ensuring no wisp had come out of order. “I can handle
anything, trust me. You won’t be disappointed.”

“Then you’ll need to have your materials in
order and approved before you can even think about another hearing.
That means you need to cross the hurdle of the historical and
environmental groups. Once you have all those items done, come back
to us and we’ll discuss. Good luck.”

She forced her lips to maintain a
professional smile. Had she known about the pre-application
materials, she wouldn’t have jumped ahead to this meeting. At her
father’s firm, greasing the local groups came later.

This wasn’t the end of the world. She would
handle this, even if it meant taking one step backward. She could
do anything her father assigned, including making peace with the
environmental groups.

Summoning her professional voice, she said,
“Thank you for your time, gentlemen. You won’t be sorry.”


CHAPTER THREE

Terran poured himself a
large cup of coffee in his favorite mug, the one that read:
Please Recycle or We’ll Kick Your Ass. Love,
Portland.

He loved the grass-roots element of this
town. The rest of the country had moved past the 1970s, but
Portland kept the best parts. Bellbottoms and bad disco were long
gone, but the laid-back attitude (some called it the Oregon vibe)
remained intact.

Flipping to his favorite motorcycle show,
Terran took his coffee over to the couch.

“Morning,” a voice from behind him said.

Terran leapt a foot off the cushions. His
heart raced while his adrenaline spiked a thousand notches.

“Mercury, why do you insist on sneaking up on
people?”

Mercury grinned wide. “Because it’s so much
fun to watch the reactions, especially yours.”

Terran set his coffee further back on the
table. At least he hadn’t been taking a sip when Mercury spoke.
He’d have spewed coffee everywhere.

Mercury, the messenger amongst Elementals,
always appeared at random times. He delivered messages from
Universe and kept Elementals abreast of any pertinent news. Dressed
in colorful green plaid, his four-foot-eleven frame resembled a
leprechaun.

“Well, now that you’ve scared me to death,
what can I do for you?”

Mercury pointed at the chair adjacent to the
couch. “May I?”

“Of course. You know you’re always
welcome.”

“I hear you had an interesting experience in
the Shanghai Tunnels.”

Terran nodded and took a swig of coffee.
“Seeing Bastian was a surprise. I still don’t know why he took an
underage girl into the tunnels.”

“We have word that Bastian and the other
Acobi might be using Shanghaiing to trap more than their fair share
of souls.”

Terran stared, his mouth open. “Trap? Are you
telling me they’re bringing back the old Portland legend?
Kidnapping innocent people and shanghaiing them to who knows where?
Girls for the sex trade? Men for slave labor?”

Mercury adjusted a few magazines on the
coffee table in front of him, stacking all the corners together.
“Looks that way.”

“Wow. I figured Bastian would keep the girl
for himself. I had no idea he planned to—sell her.”

Using the word sell
in relation to a human female made the lump in Terran’s throat
plummet into his stomach. He knew Bastian represented evil, but
trapping innocents went over the line. He never expected this.

“Universe wants you to keep an eye on the
tunnels. Find out when and where the Acobi are holding their
victims. Save the ones you can.”

“Will do. What else?”

Mercury’s eyes grew dark. “You’ll need to
investigate any pending construction sites in that area of Old
Town. Any city modifications will put the builders’ lives at
risk.”

“The Acobi won’t hesitate to harm anyone who
threatens their tunnel hideout,” Terran said, more to himself than
to Mercury.

“Exactly,” Merc said.

Terran grew silent a moment. “The girl last
night was underage.”

Mercury removed his snap-brim hat and set it
in his lap. “Universe hates it whenever an innocent soul is seduced
into evil. But I can’t stress enough how much he hates it when the
victims are underage.”

Terran took a deep whiff of his coffee. The
roast aroma enticed his nostrils and his taste buds. He had his
work cut out for him, and caffeine would help every step of the
way.

“I’ll start right away,” he said.

“By the way, Universe is pleased at your
rescue of the youngster.”

Terran could feel his face turning red. He
was an Elemental, protecting innocents was his duty, but he still
enjoyed hearing a compliment once in awhile.

“Tell Universe I’m ready. I’ll stop any
development and rezoning efforts. That part will be easy.”

Mercury’s eyes twinkled. “I’m sure you’ll fit
in well, hippie boy.”

Terran fingered his ponytail. “Thanks.”

The description wasn’t far off. Playing the
hippie conservationist would serve him well while he fought to stop
any new construction. Besides, he was already in Greenpeace and the
Sierra Club. Speaking for Mother Earth shouldn’t be difficult. The
fact that he was an Earth Elemental could remain secret.

Mercury put his hat back on and stood up to
leave. “Just make sure those tunnels remain intact. Learn more
about what Bastian and Caleb are up to. Any word on Dimitrov?”

Dimitrov was the Acobi Fallen Angel leader,
the evil boss. But unlike the leaders in other cities, Dimitrov
hadn’t shown himself much.

“Nope,” Terran said. “I haven’t seen or heard
a peep in months. Maybe that’s a good thing.”

“Not necessarily,” Mercury said in a grave
tone. “Keep an eye out. I’m sure he’ll turn up.”

 



CHAPTER FOUR

Kelly drove her navy BMW
into the Powell’s Bookstore parking lot. Fat raindrops landed on
her windshield, making rhythmic splattering sounds. She sighed. Of
all days to wear her hair down. Portland seemed to have three
things in abundance: rain, coffee, and books. She didn’t mind the
last two, but could do without the never-ending drizzle.

Pulling her umbrella out from the back seat,
she exited the car and hurried across puddles to the door. A
cluster of young college kids, all with long bangs draped over
their eyes, walked out as she walked in. Even though she couldn’t
see their eyes, she knew. She could tell from the smirks on their
faces. They were laughing at her for carrying an umbrella. Portland
natives never did, meaning anyone with an umbrella was instantly
labeled a tourist.

Well, so what? She liked keeping her hair
nice. To do that, she had to stay out of the rain. Avoid rain in
Portland? Close to impossible. With pride, she used that damn
umbrella. To hell with what others thought.

Once inside, she scanned the room for a woman
wearing a green dress. Kelly was supposed to meet Doris, a board
member of the historical society, here for coffee. It would be a
social way to discuss the zoning project and make an ally. Kelly
hoped.

She wandered around the tall bookshelves made
from a warm-colored wood. Thousands of books lined each shelf, all
of them yearning to be read. To the left, a reading room just for
children. On the right, a private room to store rare books. She
meandered through the aisles, in awe of the knowledge surrounding
her on these shelves.

No sign of Doris yet. Kelly walked over to
the staircase to go upstairs, where a café served coffee and tea.
She smiled wide. Each step had a phrase inscribed on it, with the
full staircase forming a sentence about the importance of writing.
It was like having F. Scott Fitzgerald right next to her, offering
advice on how to conquer the almighty pen.

Kelly ordered an iced tea, and then sat at a
corner table to ensure some privacy. Moments later, a woman dressed
in green came up the steps.

“Doris?”

The woman with short black hair turned, her
face beaming. “Yes. You must be Kelly?”

“Nice to meet you.” Kelly moved her purse so
Doris could sit down. “Thanks again for coming here today.”

“We’re always appreciative of a heads up for
new projects.” Doris set down her things, grabbed a coffee, and
returned to the table.

Kelly took a deep breath. After the
discouraging development meeting, she needed a victory. Time to
make an ally for the condo project and, hopefully, many more to
come.

“So,” Doris said, putting Splenda in her
coffee, “Tell me about this project.”

Kelly outlined the proposal she’d given to
the zoning board in detail. When she mentioned closing off some of
the Shanghai Tunnels near the river, Doris’s face turned stark
white.

“Here’s what I can do,” Kelly offered, hoping
to stop Doris’s objections. “If you give your stamp of approval on
this, I can assist with getting a historic landmark made of the
Southern Waterfront. So you’d have an area protected, just not the
tunnels. Honestly, the history of the tunnels isn’t flattering.
Portland is known for its kidnapping into a life of slavery. That
doesn’t exactly bode well for tourism marketing.”

Doris took a long sip of her coffee. “I must
admit, no developer has taken this approach.”

Kelly brushed her hair behind her ear. If
only she’d put it in a bun this morning. Right now, the random
frizz and curls served as a distraction.

“I want to be different, Doris. My family has
been in this business for decades, but I want to get your support,
not fight you.”

Doris kept her cup to her lips for a few long
seconds before taking a sip. Dimples and laugh lines formed creases
around her eyes, making them sparkle. Kelly studied her, thinking.
In another world, another career not stifled by contracts and real
estate, she and Doris could probably be friends. A pang of regret
caused an ache deep inside Kelly’s stomach.

“This place has the best coffee,” Doris
said.

“Doesn’t it?” Kelly said, grateful for the
momentary chit-chat. It gave her mind a chance to slow down, to
push that pang of regret far, far away and focus on the moment at
hand.

“The perfect drink for a rainy day.” Doris
set down her cup.

Kelly sat up straighter. Here comes her
answer. Be ready.

“I’ll take your proposal to the others,”
Doris began. “I must say, I like the compromise you’ve offered but
I don’t know how the board will feel. Honestly, the tunnels aren’t
so much historical as it’s a means to help tourism.”

“I’m only talking about sealing up part of
the tunnels, near the river,” Kelly said. “The tours that go
through Underground are several blocks away.”

Doris nodded in agreement. “Which is why I’m
willing to give you a chance.”

Kelly clasped her sweaty hands together. Her
nerves had gone into overdrive. When Doris bent over to look for
something in her purse, Kelly grabbed a napkin off the table to
wipe off her hands.

“I appreciate the opportunity,” Kelly said.
“I promise to keep communication open with you.”

“Good to hear. Some of these builder types
never give us a heads up on anything.”

Kelly took a sip of her tea. This alliance
could get her closer to her goal. She’d already accomplished
something her father and brothers couldn’t—getting the historical
society to meet on middle ground. Choosing a casual coffee meeting
had been the right decision.

For a few minutes, they chatted about books
and Portland life. When Doris finished her coffee, she said, “Let
me call you later in the week. I’ll talk to my team and we’ll give
you a yes or no on the compromise.”

Kelly stood up to walk Doris out. “Great, I
look forward to hearing from you.”

As Doris drove away and Kelly fiddled with
her keys to go home, she felt a sense of pride flow through her.
This Portland project would be her legacy. Everything would go
better than she’s originally thought.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

Terran wore his
Save Planet Earth t-shirt to the Community
Development Services Center. Based on Mercury’s intel, along with a
few phone calls to his buddies in the Sierra Club, he’d learned
that a developer named Kelly Habersham was leading the crusade to
fill in the Shanghai Tunnels and build condos.

He couldn’t let that happen. Her project was
only in the beginning stages, with another scheduled meeting today.
He could still stop her efforts by finding some technicality or
lacking paperwork. In Portland, there was always lacking
paperwork.

He swung wide with his motorcycle into the
City Council parking lot, ready to park. Without warning, a navy
BMW screeched into the lot and pulled in front of him. What the
hell? Did all BMWs think they owned the road?

His bike chugged. His legs shook as the bike
swayed side to side. He steadied it, kept his balance despite his
pounding heart. After parking and turning his bike off, he took
more deep breaths. You’re okay. At least the car
didn’t knock you on your ass.

When his pulse slowed, he got off the bike.
The BMW had pulled into a nearby parking spot.

He stood steadfast, ready to yell at the guy.
Only when the car door opened, a petite young woman stepped out.
Attractive, in a corporate-exec, mean sort of way. She was the one who almost ran him off the road?

“Good morning,” he said. “I know you probably
have a lot on your mind, but you almost ran me over back
there.”

She stared at him, pursing her lips when she
saw his motorcycle. “This area isn’t meant for motorcycles. If you
guys want to ride free in the wind, go drive Route 17.”

Really? This was her response? He didn’t know
whether to argue or walk away.

“As a matter of fact,” he began. “I’ve driven
17 across the state. Lovely ghost towns and great views of the
Cascades.”

Her face turned red, appearing flushed, and
she gathered some papers in a notebook. “I need to go. You’re
breaking my concentration, and I have a very important meeting to
attend.”

Obviously. She looked more wound up than a
tight spring.

“Just watch the road, okay?”

She didn’t smile, didn’t even look up from
her papers. “Same goes for you and the rest of the Hell’s
Angels.”

She’d mumbled the last part, but Terran heard
her words loud and clear. First of all, he wasn’t the Harley type.
He drove a Ducati. Second, if only she knew the truth—how Hell’s
true angels did walk the Earth—she’d
realize he was the good guy.

“Whatever,” he said. “Have a good day.
Peace.”

She stormed off toward the building entrance.
He watched her go, her small frame radiating fury that he’d only
seen in a small percentage of humans. The stubborn ones.

Best to go inside, stay focused. Why waste
his efforts on her when there was work to be done?

#

Fifteen minutes later, after returning a few
phone calls about freelance photography work, he walked into the
Community Development Center. The zoning board and pre-app
conference room was slightly ajar. He had his speech all ready.
Save the tunnels, save the history of Portland. Save the....

What on Earth was she doing here?

Miss Hot Wheels from the parking lot stood in
the center of the room. She yanked files from her briefcase and
stacked them neatly on the table in front of her.

Wait a second. She
was the developer he needed to stop?

He took a seat near the back. Several other
people trickled in and sat down.

“Now, Miss Habersham, you have a proposal to
discuss.”

She stood up. “Yes. As you will see by
proposal number K8-056-223, which you have in front of you, I
propose that the area in the Waterfront be zoned for commercial and
partial residential, to allow for condos above local retail
businesses.”

Terran shook his head. This was going to be
interesting. They’d already started off on the wrong foot.

She gave her spiel for what seemed like
hours.

“Have you secured the approval of the EPA,
the water and fire departments?” a man asked.

“Yes,” she said, handing over a stack of
papers.

Terran needed to stop this, now. He stood up.
“Excuse me, may I address this issue?”

The councilman’s eyes widened, but he
nodded.

“I represent the Portland Earth Society,”
Terran said. “And we disagree with this proposal for environmental
and historic reasons.”

The woman spun around. Her eyes widened at
first, then shifted into a cold glare. Obviously she hadn’t
expected to see him again, either.

“You? What are you doing here?”

“Well, if you hadn’t of run me off the road,
I would’ve told you I was here to protect an important part of
Portland’s history.”

“You...a biker...you care about the Shanghai
Tunnels? A tree hugger?”

He did a double-take. “You aren’t from here,
are you? There is culture, history, there are even tours given
about the tunnels. Why do you want to destroy what’s there? Doesn’t
the world have enough condos?”

She glanced around, seemed to notice all eyes
were on her. She straightened her skirt, wiped her hands on her
hair to smooth it down. Not that it needed it.

“This proposal would bring more revenue to
Portland,” she said. “And would allow for families to frequent the
businesses. It’s a win-win for everyone.”

“Sir, what exactly is your objection?” an
older man asked.

Showtime. Terran
turned to make eye contact. “Those tunnels, while not part of a
popular era of Portland’s history, still remain what they are:
historical. Besides, who’s to say that the land would be buildable
after the tunnels are destroyed?”

Kelly crossed her arms. “I have a land
surveyor and an engineer on staff—”

“I’m sure you do,” Terran said.

She glowered at him once more. Like he’d
taken the last Twinkie in a world shortage. And yet, in a
cold-as-ice kind of way, she was somewhat attractive.

“What do you propose we do?” she asked. “Keep
the tunnels the way they are for the sake of tradition? The tourist
areas of the tunnels would remain intact. I’m only speaking of the
parts near the river.”

Honey, you have no idea
what you’re getting yourself into, what Hell awaits if you disturb
the Acobi Fallen Angels’ plan.

He needed to bring out his Plan B, get the
board to swing to his side.

“Mr. Commissioner,” he began. “I didn’t have
a lot of time to prepare for this meeting, but I’d like to state
that not only does she lack the approval of our Portland Earth
society, but she hasn’t even started on a land use review. Isn’t
that required for new commercial properties?”

The councilman shot her a look before
checking the papers in front of him. “Is that true, Ms. Habersham?
You haven’t completed a land use review? I thought you’d told us
you had all your pre-paperwork in order.”

“Wait a second,” she said. “Land use reviews
are optional, depending upon the project.”

“Seems like you could do a lot more harm than
good to the tunnels if you can’t even supply all the needed
paperwork,” Terran said.

He hated how cruel his voice sounded,
particularly because he noticed her chin begin to quiver. But
better she be angry with him than lose her soul to the evil lurking
underneath Portland.

“I had everything in order,” she said, each
word curt and deliberate.

When she turned to address the board, her
features softened. “Gentlemen, the land use review is one of those
situational occurrences. When I called the main office, they said
it would depend on my project specs as to whether one was needed. I
wanted to go ahead and get this meeting on the books—”

“I’m afraid Mr. Save the Trees is right,” one
board member said. “No offense, sir.”

“None taken,” Terran said, smiling wide. He’d
let humans call him every name in the book if it meant keeping them
safe. And now he’d successfully delayed the tunnels project, which
would give him time to figure out how to stop Bastian’s
efforts.

“Please,” she said. “I have every document
signed.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Habersham. Get your land use
survey completed, do the appropriate ten-day public notice, and
then return.”

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice seemed to
strive for professional, yet only reached full sulk.

“Meeting adjourned.”

After the board members left the room, she
spun her head around, rage seething from every perfectly-stitched
fabric in her suit. “Who, exactly, are you? And why do you care
about random tunnels?”

“I told you. I represent environmental
interests. Besides, I did you a favor. Once you get the land use
review, it’s smooth sailing.”

Her jaws were clenched, and her eyes could’ve
been deadly weapons with as much anger as they exuded.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“Terran. And you are Kelly Habersham, I
presume?”

“Yes. I’m going to get this building permit
and area zoned. You won’t stop me.”

He cracked his knuckles, ready for whatever
verbal argument might ensue. “Guess we’ll have to see.”

She mumbled obscenities under her breath
before walking away.

Terran watched her go. Strands of her brown
hair began falling from the tight bun holding everything together.
He walked behind her to the parking lot, only to see her standing,
arms crossed, next to his motorcycle.

Did she want a rematch? A truce? He couldn’t
tell.

“What will it take for you and your hippie
biker group to go away, forget about this deal?” she asked.

Wow, she was out of her league. She thought
she could buy him? No chance.

“I can’t be bought. I love this city. It’s my
home, and I want to protect its history.”

She rolled her eyes with the perfection of a
teenager, even though she was clearly a grown woman. “Great. A
hippie with principles who rides a Harley. My day couldn’t get any
worse.”

“First off, I don’t drive a Harley. This is a
Ducati. There’s a difference.”

She stared at him blankly. “A motorcycle is a
motorcycle.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Man, did she have
him pegged wrong.

“No.” She frowned and gathered her car keys.
“I have to go. Thanks to you, I have more paperwork to file.”

“See you at the next hearing,” he said,
cheerfulness laced in his voice.

She got into her car and sped away without a
response.

He pulled on his shades, hopped on his bike,
and rode away with the biggest grin of his life. This was going to
be fun, if only to drive that control-freak of a woman completely
up the wall.

 



CHAPTER SIX

Kelly cleared the parking
lot. Her size-seven foot pressed on the gas as hard as she could.
Without trepidation, she maneuvered her car around tight curves and
mountain roads at top speed. Being the only girl in her family,
she’d grown up knowing how to handle cars, make slick turns,
anything her brothers could do.

Except she’d just failed her project’s first
big milestone.

Zoning meetings weren’t exactly an easy
hurdle, but she hadn’t anticipated that Terran guy showing up. Why
was he even there? Didn’t he understand that progress meant more
jobs, a better Portland? If the tree huggers wanted something for
their cause, couldn’t they just form a bike-to-work campaign?
Recycle old plastic cups or something?

Shake it off. Don’t let the
morning ruin the day. She took in a deep breath and let it
go. Failure was not an option. Not for her.

Dreading the idea of facing her father and
brothers at the office, she decided to skip the work exit and
turned east on I-84. A short road trip along the Columbia River
Gorge would provide the relief she needed. It was the middle of a
weekday, so the scenic road adjacent to surging waterfalls and
snowy mountains wasn’t bumper-to-bumper like usual.

She drove part way along the Gorge and then
pulled into a large parking lot. Multnomah Falls was a tall,
cascading waterfall with a bridge in the middle for people to walk
across. One of the more famous attractions of Portland’s Historic
River Gorge Highway, Multnomah drew in those who wanted to stop and
enjoy the scenery. A nearby lodge also provided clean bathrooms and
a chance to relax. Figure out her next move.

On a nearby park bench, she scraped away the
cluttered debris before she sat down. Maybe she should’ve packed a
change of clothes. In the midst of Oregon nature, she looked out of
place in a fancy suit. Especially when a family of squirrels began
stalking her.

She shut her eyes tight for a second, tried
to forget the morning. But the waterfall’s rushing sound did
nothing to silence doubts running through her mind at warp speed.
She’d planned everything so carefully, until Terran showed up. How
could she stop him? Stop his devotion to some antiquated
Portland?

Would someone like him even listen to reason?
She didn’t know. One thing was for certain—she would not lose. Not
to him, not to anyone.

#

Two hours later, she stood outside her
father’s office door. He had given her this Portland project, but
his business reputation and his money were at stake. Failure was
unacceptable in his eyes.

The butterflies in her stomach churned. Only
one way to stop them: tell her father the truth.

With what confidence she could summon, she
pulled open the door. “Hi, Dad.”

“Kelly. How’d the meeting go?” He set down a
stack of papers and focused his attention.

She resisted the urge to squirm while
standing still. Now was the time to think positive, to put a good
spin on things.

“I ran across some challenges, but don’t you
worry—”

“What challenges?” His stern eyes looked
up.

She hated that look—the way he cocked one
eyebrow, the way his blue eyes grew darker—the same look he’d given
her all through school if she ever dared bring home anything less
than an A. He’d been using that formidable glare to keep her in
line all her life.

“I had all the documents signed from the EPA
to the transit authority, but some guy from a Portland Greenery
group showed up and started demanding a land use review.”

“You should’ve had that before you walked
into that room,” her father said, destroying any hope of empathy
she might have received. “It’s a subjective thing. A Habersham is
always prepared. Understand?”

His sharp words sunk into her skin, to that
deep place where she still wanted his approval. “Yes, Dad.”

She cleared her throat. Wait. You’re a grown woman. You can handle this.

“So where do we stand now?” he asked, while
he studied a paper on his desk.

“I need to get the land use review, and then
meet with the zoning board again.”

“Don’t let these spotted-owl-lovers and
save-the-whale types get another shot at your effort.”

“Rest assured, I’m on top of this—”

“Right.” He waved his hand dismissively.
“When is this next hearing?”

“Next week.”

“Take Ben and Josh with you.”

“Dad, I don’t need my big brothers there.
This isn’t grade school.”

He edged his glasses down his nose, eyeing
her over the rims. “Sounds to me like you do.”

Every fiber in her being wanted to shrink
down to nothing, to curl up in the fetal position and disappear.
But that wasn’t an option. Not even after her mother died. The only
way to get her father’s respect was by proving she was worthy.

“Dad, you said this was my own project. I’ve
been paying my dues in your firm for years. This was supposed to be
my chance. We agreed.”

He sighed loudly. To her ears, the sound
resembled nails on a chalkboard. “Maybe I moved too quickly, giving
you the go-ahead to work alone on this one.”

A giant lump formed in her throat, a hard
mass formed from hurt feelings, repressed tears and pride. She
swallowed hard and refused to let the tears come.

“I can handle this. I’ve spent my entire life
wanting to make you proud. And I will.”

The tight stress lines on his face seemed to
relax a little. “These environmental and historic types aren’t an
easy bunch, Kelly. You’re new to this. Ben and Josh have
experience. Bring them up to speed, so you can take them to the
meeting.”

The whole point of her having this project
was to prove herself. How was she supposed to do that with her two
brothers taking over everything?

“But Dad—”

“It’s not a request. Get the matter handled.
No further delays.”

Thunder boomed outside, and the sudden noise
made Kelly want to jump out of her skin. The rain fell slow and
steady, like the constant rhythm of a mother’s heartbeat. If only
she could remember her mother, who died when Kelly was three. Maybe
her life would’ve been different.

Dad was more the type to handle boys. He ran
the house like a Marine commander. No fuss, no muss. Get the job
done. Failure is unacceptable.

Her mother might have seen this whole
situation differently.

Kelly nodded and exited the room. With a
resolved breath, she created a mental checklist. Do her research.
Get all paperwork and signoffs in place within ten days. Convince
Dad she was ready for the next hearing. That way, her brothers
wouldn’t have to come along for the ride.

This was her time, her chance, and she didn’t
want anyone riding shotgun.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

Dimotrov poured the
luscious, chilled vodka into a goblet and took a sip. Utter bliss. He detested humans, wanted to rid them
from the Earth by reaping every soul in his territory. But he sure
as hell couldn’t fault the lesser kind for inventing liquor.

His long muscular legs took him quickly
across the priceless Persian carpet. Running his hands through his
golden locks of hair, he stared out at the serpentine Columbia
River. An idyllic view of Crown Pointe, the peak lookout spot over
the Gorge, spread out in vast beauty before him.

Portland had proven to be a better territory
than Seattle. Less rainfall, trusting humans, and most
importantly—the Shanghai Tunnels. Only a few port cities had such
an option. The underground labyrinths would allow his team to reap
innocents without detection.

He pressed his fingers to his wrist.
Seventy-five beats per minute. Good. Portland had proven a positive
step to his blood pressure, too. While he admired this human shell
he’d chosen for his time on Earth, he didn’t need to have a heart
attack and cut his plans short.

The clock chimed. Bastian and Caleb were
late, again. Irritation prickled deep inside his veins, making his
human body itch. Soldiers needed to be prompt, to be efficient. To
obey.

Dimitrov savored his vodka until the last
drop hit his tongue. At that moment, Bastian and Caleb burst
through the doorway. As usual, Bastian wore designer clothes, but
they were wrinkled. Caleb only dressed in black, but his jeans were
covered in stains.

Shoddy and unkempt—such a poor representation
of their superior kind.

Dimitrov frowned. “You took your sweet
time.”

“Apologies,” Bastian said, catching his
breath.

“What happened?”

Bastian ran his anxious fingers through his
layered hair—the kind of haircut that looks messy but costs two
hundred dollars a pop—and he took a deep breath. “We ran into
some...complications.”

Dimotrov turned away and stared out the
window. “What kind of complications?”

“The Earth Elemental, Terran. He’s discovered
our use of the tunnels.”

Dimotrov spun around, fury pounding through
his body. “And how did he do that? We’ve used the tunnels for
months without any issue.”

Caleb’s chin began to tremble, causing his
straight waist-length black hair to move back and forth around his
face.

“What is it, Caleb?” Dimotrov asked.

Caleb bowed his head. “We do not know how
Terran found us. Tell us what to do, we will fix this. Sorry to
have to have disappointed you, Master.”

Dimitrov took a long look at his humble
soldier, pleased at the gesture of respect. Caleb had been trained
well, in the old camps. He didn’t speak much, but when he did, he
offered reverence. An excellent soldier and someone Dimitrov could
use for centuries to come.

He put his fingers underneath Caleb’s chin
and lifted his face upward. “You may meet my eyes, son.”

Caleb obeyed. And, like a child, Bastian
rolled his eyes.

Dimitrov pushed his way into Bastian’s
personal space. The rash youngster was likely the reason Terran
caught on to their schemes. The young never used caution, and
Bastian had enough arrogance to bring down all the Fallen in
Hell.

“Do you wish to say something, Bastian?”
Dimitrov asked.

“I was busy working. You told me to gather
young girls.” Without any hint of respect, Bastian blathered on. “I
met one on the Waterfront, quite a beauty—”

“And?”

Perhaps the imp had done something right?

Bastian cleared his throat. “Terran must have
seen us. It was two o’clock in the morning, so I don’t see how, but
he followed us into the tunnels. He may have seen the holding
cells.”

Dimitrov clenched his fists. Pure rage flowed
through every blood vessel, feeding each muscle with surging
energy. The whole point to using the tunnels was to stay off the
Elementals’ radar. In one fell swoop, Bastian had ruined that
opportunity.

“And the girl?” Dimitrov asked. “Did you at
least capture her? Is she waiting on the ship?”

Bastian made an audible swallow. “No. The
girl escaped with Terran.”

Dimitrov clenched his fists tighter, making
his skin red. Such a pathetic excuse for a soldier. Why had he
allowed this idiot into his top ranks? Now Bastian had lost a soul
to an Elemental? No excuse. None whatsoever.

With a tight fist, Dimitrov punched Bastian
in the face. The force was enough to knock him to the ground.

“Stupid overconfident idiot!”

“Ouch!” Bastian curled into the fetal
position and stroked his reddened cheek. “Dimitrov—”

“Show some respect,” Dimitrov hissed. “Call
me Master.”

“Master,” Bastian said, this time with a hint
of reverence.

“That’s better.”

Bastian got to his knees and began to stand.
Using robust force, Dimitrov lifted his foot and pressed down on
Bastian’s shoulder. “And you do not have
my permission to rise. Stay on your knees.”

Anger glistened in Bastian’s eyes for a split
second.

“Problem, you careless, stupid fool?”
Dimitrov asked. “You answer to me. You do as I say.”

Bastian slowly shifted his position,
remaining on his knees. “No problem, Master.”

“Good.” Dimitrov stood up straighter,
enjoying reverence from his soldiers. “Now, I have a way we can
keep the Earth Elemental busy while we continue our tasks.”

“Excellent,” Caleb said. “Tell us what to do.
We are with you.”

Dimitrov glanced approvingly at Caleb, and
then shifted his glance to Bastian. What a liability the bastard
had become. Dimitrov had been leader of the Acobi Fallen Angels for
a long time—a position with its share of stress and anxiety. If
only the missions could be accomplished without Bastian’s help, but
they couldn’t.

Bastian waited with an expectant look. “Yes,
sir? How can we help?”

“I need you both to be completely on board
with this strategy, otherwise it will fail. No distractions, no
disobedience.”

Caleb nodded. “We understand.”

Bastian also made an agreeable nod, but he
didn’t seem overly enthusiastic.

Dimitrov breathed in deep, then exhaled. He
had no choice but to trust his soldiers. He couldn’t train any new
souls in the limited time available, and Lucifer would question his
authority if he sent these two back to Hell so soon.

Failure would mean his downfall, an
unacceptable outcome. No way would he follow in the footsteps of
his Fallen brethren. Soren, a fine leader of the Minare clan in New
Orleans, had been banished to Antarctica by Brooke, the Water
Elemental. Then there was Carlyle, leader of the Infernal League in
Manhattan. He and his soldiers failed so miserably against Fire
Elemental Phoenix, that Lucifer had pulled them back into Hell for
eternal torture.

Those two events alone had given Dimitrov
enough panic attacks to qualify for a medical study, but he told no
one. His soldiers knew nothing about the anxiety he now battled day
in and day out, and Dimitrov needed things to remain that way.
Act as if had become his mantra.

Caleb and Bastian would remain his foot
soldiers, despite their shortcomings. Dimitrov would continue to
run things from inside, where he could minimize his dread, his risk
of failure.

“What do you need us to do?” Caleb asked.

“I need you both to answer a question with
complete honesty.”

Caleb began to sweat, practically salivating
at the notion of doing evil. Maybe he could keep an eye on
Bastian’s immaturity.

This plan had to work.

“Tell me,” Dimitrov said. “How do you both
feel about working with a woman?”


CHAPTER EIGHT

In the mid-morning, Terran
took his Ducati to the Columbia River Gorge. His bike handled the
scenic highway’s twists and curves with ease, confirming he’d made
the right choice to leave the car at home.

With each click of the odometer, the Portland
noises faded away. Beneath the canopy of fir trees, he rode into
his safe haven. The Gorge had always been the perfect retreat from
city life. It was a place where sounds of Earth and nature played
in full force. Gushing water from dozens of waterfalls poured into
streams and travelled over smooth rocks, creating a bubbling melody
sweet to his ears.

On any other day, he’d pull off at an
overlook to take photos of the waterfalls. That was his cover job,
a way to fit in with the humans he sought to protect. Not a bad
situation. It definitely had its perks. He liked the solitude, plus
nature photography paid well.

Today, shots of waterfalls just wouldn’t do.
He wanted photos of something different. He rode past the lush
greenery out to the sand dunes, where the air turned arid and the
mountainous terrain became a desert. Not many people drove all the
way to the end of the Gorge. Only in Oregon could the scenery be so
diverse.

He parked his bike and got his camera
equipment out of his tank bag. Glancing around, he searched for the
best angle to shoot. Sunlight burned down at a slant, making
geometric patterns on the bronze-colored sand dunes. He snapped
several shots in rapid succession. A breeze rustled through the
trees to the west, causing the dunes to shift. Lumps became
mountains, flat surfaces blew into shapes. Like a
cool kaleidoscope, he thought.

Longing to capture the nature in slow motion,
he reached out to squeeze the shutter.

“What are you doing here?” a shrill, female
voice asked from behind him.

Startled, he pressed the shutter without
meaning to do so. “Kelly? I...uh...what are you doing here?”

“I asked you first,” she said.

Even though her response reminded him of
someone in grade school, he couldn’t help but think she was kind of
cute. Especially in the midst of nature.

“I’m a freelance photographer.” He stood up
straighter and extended a handshake. “The name’s Terran, nice to
see you again.”

With a wary look, she shook his hand. “Hi.
I’m Kelly.”

“Right.” He stood up straighter, almost
feeling the need to be on guard yet remain polite. Who knows what
this woman had up her sleeve?

“I didn’t expect to see you until the land
use review meeting,” he said.

“Guess it’s a small world.”

“So it is.”

Her gaze turned toward his motorcycle. He
knew that look, the one he’d seen so many times. Part fascination,
part judgment. Like a kid on the high-dive of a swimming pool,
tempted to jump because of the adventure—yet scared to death for
the same reason. And fear always equated to judging others’
choices.

“Ever been on a Ducati?” he asked.

Immediately, her eyes darkened. “No.”

For a second, he thought about offering her a
short ride. To open up a world that Miss Kelly Habersham had likely
never seen. But before he could, she turned her eyes away and
stared at the sand dunes.

The wind had stopped, along with the shifting
particles of sand that made for great photographs. Getting more
photos would be a complete bust at this point. May as well figure
out why Kelly had driven out here. She definitely didn’t seem the
nature girl type.

He set his camera equipment in his bag. “You
can call me whatever you like. Terran, hippie guy, righteous biker
dude.”

She offered a hint of a smile. “People call
you hippie guy?”

“If the shoe fits.” He shrugged. “Besides,
it’s just a nickname.”

She gave a slight nod before returning her
attention to the sand dunes. “I didn’t know Portland had a
mini-desert. I usually turn back after the last waterfall.”

He couldn’t tell whether she was being nice,
or if she behaved differently when she wasn’t in the role of
steamrolling land developer. Probably best to give her the benefit
of the doubt. Figure out what Kelly Habersham was all about.

“Portland has a lot to offer,” he said. “If
you take the time to look.”

Her mouth twitched like it was searching for
conversation but wasn’t sure what to say first. Finally, she asked,
“So, do you work for the paper?”

“No, I’m freelance for some nature
magazines.”

“Really?”

Her eyes twinkled in that moment, and the
sunlight made her dark hair seem lighter. She truly did look
different out here in nature, more relaxed. Yet her gaze seemed a
million miles away.

“Must be nice to not have a boss,” she said,
more to the sand dunes than to him.

“It has its good points.”

He waited for her to make some kind of
reference to their earlier arguments about the condos and the
Waterfront. Bring the conversation back to her earlier agenda.

But she didn’t. Instead, she kept an intense
stare at the dunes. It was like she was wishing for something
unspoken.

“What are
you doing here?” he asked. “You don’t seem
the nature type. No offense.”

She crossed her arms, kept a fixed eye at the
landscape. “I needed a break.”

The wind blew from the west once more. Earth
particles swirled in the air, causing a strange sensation to flow
through him. Everything tingled, from the nape of his neck to the
tips of his toes. Being in the Gorge had that effect, all nature’s
parts congealing.

And yet, this feeling seemed different.

“A break from what?” he asked. “Work?”

“Partly.”

He made a small gesture out to the dunes.
“Well, this is the perfect place for a little solace.”

She shrugged. “So I’ve heard.”

For several seconds, they watched the wind
mold the sand into different heights and widths. With the Earth
Elements all around, he immediately felt at peace. Like being a kid
again, watching clouds and guessing what their shapes looked
like.

And yet, being close to someone as tense as
Kelly, the peaceful feeling vanished within seconds. He racked his
brain trying to think of a conversation topic. Talking about the
weather would be a lame copout. Maybe talk about certain parts of
the Gorge?

“Did you see Multnomah Falls on your way
here?” he asked.

“No, but I saw it yesterday.”

He waited for her to elaborate. Instead, the
silence grew thick. Only the tree frogs and their attempts to sing
filled the air. All the unanswered questions in his mind bubbled
over until he couldn’t keep quiet a second longer.

“Nature’s symphony,” he said. “Can you
imagine if someone built a bunch of glitzy condos right here? Would
ruin one of the most beautiful parts of Portland.”

She offered a half-assed smirk, which,
admittedly, he deserved. The words had escaped his lips before he
could hold them back, but she had that effect on him.

“I couldn’t help myself,” he said,
smiling.

“Uh huh,” she said with a smirk. “And, I’m
not proposing condos here. I’m in favor of the Waterfront, where
businesses and development already exist.”

“Still an intrusion on what nature intended.
Wouldn’t you even partly agree?”

His question, surely, would push her buttons.
But there was no going back now. She’d been a completely different
person here in the Gorge. He had to know why someone who seemed to
appreciate the beauty of nature would become the hardheaded
developer he’d seen earlier.

Keeping a poker face, he added, “I think
nature is worth saving. That’s who I am.”

The veins in her neck bulged, but her voice
remained calm. “Nature and condos can
coexist, you know.”

“Guess we will have to agree to disagree,” he
said. Though it was official. He was intrigued by this woman who
seemed to live in two worlds.

“I have to go.”

“Listen,” he said. “There’s a café a few
exits before the Gorge starts. Why don’t I buy you a cup of
coffee?”

She smoothed her hair with a perfectly
manicured hand. She’d done the same thing at the hearing. Was she
trying to ensure every part of her remained perfect, consistent,
every second of the day? How exhausting.

“I should really get back to work,” she
said.

“One cup of coffee. Everyone needs caffeine,
right?”

He waited, hoping she would say yes. A yes
would give him the chance to get to know her and her motives. Maybe
she would listen to his reasoning to save the tunnels from
development? He had plenty of time to kill. Bastian and the other
Acobi Fallen Angels preferred the darkness, where evil could lurk
in nooks and crannies with no sign of the light. Terran had until
nightfall to seek out Bastian and the others, so why not try to
figure out what Kelly Habersham was all about?

“C’mon,” he said. “This coffeehouse is the
best.”

“Okay. One coffee.”

“Great. Follow me back to the beginning
route.” He pulled out his business card. “My cell number, in case
you get lost.”

She furrowed her brows. “Why would I get
lost? Do I appear inept to you?”

“Whoa.” Why was she being so defensive? He
needed to diffuse that feeling, quick. “I didn’t mean anything bad
by it. Just wanted you to have a way to reach me—”

“Sorry. I guess I’m on edge today.”

Terran bit his lip, stopped himself from
asking, “Today?” Aside from the last few minutes admiring nature’s
view, this one seemed on edge
constantly.

“C’mon. Meet you at the Java
Coffeehouse.”

“Sure,” she said as she got into her car.

Now came the tough part. Trying to figure
this woman out.

#

Kelly gripped her steering wheel. For the
first time, she felt inept as a driver. She hated following
motorcycles. It was always hard to gauge distance. Cars were one
thing; bikes were another. And along the curvy historic parkway,
she didn’t want anything else to go wrong.

Then again, wouldn’t her father like it if
she ran her nemesis off the road? What a headline that would be.
She could just see her brothers patting her on the back through the
jail cell bars for such a move.

No. She would be professional. There were
better ways to handle herself, even if she was in the company of
Mr. Hippie Guy.

After maneuvering the winding parkway, she
followed Terran into the Java Coffeehouse parking lot. Like all
things Portland, the place didn’t fit into any particular mold of
normal. It looked more like a ski lodge in Vale than a standard
coffeehouse. The building was A-Frame design, with timber framing
on the inside. Exposed pieces of rough timbers formed an arch at
the ceiling. Chairs that appeared to be made from tree trunks were
scattered about the room in a random pattern.

She was a long way from Starbucks.

“What do you like?” Terran asked. He thumbed
through his wallet.

Not much. The menu
didn’t have the usual descriptions. No café lattes, no half-caff
mochas. Everything bore a strange title like Oregon Caffeine Kick,
Powerhouse Portland Mix, and more.

“What’s comparable to a latte?” she
asked.

“The Lighter Side of Portland,” he said. He
looked at the cashier. “Make that two.”

The barista made their drinks and set them on
the counter.

Kelly grabbed a packet of Splenda, two
napkins, and then stopped short.

“What’s wrong?” Terran asked.

“Where are we supposed to sit? I can’t sit on
top of a tree trunk doubling for a chair.”

Terran grinned like he knew a secret joke.
Was he making fun of her, in his own way?

“C’mon, they have picnic tables in the back
of the building.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. While she
could play tomboy after growing up with three brothers, she wasn’t
looking forward to attempting to sit on a tree trunk and remain
professional at the same time.

Once they were seated, she took a sip of the
coffee. “Wow, this tastes amazing.”

His eyes gleamed. “Told you.”

She nodded, taking another sip to stall for
time. What were they supposed to talk about? She had nothing in
common with a biker.

“How long have you been a developer?” Terran
asked.

Good. He asked about work. She could do this.
She could talk about work until she passed out.

“I grew up with the business. My Dad and my
brothers were all architects, builders, developers, you name it.
Guess you could say I was meant for this.”

“But do you enjoy it?”

The coffee hung in the back of her throat,
almost burning the skin. What kind of question
was that?

He kept a steady gaze on her, his brown eyes
brimming with concern. Why did he care? Why ask such a personal
question? And what the hell was she supposed to say? Yes, she
enjoyed it. There was no other answer.

“Of course,” she said. “The Waterfront is my
first solo project for my father’s firm. I’m going to run the
entire thing.”

He shrugged. “Impressive, I guess.”

Irritation spread through her every limb. A
headache was coming on.

“You guess? Of course it’s impressive. Do you
know what it takes for a woman to make it in an all-male family?
The kind of stamina required, the persistence, the—”

“But do you like any
of it? If you could do anything, build anything, would it really be
condos?”

Her throat began to itch. Yet this man’s
brown eyes had such intensity, such concern for her happiness.
She’d never seen that trait in her father’s eyes. Not once.

“I...I mean....”

He leaned in closer. She could see the dented
lines of worry between his thick brows. “Pretend that you can build
or do anything. What would it be? Hypothetically?”

“Hypothetically?” That seemed safer to
answer, like she’d been given a free pass.

“Yes.”

What did she have to lose? They were talking
ideas, not practicalities.

“I like property management. That’s a plus of
being in my family’s business. I guess, if it were up to me, I’d
run a small inn or maybe a bed and breakfast. Manage the
place.”

The edges of his lips curled up into a really
nice smile. “That’s a great idea.”

She could feel her muscles begin to clench,
like they were tightening up on her for wishing such a thing. Every
muscle, every instinct in her being had been trained to do what her
father wanted. Now they were revolting for even thinking of
betraying his wishes.

“But running a B&B isn’t reality,” she
said. “It’s a fantasy.”

“Doesn’t have to be.” He downed a few swigs
of his coffee. “I think you’d be great.”

She grabbed her cup, took another few
swallows. “Well, thanks. I should be going.”

“Kelly—”

“Thanks for the coffee.” She stood up.
Grabbed her purse. Then she walked away from Terran and his wild
ideas as fast as she could.

 



CHAPTER NINE

Terran sat on the bench,
dumbfounded. This human woman spooked so easily. She must’ve burned
her tongue swigging down the last of her coffee.

He’d hoped for a chance to discuss the
Waterfront, to explain that she shouldn’t mess with the Shanghai
Tunnels. Instead, he’d tried to get her to open up. For a brief
moment, it seemed like she had.

Then she panicked. Just like a cat who’d
figured out it was on its way to the vet.

Shake it off. You have important work to do.

He grabbed his things and rode his bike to
Old Town. Kelly didn’t need to be at the center of his attention.
Right now, he needed to figure out Bastian’s strategy. Find out how
the Acobi Fallen Angels were trapping young girls.

Being daylight, Terran likely wouldn’t run
into any Acobi, but he could still explore the Shanghai Tunnels for
clues. He could even play tourist and check out the Underground
that way.

He parked his motorcycle along a main street
and paid the meter. Just to be safe, he put in two hours’ worth. If
only he could run into the tunnels, cause an Earthquake, and
forever bring down Bastian and the other Acobi Fallen Angels.

Alas, he couldn’t. This was the twenty-first
century. He had to consider the general public’s safety and not
arouse suspicion. Many humans didn’t embrace the supernatural.
Anyone suspicious was often locked up for being misunderstood. He
didn’t need the unwanted attention.

Besides, there might be more young girls
trapped in the labyrinth of cells beneath Old Town Portland. Terran
couldn’t risk anything happening to them.

His approach needed to be delicate. He would
keep Kelly out of harm’s way by stalling her every move on the
condos. Meanwhile, he’d do some recon and figure out how the
tunnels were laid out. Get the lay of the land before initiating
his attack.

Joining the Hobo’s restaurant Shanghai
Tunnels tour seemed the ideal solution. He wore a baseball cap and
dark glasses, an attempt to be a tourist, and approached
Hobo’s.

An older woman with wiry gray hair unfolded
her Portland walking map. “This is the place.”

A man in a matching sweater asked, “Are you
sure? I thought the tour was underground.”

“On the Web, it said Hobo’s.” She opened the
front door and they all walked inside.

Impressive that someone her age would know
how to use the Internet. Terran’s observation had been that most
humans shrink away from technology as they get older.

“Excuse me, ma’am, but is this the Shanghai
Tunnel tours?”

She nodded, her head bobbing up and down so
fast it reminded him of that old bird toy, where the bird bobbed
its head into a glass of water. Up and down.

Good. He could mix and mingle with the
tourists, see the Underground, and look for clues while avoiding
Bastian. The Acobi wanted the tunnels—that was for certain—but
Terran doubted they would risk being seen during daytime tours.

Hobo’s was a historic building turned
restaurant that offered a comfortable place to meet for the tours.
Terran didn’t get the bull-in-china-shop feeling he sometimes had
in historic places. He browsed while the other tourists chatted
about their adventures. When the older lady mentioned she’d grown
sick of clam chowder, an Oregon favorite, Terran smiled wide. He
knew the feeling.

“All those going on the Underground tour,
please meet in the side entrance of the restaurant,” a voice said
over the loudspeaker.

Terran followed the group to a side entrance
outside. A metal door opened up in the pavement, revealing a
stairway to the Underground. For a split second, Terran hunched his
shoulders, clenched his teeth. Ready to fight, ready to protect. In
New York, the Fallen Angels used underground cellars to teleport
across Manhattan. Terran half-expected an Acobi to emerge from
under the concrete.

Instead, a curly-haired guy with a tour
nametag came out. “Hello, and welcome to the Underground tour! Come
this way.”

Relaxing his muscles, Terran followed the
tourists down the steps. The room had dust and stone walls. Both
were Earthen Elements. No Bastian, no Caleb, no Dimitrov in sight.
Good.

Arched brick doorways had been built to
sturdy the transition from room to room. As with every tour geared
toward the public, the guide was dressed in old sailor attire.
So this is where actors go between
auditions.

The tour guide rambled on, using just the
right inflections to speak the myths and legends of the Portland
Underground.

“These are the holding cells,” he said.

The older woman on the tour gasped. “Oh, my
heavens.”

“They said Portland never had a shortage of
people for a crew,” the guide said. “Once able-bodied people were
trapped, they stayed in holding cells until another ship came into
port. Then those unfortunate folks entered a life of slavery,
prostitution, and unspeakable things. Portland’s history is filled
with darkness and corruption, ladies and gentlemen.”

And history will continue
to repeat itself unless I stop the Acobi.

The terrible Shanghai acts were far from
over. Greedy humans were to blame for the 1850s Portland. But
today, Fallen Angels were behind the latest Shanghai events.

But what exactly had Bastian and the Acobi
planned to accomplish? Sell the young girls and ship them overseas?
Force them into a life of slavery or prostitution? Or be forced to
help the Acobi with whatever latest mission they had planned?

If Terran hadn’t rescued Ashley from Bastian
that night on the Waterfront, what would her fate have become?

All unanswered questions—and Terran needed to
get some answers.

#

When the tour guide hit his groove, barely
stopping to take a breath in between tales of Old Time Portland,
Terran took ten steps back into the shadows. The tourists, with
their gaping jaws and gleaming eyes, wouldn’t even notice Terran
had left the group. He hoped.

Keep me hidden, I ask of
you. Let me become unnoticed within these Earthen walls.

His Elements—limestone, soil, a tiny green
plant struggling to grow between two planks—listened. With his back
pressed against a wall, he remained unseen by the tourists as they
continued their trek through the Underground.

Perfect. Terran glanced around to get his
bearings. Underground Portland had several dark tunnel entrances.
Each one seemed blacker than the other. Next to the far right
tunnel, old reddish bricks sealed with cracked mortar formed a
partial wall. There was a hole in the center, the ideal entrance to
a portal of evil.

He crawled through, getting some brick dust
on his clothes in the process. Connecting with his Earthen Element
rejuvenated him even further.

Now to find out what really happened in the
Underground. No legends, no slick-talking tour guide, no myths.

Just the truth.

 



CHAPTER TEN

Once through the entry
portal, Terran sneezed. Then he sneezed again. Crap. He didn’t need
to be making noise right now. Staying hidden was essential.

“Is...is someone there?” a quivering, female
voice asked.

Terran stood perfectly still. Had Bastian
trapped other girls down here?

“Please? Help me?”

The plea might be a trap. Terran would need
to be on his guard, but helping others was in his blood. He
couldn’t just walk away.

He crept down the narrow tunnel, using a
small flashlight to guide his way. The further he walked, the
mustier the air smelled.

“Hello?”

“Down here,” the voice cried.

He kept himself adjacent to the tunnel walls.
If this was a trap, then he could at least have connections to
Earth Elements at his disposal.

“I’m coming,” he whispered. “Are you
hurt?”

“No, just trapped.”

Trapped? So his suspicions were true? The
Acobi were using these underground cells to keep underage girls
locked up.

Nausea tugged at his gut, but he picked up
his pace. Every twist, every turn seemed to go on forever. The web
of tunnels made up the Underground, a giant catacomb beneath
Portland. People could live their whole lives in Oregon and never
realize another world existed beneath their feet. That was probably
what Bastian counted on—using old legends to cloak his evil
deeds.

Terran walked another ten steps and came to a
split. One tunnel led to the left, one to the right. Both paths
were dark and close together, like hollowed-out skeleton eye
sockets.

“Hello?” Terran called. “Which tunnel are you
in?”

There was a shriek, followed by crying.

“Ma’am?”

“In here.” Her muffled sob came from the left
side.

He raced down the path until he saw a red,
old-style lamp hanging from an iron spike in the wall. Rumor had
it, in the mid to late nineteenth century, these red lamps were
meant to designate holding cells for women to be sold into
prostitution.

Of course, it could be a trap.

With caution, he stepped forward with
clenched fists. He would defend himself if need be. But instead of
danger, he saw her through a small opening in the door. A woman,
maybe in her early twenties, sitting in a holding cell chair, her
arms and legs tied with ropes. The protective nature in him, a
surging force he couldn’t control, now escalated as he gawked at
her beauty.

She was truly the loveliest creature he’d
ever seen. He didn’t usually pay attention to human females in the
romantic way. Yet he couldn’t take his eyes off her red-lace corset
top and tight blue jeans. Silver, grayish hair fell straight to her
shoulders, giving her a stylish appearance. Gray wasn’t usually an
appealing color on women so young, but on her, it worked.

Deep blue eyes, almost like sapphires,
watered when she looked up at him. “Please...please help me.”

Adrenaline shot through him and the metallic
flavor rolled around in his mouth. Resuming his protective stance,
he said, “I’m going to get you out of there, miss.”

Her chin trembled. “You’re not one of them,
are you?”

“Who?”

“Those creeps who put me in here.”

“No. Once I get you out, you need to tell me
what they looked like.”

“I don’t want to remember,” she whispered, as
a tear fell down her pale cheek.

“What’s your name?”

“Sadie.”

“Hello, Sadie. I’m Terran. You’re going to be
okay.”

She nodded, and some of her stress lines on
her forehead began to fade.

“Can you get us out of here?” she asked.
“They took my purse. No keys, nothing sharp that I could use to cut
myself free.”

“I’ll figure something out.” He ran his
fingers over the Earthen-wall blockade that shielded the door. The
material had been made from old trees. Terran could probably move
the door out of the way, with some effort.

Not in front of a stranger, however. She
couldn’t know he was an Elemental.

“Sadie, do you trust me?”

She blinked. “I guess so.”

“Close your eyes.”

“What?”

He couldn’t blame her self-preservation
instincts. Think, man. Think of a reason why she
needs to have her eyes closed.

“I’m going to see if I can push the door
open. I don’t want you to get dust or anything in your eyes.”

Gee, that was lame. How would she get harmed
by falling dust? He really needed to get better at this.

But, to his surprise, she relented.

Good. Work fast. He
shoved the door to the left. Release, I ask of
you.

The thick door moved at his command, leaving
a gap large enough for her to escape.

“Open your eyes,” he said, grinning.

When she did, her mouth fell open. It was
then that he noticed her dark red lipstick. He wanted to kiss
her.

No. Focus.

“How did you do that?” she asked.

For a few seconds, he kept his hand on the
Earthen door to regain his strength. “Ancient trick.”

“That was amazing.”

When his strength returned, he stepped inside
the cell and cut her loose with his pocket knife. “C’mon, let’s
go.”

She shook her wrists, revealing the red marks
that looked like burns. Probably a result of rubbing them against
the ropes to escape. When she stood up, she threw her arms around
his neck.

Oh boy. He patted her gently on the back,
unsure what else to do. Her gratitude felt overzealous compared to
other humans. She exhibited newness and excitement, along with a
stirring in him he hadn’t known before.

“We should go,” he said. “Get us both above
ground, where it’s safe.”

She released her grip on his neck and her
shapely arms fell to her sides. “Good idea.”

They followed the twisting path of the
tunnel. Every wall and ceiling looked alike. What if they were
walking in circles? Maybe he should’ve left a trail of bread
crumbs.

Suddenly, Terran heard something, a loud,
whirring noise.

“What?” Sadie asked.

“Do you hear that? I think it’s water.”

The sound seemed to flow all around them,
coming through the ceiling, the floor, and the walls. Could they be
close to the river? The Shanghai Tunnels had several entrances and
exits.

“Keep moving,” he said. “We need to get to
the river.” A feeling of hope began to flicker inside him. They
could escape this maze.

After walking one hundred feet or so, a
narrow opening revealed the tiny lights along the ship docking
stations of the Willamette River. So this was where all the goods
from Portland Underground were brought out to the ships in port.
Not just food and supplies, but Shanghaied slaves.

Terran and Sadie breathed a simultaneous
breath of relief. They had managed to escape the dark Underground
maze.

“Where do you live? I’ll see you home,” he
said. “And we should probably tell the cops—”

“No police. I just want to forget this
happened.” Her silvery hair turned white in the full moon’s glow.
“I live about six blocks from here.”

He hoped to change her mind about the police.
Still, if she refused, then he could at least make sure she got
home safely.

On the way to her place, Terran heard a loud
boom. He grabbed Sadie and pulled her behind a birch tree.

“What are you—?”

“Shh. Just stay hidden.”

His eyes darted to the large ships in port.
Where had the noise come from? Something didn’t feel right. The
hairs on his arms stood erect, but there appeared to be no physical
danger. Another loud boom followed. This came from a ship labeled
The Damnation.

Terran glanced at the torn mast, the
hole-infested outer planks, and then saw him. Caleb, another
top-ranking Acobi Fallen Angel, tacked up ropes and supplies like
he was setting sail on a vacation.

What the hell? Could The
Damnation be the ship the Acobi planned to use to transport
underage girls? How did Fallen Angels manage to get themselves a
ship in the first place? Had Caleb reaped a captain’s soul and
simply stolen one of the ships in port? No, not likely. And why not
steal a good ship, ready to go? Not the barnacle bust that Caleb
worked on.

“What is it?” Sadie whispered.

Crap. Terran had momentarily forgotten Sadie
by his side. He couldn’t go into detailed explanations about Fallen
Angels and Elementals.

“I need to get you home,” he said.

Without warning, Sadie screamed. Loud.

He cupped his hand over her mouth.
Immediately pulled both of them down to the ground. They needed to
remain hidden.

“What the hell are you doing?” he
whispered.

She pointed to the ship.

Terran took a deep breath. “I’m going to take
my hand off your mouth now. Do not scream, okay?”

She nodded, her hair bouncing with her
head.

“Okay.” He released his hand. “What’s going
on?”

“That’s one of the men who trapped me.”

Terran swallowed hard. “I thought you said
you didn’t get a good look at them.”

Her tiny frame began to tremble. “I didn’t
think I did, but I recognize him now. Those angular thin
cheekbones, that stringy hair down his back.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes.” She snuggled closer to him. “He was
one of the men who took me.”

Crap. Terran needed to get Sadie home safe,
and then figure out what was happening in Portland. Before Kelly
built over the tunnels with condos and before these Fallen Angels
escaped with innocent women trapped on a ship, headed to who knows
where....
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An hour later, Terran bought two beers and
walked to the rear table in the bar, where Sadie waited. She’d been
too afraid to go straight home, said she’d feel better after a
quick drink.

He uncapped his and took a swig. Now came the
hard part.

“Sadie, I need you to tell me what happened
to you. Can you do that?”

She met his stare. “Are you a cop or
something?”

“Or something.” It was as good an answer as
any.

“Well, I can’t remember much.”

“Try. It’s important.”

She shrugged, took a swallow of her Blue
Moon. “I met up with my friends for dinner at Hobo’s. I got dizzy,
so I went to the restroom and—”

He searched her eyes for an answer. None
came.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t remember
anything else, except I woke up in that holding cell. The man we
saw on the ship walked past my cell a few times.”

“Think. Do you remember anything else?”

“I did hear voices one night, male voices.
One of them mentioned a plan to....”

She blinked fast. Trying to stop tears,
maybe?

“Sadie, I know this is difficult. What plan
did they mention?”

Smoothing her hair, she answered, “They
wanted to sell me into prostitution, ship me off somewhere. That
man said I’d be sold to the highest bidder.”

“Sold,” Terran repeated, the word sounding
foreign. He knew big cities ran on sex and slave trade, whether the
fact was admitted in polite company or not. But based on Sadie’s
description, Bastian no longer kept women in dungeons for his own
pleasure. He planned to sell them.

A knot formed in Terran’s stomach. What if he
hadn’t rescued the young girl that night on the Waterfront? Would
Bastian have forced her into a life of prostitution? And what about
all these months, when Portland had been quiet? How many girls had
already been shipped off, when Terran thought the Acobi were simply
lurking around but not taking any action?

The thought sent shudders up his spine. How
many innocents had been trapped on his watch?

“Are you okay?” Sadie asked.

He looked up, trying to step out of his
reverie. “Just a lot on my mind.”

Sadie tilted her head, her expression
quizzical. “You know the ones who took me, don’t you?”

Damn, she was perceptive. “I might.”

“But you’re not one of them.”

“No, I’m the good guy.” He offered a kind
glance, trying to make light of the conversation and avoid telling
her anything else.

“Well, thank you, good guy, for rescuing me.”
Her full lips curled into a smile.

“You’re welcome.”

He wanted to reach across the table and kiss
her. What was he thinking? Elementals can’t date humans. Well,
Brooke and Phoenix had gotten away with it with their respective
significant others, but surely Universe wouldn’t allow Terran to
date a human female.

But what if He would allow it?

Stop. You need to work.

He took the last swig of his beer.

She gathered her things. “I guess you need to
go now, right?”

“I do, but I’m going to give you my number.
If you remember anything else, or if they try to hurt you again,
call me.”

She put his card in her wallet. “Never
thought I’d have my own white knight’s business card.”

“I’m here all week,” he joked. It wasn’t
exactly a joking moment, but he needed to keep things light between
them.

“Thanks again, Terran.”

When she said his name, goose bumps broke out
all down his arms. He’d never reacted like this with another
human.

“C’mon, I’ll see you home.”

She followed by his side. They made small
talk as they walked the historic streets back to her apartment. All
the while, he couldn’t stop thinking about what it would feel like
to kiss her. To taste her rosy red lips against his, to press his
hands against her back and pull her into him.

Lordy, he was in trouble.

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Bastian leaned against the
wall of the bar, right behind the bouncer. This was his haven, the
best place to seek out fresh meat.

Long ago, Bastian had reaped the bouncer’s
soul for his many terrible sins. He’d been an easy mark to enslave.
With the bouncer at his command, all Bastian had to do was wait for
underage girls to attempt to enter the bar. Teenagers always tried.
In the past, the bouncer sent them away. Not since he belonged to
Bastian.

It was the perfect business deal.

Several women in flowing dresses came inside.
Two of them stared longingly, practically undressing him with their
seductive glances. Bastian smiled, more out of politeness than
anything else. He had no interest in these two. Anyone over
eighteen? Too old.

Frat boys traveled in rowdy packs, entering
the bar and instantly dropping the average I.Q. in the place. They
behaved just like the hell hounds when in a group. Bastian
considered sending them all straight to Hell, but why bother? They
were well on their way.

Time ticked by. Where were the teen girls?
Perhaps being a weeknight, many were doing homework. What happened
to the good ole days, when sixteen-year-olds snuck out of the house
on school nights to go to a bar with a fake I.D.?

“Slow tonight, isn’t it?” he asked the
bouncer.

“Yep.” The bouncer flexed his ample muscles.
“It’s autumn. Lots of school activities this time of year. Don’t
know if you’ll get anyone tonight.”

Damn. Bastian hadn’t thought of that. He’d
enjoyed a sex-fest summer filled with sinning girls in their string
bikinis. Who invented this school concept? Teenage girls deserved
to do what they wanted, in as little clothing as possible. What
good was school? Education only taught the fairer sex that they had
choice and power. Something Bastian wanted to ensure girls didn’t
learn.

“I’ll give it another half-hour. Then I’m
hunting elsewhere,” Bastian said. He grabbed a cold ale from the
bar’s fridge and popped the cap. The chilled liquid soothed his
throat.

The bartender shot him an angry look. Bastian
nodded toward the bouncer. Bouncer Boy let him drink free, and no
one was going to interfere with that
tradition.

Out of nowhere, two beautiful girls
approached. Excellent. One blonde, one brunette, both looked
seventeen. They wore enough makeup to appear older, but Bastian
knew better. Their perfume, their feminine smell, all sent tingles
into his nostrils. Fresh meat.

“Here come my dates now.”

“These two?” the bouncer asked.

“Yes,” Bastian ordered. He slapped the
bouncer on the shoulder.

When they reached the entryway, they began to
fidget with their purses. Bastian seized the opportunity.

“Forget your identification in your other
purses, ladies?”

Their eyes gleamed. “Yes,” they said in
unison.

“Let them in,” Bastian said. “I’ll vouch for
them.”

For the sake of appearances, the bouncer
asked each girl her age. This way, the lying females entered the
bar of their own free will. It was the first step to trapping
them.

“Come,” Bastian said. “Share my table.”

They eagerly followed, like trained dogs. Oh
yes. He would have fun tonight.

After a few beers, the girls excused
themselves to the restroom.

This was his chance. Bastian caught the
bartender’s eye and snapped his fingers. Moments later, three
punch-like drinks in fancy glasses arrived at his table. With a
swift movement, Bastian pulled the vial from his pocket and poured
half the contents into each girl’s drink.

Then he sat back and watched, like a hawk
with its curved sharp claws waiting to grip the unsuspecting
rabbit.

An hour later, Bastian snapped the steel
handcuffs around each girl’s tiny wrist, binding them to chains
dangling from overhead. He’d placed the girls in adjacent holding
cells in the Shanghai Tunnels. Only a tiny window connected the two
cells, allowing the panic and fear to flourish.

They should regain consciousness soon. The
potion in their drinks had been strong, but shouldn’t keep them
asleep for long. He ran his fingers over the brunette’s
perfectly-rounded breasts. A thirty-six C, most likely.

She slowly fluttered her eyes.
“What...where...am I?”

He pressed his lips close to hers. “You’re
mine, my sweetness.”

Her eyes flew open, her pupils enlarged until
the blue color in her eyes was barely visible. “What are you
doing?”

“Taking you for my own.”

She struggled against the chains. “Why am I
tied up? Where’s Rachel?”

Bastian traced his finger under her chin,
forcing her to look him in the eye. “She’s in the next cell
over.”

“Cell? What’s going on?”

He pointed to the tiny square, less than
three inches wide. “She’s still under the influence. A shame, both
of you being underage, breaking the law, committing an ongoing
sin—”

“What?” She wrestled harder against the
cuffs, shaking the chains until they rattled.

“Envy and pride,” Bastian said.

“What are you talking about? Who the hell are
you?”

He bowed, using his best theatric body
language. “I am Bastian. And you are?”

“Karen. Let me go!”

“No, I’m afraid I can’t do that. You and your
friend have regularly committed two of the Seven Deadly Sins. You
chose to sneak into the bar. Your pride kept you from disclosing
your true age. Then you chose to spend time with me, meaning I can
do with you as I please.”

Stress lines formed on her forehead. Then her
chin began to tremble, as if she were suddenly imagining all the
things he could do to her.

“Please? Let us go.”

“No, my lovely. I cannot do that, but I do
have a present for you.”

She strained her neck to wipe her face on her
shoulder. The chains snapped her back into place. “I don’t want a
present. I want to go home.”

He picked up a box with a red bow near his
feet. “For you and your friend. It’s time to get dressed.”

She looked down at her clothes. “We are
dressed.”

He cast a wicked smile. “Not for your old
life, sweetheart. For your new one.”

 



CHAPTER TWELVE

Dimitrov rolled over and
buried his face into his feather pillow. He needed to wake up.
Plenty of work to accomplish. Time waited for no one, especially
not Fallen Angels.

He pushed himself upward, only to notice the
pillow was no longer white—but covered in blood stains.

Blood?

Adrenalin surge. His skin suddenly felt hot,
wet. He wiped off the sweat from his forehead. A metallic taste
dripped along the insides of his mouth.

What had happened last night? He must have
blacked out. Had he been in some kind of fight?

He ran his hands across his body. Bullet
holes? Nada. Stab wounds? None. Yet dried blood stuck to his neck,
chest, and his legs. Seeing the caked red blotches sent his vision
into a spinning dance. Around and around, one big blur with a side
of nausea.

No pain. In fact, he felt fine. That didn’t
mean much, though. Sometimes humans went into shock and didn’t feel
pain, either. And he did have this human shell for his time on
Earth. He stood up and turned around in front of a mirror.

Apparently he’d been in some sort of battle?
There were scratches on his arms, but no lethal wounds. What if
he’d done something stupid during his blackout? Had cameras caught
any activity that he may have partaken in? Shit. Had he killed
someone? Whose blood was he covered in? He thumped his forehead
with his hand. Why the hell couldn’t he remember?

He scanned the room. Where were his clothes?
A glance to the right confirmed his pants were on the floor. Next
to them, his shoes were caked and muddy.

Why?

Breathe. Stay calm, don’t
let your blood pressure give you a heart attack.

All strategies, all planning for the Acobi
tactics had been from within the comfort of his home. He never
ventured out more than necessary. So where had he gone last night?
More importantly, what had he done?

He searched every corner of his mind for the
answer. Thong-clad strippers on Internet porn, some calls to his
Fallen brothers in Napa Valley to consult on things, and
then....

Nothing. He’d quickly fallen asleep.

Where had the blood come from, then?

He stared at his precious white sheets, now
stained. Had he become so inebriated that he’d walked through the
woods and fought with someone? A possible scenario, but highly
unlikely— he’d only had a few vodka shots.

Was he going crazy? Stress could put extra
pressure on the mind. Being in charge of two incompetent underlings
for his Shanghai Tunnels plan was no picnic, especially with
Bastian always testing him, pushing his buttons.

No. If he couldn’t remember the events of
last night, he needed to put the whole thing out of his mind.
Whatever happened was over. He certainly wouldn’t let anyone know
he’d had a huge memory lapse. Especially Caleb and Bastian.

The last thing Dimitrov needed was a mutiny.
He needed to remain capable, strong—a deserving Acobi leader.

He showered off the blood and threw away the
bloody sheets. For the remainder of the day, he coordinated mission
updates between Bastian and Caleb by phone. When evening came,
Dimitrov poured himself another glass of vodka. He would only have
one glass tonight. Keep the memory lapses away.

Lying back in his chair, an insatiable desire
taunted him. Too much stress demanded he do something for release.
He needed a woman, someone who knew what she was doing. Yes, a
hooker. He could get his rocks off, all while having someone else
in the same room. It was the ideal solution. If he woke up, went
anywhere, the woman beside him would notice.

Perfect. Reaching for his black book, he
paged through the redheads and called the second name from the
top.
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Dimitrov grunted and rolled off the shapely
hooker. Her auburn hair spread across the pillow in every
direction, unkempt and sexy.

What a night. If broads were spices, then
redheads were the hot sauce of the lot.

He glanced up. His bedroom didn’t have walls
as much as floor-to-ceiling windows. Daylight. Judging by the sun’s
diagonal slant, it must be mid-morning.

Then he remembered the blood. With his eyes
partially open, he looked at the hooker, at himself, at the bed. No
blood. No red stains, only sex ones.

With a sigh of relief, he sat up in bed.
Good. The blacking out and coming home bloody had only been a
one-time deal. No one ever had to know.

He slipped out of the covers, wrapped a towel
around his waist, and plodded into the kitchen. The checklist for
the days’ work ran through his mind. Had Caleb finished the repairs
to the ship? Had Bastian stayed out of trouble yet been productive?
Were they working well with their newest partner? All questions
which needed to be answered.

His cell chirped with Bastian’s ringtone.
Dirty Deeds, Done Dirt Cheap by ACDC. Fitting.

“Yeah? What’s the latest update?” Dimitrov
answered.

“I have two more,” Bastian said. “That makes
nine, minus the two Terran helped get away.”

“We need ten.”

“Why don’t you come to the Waterfront? Help
us pick out the last one?”

Dimitrov’s breath caught in his throat. He
couldn’t risk being exposed, out in public. What if a camera caught
him killing someone, and that person recognized him along the
Waterfront? No. He couldn’t allow that to happen. His soldiers
couldn’t know about his anxiety. Couldn’t ever know, or they might
try to overthrow him. Previous Fallen leaders stronger than him had
tried and failed in their attempts—all because they allowed
themselves to be out in the open.

Dimitrov wasn’t stupid enough to repeat their
mistakes. He could avoid failure by staying put and managing his
team from inside these walls.

“I have my hands full here,” he said. It was
true. Miss Redhead was definitely a handful.

Bastian’s sigh was loud enough to be heard
across the state of Oregon. “You never leave your house anymore.
Come with us. Come into the tunnels.”

The tiny hairs on the back of Dimitrov’s neck
shot upward. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead, and he could
hear his thundering pulse in his ears. He needed to give a good
excuse. Fast. Before he wound up in the fetal position under a
table and gasping for breath, and definitely before Bastian knew
anything was wrong.

“Wish I could, but I must handle things here.
You and Caleb are capable. Keep me posted on getting the tenth
girl.”

That sounded official. Didn’t it?

“Will do,” Bastian said matter-of-factly.

“I must go now.”

“Bye.”

Dimitrov snapped his phone shut. That hadn’t
gone the way he wanted. Why did Bastian insist on all of them being
near the Waterfront? On all of them being anywhere? Bastian and
Caleb, along with any souls they ensnared, were perfectly capable
of handling things without him being by their side.

He poured himself a cup of coffee, black, and
watched the slow-moving Columbia River ebb and flow through its
natural trench.

Lucifer had entrusted him with the Pacific
Northwest. Failure had repercussions. Dimitrov would not fail. He
would remain safe, inside this secluded home with floor to ceiling
windows. Here, he could see the beauty of Portland. All while
organizing. Managing. Disciplining. But from inside his castle. Not
out there, not in the world where Elementals could ruin him.

He would not meet the same fate as Soren and
Carlyle. He would be smarter. Better.

“Hello?” The hooker’s voice was muffled. “Are
you there?”

“In the kitchen.”

She appeared with a silk sheet wrapped around
her exquisite body. “Morning.”

He nodded. “Coffee?”

“Definitely.”

He handed her a cup.

In the light of day, she seemed...different.
Her nose wriggled when she tasted the coffee he’d made, as if he’d
done it wrong. She made tiny slurping sounds between each sip.
Annoying. Guess hookers were more alluring by night, within the
dark shadows of evil. He’d needed her last night to ensure nothing
strange happened. Now, he wanted her to leave as soon as
possible.

“When you finish up, I need to get work
done,” he said.

Her wide eyes looked up. “You didn’t want to
go again? I thought you wanted me to stay.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

Daggered lines formed between her brows. She
was hurt. Hurt? Really? The whole point of paying for a hooker was
to avoid emotion, to avoid any romance.

“Um, okay.”

She sipped louder and faster. Slurp sounds
that reverberated in his ears. Nails on a chalkboard would be a
better noise. Anger flooded through his veins, and he could feel
his blood pressure escalating. She was no longer sexy. She was
contributing to his already-skyrocketing anxiety.

Get out now!”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “What’s your
problem?”

“You’re annoying me. Get out.”

She slammed down her cup, causing the coffee
to brim over and spill across the glass table. “Fine. You’re
certainly different the morning after. Damn bastard.”

Within a second, his hand gripped her throat.
He pressed her body against the wall, keeping her feet off the
floor. She struggled for breath.

“Do you know the main truth about hookers?”
he bellowed.

She coughed, wiggling her feet and searching
for ground. “What?”

“Men don’t pay hookers to fuck. Men pay
hookers to leave.”

Her body went limp for a second, as if the
comment had struck her heart. Good. If she was in this business,
she needed to hear the truth.

He let her feet touch ground for a moment,
just enough to catch her breath. Then he shoved her up on the wall
again.

“Know what else?” He pressed hard against her
windpipe.

She shook her reddened face no.

“Men want respect. And me, I don’t just want
it, I demand it. Understand?”

Her lips began to turn blue. “Y...yes.”

“Good.”

He pushed her away from the wall and onto the
floor. “Now do as I say. Leave.”

She gripped her hands to her throat, coughing
and wheezing for air.

“Did you say something?” he asked.

“No.” She stood up. “I’m going now.”

“Not before you clean up the coffee you
spilled. Then get out.”

With wide eyes, fear swimming in her bluish
pools, she grabbed a towel and wiped down her mess.

“Respect for me. Respect for my house,” he
said. How could she not already know this?

With a trembling chin, she nodded.

“Good dog.”

She scowled at him, but immediately lowered
her eyes. Smart broad. She threw on her clothes in record time,
grabbed her things, and sprinted for the door. “I’m leaving.”

“About damn time.”

After she left, Dimitrov cracked his
knuckles. Yes. He hadn’t lost his touch. He could control people
from inside his home. No need to risk what Soren and Carlyle had.
No need for him to venture outside.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Kelly shifted all the
papers, plans, and blueprints on her desk. Her dad had finally
relented to her pleas. He would give her two weeks to regain
control of the tunnels project. If she failed, he would force her
to accept her brothers’ help—and constant supervision, no
doubt.

This meant she had two weeks to prove
herself.

Breathe. You can do this.

She’d blown her first meeting, but she
wouldn’t blow the follow-up. Once she had her proposal approved,
then things would fall into place. Posting public notices, having
the official zoning hearing, all leading up to the day construction
started.

She would be prepared for every step of the
way, no matter what her family thought.

Every chart was in its place. Colors,
statistics, and cut-outs showed how much revenue her project would
bring into Portland. This job wasn’t something to fear; it was just
a big show-and-tell.

She’d always won at show-and-tell in grade
school. She would win at this.

All the paperwork was properly filed. Her
only obstacle, if she managed to get past the zoning commission,
was the historical society and people like Terran. But she had a
plan, one she would use if forced to do so.

The phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Ms. Kelly Habersham?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“This is Cate at the Community Development
Center—”

“Great! I’m just compiling all the
information I’m planning to bring to the meeting tomorrow—”

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.” The
woman cleared her throat. “You appear to be missing several forms
required for your land use review.”

The woman’s monotone voice may as well have
been announcing train stops on a subway line.

Kelly clenched her jaw as she walked over to
close her office door. She didn’t want her dad or brothers to hear
this conversation.

“But I’ve submitted everything already. The
preliminary meeting on my proposal approval is tomorrow. If I can’t
present my proposal to them tomorrow, I have to wait weeks before
the next one.”

“In the case of building condos along the
Waterfront, particularly near the tunnels, we need an additional
B-C87 form.”

A sharp pain seared its way into Kelly’s
head. Great. Now a migraine was coming on?

“Listen,” she said. “I need to get this
right. What can I do?”

“You need to submit the paperwork again. I
will notify you if anything else is missing within three weeks.
Then, presuming all is up to par, we can schedule your zoning board
meeting a few weeks after that.”

“But that means I can’t move forward for
another six weeks?”

“This is the process.”

“The process,” Kelly said slowly into the
phone. She bit her lip to refrain from saying anything else.

“Yes. Shall I expect your paperwork?”

Dumbfounded, Kelly mumbled, “Yes.
Thanks.”

She shoved the phone into its cradle to hang
up. Irritation flooded through her bloodstream, aiming right at her
heart. Her skin grew hot, flushed. It was like her every pore had
soaked up the confusion, the antagonism, the two-steps-forward,
one-step-back process she’d gone through to get condos built on the
Waterfront.

What person wouldn’t want to live in a condo,
with the Willamette River in their backyard?

Someone like Terran, that’s who.

Now she had to jump over more hurdles and
through more hoops to even start her project? The historical
society, the environmental groups, and all other headaches would
take up a good chunk of her time.

How the hell did anyone get anything get
built in Portland without having a nervous breakdown?

Her brother Josh knocked on the glass door to
her office. She shooed him away. She needed to get in a better
frame of mind before talking to her family.

Breathe. Stay positive. You
can do this. She’d known about the Portland Land Use law put
into effect in the 1970s, effectively making it ten times as
difficult to develop new commercial properties in the city.

Dinner table conversation in her family
hadn’t been about baseball scores, movie ratings, or other normal
things. Around their dinner table, most nights, everyone complained
about the land use law and its confusing jargon.

So why had she expected any different? This
was a test, one she needed to pass with flying colors to prove
herself.

Now came the hard part. She needed to inform
her father about the delays.

After three deep breaths, she stood up.
Proud. Resolved. At least, that’s what she aimed for.

She walked to his large corner office. As she
approached the slightly ajar door, she heard voices.

“How are things going with Kelly?” her
brother Ben said.

“I’m sure she’s up to her eyeballs in
paperwork,” her dad replied.

Kelly stepped back, out of view but close
enough to hear them. She wanted insight, wanted to know what they
would say about her when she wasn’t around.

“Are you sure you don’t want her on the
Seattle projects?” Ben asked. “I mean, this is her first gig—

“You know as well as I do that Kelly can’t be
trusted on any substantial projects.”

The knot in Kelly’s throat plummeted into her
stomach. So this hadn’t been an act of faith on her family’s part,
giving her this job? It had been something else?

“We could use someone entry-level on the
Seattle job,” Ben said.

“How would we use her? As our courier? You
know she doesn’t have the experience that we need for this big
landmark. Why the hell do you think I gave her the Portland
project?”

“You mean, so she’ll stay busy.”

“Exactly,” her dad said. “She’ll spend all
her time chasing her tail, and she’ll stay out of our way as we
move onto the Seattle projects. You know your sister. She wouldn’t
take no for an answer, she demanded a project, so I gave her
one.”

Ben chuckled. “And you gave her Portland. The
tunnels, the historical society, all the messy paperwork to go
along with it.”

“Exactly,” her dad said. “Now, do you have
those forms I asked you to get?”

#

Right foot, left foot. Repeat.

Kelly continued the mantra to herself until
she reached her office. She shut the door behind her, closed the
blinds, and then sat down.

What the heck just happened?

All this time, she thought her dad and
brothers finally believed in her, believed in her ability to make a
contribution to the family business. Besides filling coffee
requests and sorting mail. And all along, they were just placating
her with a throw-away project?

Why? Why not just let her work on something
important?

There was a knock at the door.

“Who’s there?” she called out, using the best
professional voice she had. Instead, it came out half-choked.

“Ben.”

Her heart pounded in her chest. Was he here
to give her more platitudes? Check in on her? She didn’t know, but
she would keep her guard up. She rearranged some papers on her
desk, pretending to be wrapped up in something important.

“Come in.”

Ben opened the door. She hadn’t noticed it
clearly until now, but he looked like a miniature version of their
father. White oxford shirt, an appropriate tie (not too colorful,
but not bland) and the Arthur Anderson haircut. All to portray the
executive, corporate America persona.

“Hey there,” he said.

This was going to be
interesting.

“Hi,” she said, keeping her tone flat. “What
can I do for you?”

He shrugged. “Thought I’d check in. Dad
wondered how the project is going.”

She clenched her teeth together. In the past,
she’d lost money on family poker nights because of her many tells.
If she narrowed her brows, did a cocky smile, or anything else, he
might suspect she knew something.

“The project is going fine. I’m chasing down
paperwork, but it looks like smooth sailing.”

Ben’s mouth dropped open. “Really? Did you
check with the historical society groups? They’re always
sticklers—”

“Everything’s great.” She picked up a
notebook and signed her name. It was a blank sheet of paper, but
the action gave her hands something to do. Something that looked
official to Ben.

“That’s good news,” Ben said.

She paused, folded her papers over so he
couldn’t see them. “Why? Did you not think I could do it? Is that
what Dad is worried about, because if so—”

“He wondered if you needed help. I think he
just wants assurances.”

Sure he does. She
yearned to pummel Ben to the ground, the way they used to spar
during martial arts classes. Clobbering her brother would make her
feel better, but she had to keep her cool.

“Tell him I’m doing great. The tree huggers
are presenting a typical challenge, but I’ve gotten to know one of
them. He’s receptive to my proposal.”

“So you’re sleeping with Mr. Greenpeace?”

She glared at him. Every cell in her body
wanted to scream. “You would go directly
to such an immature conclusion.”

“Then how is anyone in the environmental
arena under your thumb?”

Stupid jerk. She would show them. She would
show them all.

“I don’t need to use sex to be good at my
job,” she said. “We just had coffee. I can get him on our side, so
tell Dad everything is under control.”

Ben glanced at her bookshelves, her cabinets,
and then studied her with a provoking gaze. “You’re sure?”

This was it. If she could convince Ben that
she was doing well, he would convince the others. But big brother
Ben was always the one she could never lie to, at least not well.
Josh and Ryan, yes, but Ben? He was a human lie detector.

Come to think of it, maybe that’s because he
was talented at being two-faced. Especially after the conversation
she’d overheard.

“I’m great. Do you want to see the paperwork
I’ve already filed, some of which has been approved?” she
asked.

She kept her fingers below the table,
wringing them together. In reality, she didn’t have any proof.
Nothing had gone right on the Portland job, but she needed Ben to
believe otherwise. If she offered proof of her success without
wavering, then she’d be in the clear. The clear to get this
mercy-job done right and surprise her whole family with her
persistence and talent.

After a long minute, Ben shook his head.
“Nope, not necessary. Glad to hear everything is working out.”

“I’m good at my job, Ben.”

“I know you are. The old man just wanted me
to—”

“Check on me.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m fine.” Every time she said those two
words, she believed it more. She would show her family what she
could do, even if they were setting her up to fail.

“Okay, then. Say, want to come to Forest Park
this Saturday? Family picnic?”

“Maybe,” she said. “I may have some
meetings.”

“All right.” Then Ben walked out, shutting
the door behind him.

Kelly slumped down further into her chair and
muffled a scream.

 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When the sunlight hit
Terran’s face and woke him up the next morning, his thoughts
immediately went to the pretty woman he’d rescued, Sadie. Not that
he needed to be thinking about human females, but Sadie was much
more approachable than the woman he should be thinking about—Kelly
Habersham and her stubborn need to tear down the tunnels to build
condos.

Terran got up, showered, dressed, and poured
himself a hot cup of the dark roast. He’d searched three Portland
area stores to find the special blend that he liked the best. Now,
it was all his to enjoy. The rich aroma leapt from his favorite mug
and went straight to his nostrils.

Ah, sweet java.

He brought the mug to his lips, ready to take
a swig, when his cell phone chirped. Rats, wasn’t that always the
case? He wanted to ignore it, but the ringtone was assigned to
Mercury, the Elemental messenger. Ignoring him wasn’t a good
choice.

“Yo?”

“Hello, Terran.”

“You caught me before my morning caffeine.
What’s up?”

“I need to see you. There are some updates to
the rules we need to discuss.”

“More? Universe has been changing his mind a
lot lately. I mean, Phoenix got away with so much—”

“Yes, more. We have to adapt to fit each
generation. And speaking of Fire Boy Phoenix, this concerns him
somewhat.”

Terran closed his eyes, wishing with all his
might that his Fire Elemental colleague had not screwed up
something else.

“Please don’t tell me I need to babysit him
or help get him out of a big mess.”

Merc laughed in a high-pitch, making a sound
like piano keys tinkling. “No, but Universe did learn a few things
with Phoenix. We’re changing our approach on some things.”

“Okay.” Terran took a big swallow of coffee.
Delicious. “So tell me.”

“Humans call them amendments, rather than
rules,” Mercury said. “I like that term better, but no matter. I
need to see you in person. Can you meet?”

Terran glanced at the clock. He’d really
wanted to chill out for a bit this morning. Guess there would be
none of that.

“Sure. I’m surprised you didn’t just pop up
and surprise me.”

“I’m trying to be more human and call first,”
Mercury said.

“Where do you want to meet? The coffeehouse
in an hour?”

“You Portland folk love your coffee,” Mercury
said. “But if I’m going to come to rainwater country, I have to
stop by my favorite place.”

Terran chuckled. Of course. Merc was a sucker
for peanuts or anything with sugar. “Voodoo Donut?”

“Yep. Meet you there in, say, ninety
minutes?”

“Sure,” Terran said. He hung up the phone,
picked up the paper and continued to drink his coffee.

The Oregonian’s
headlines blurred together. Terran couldn’t seem to focus on a
single one. Curiosity filled his brain and robbed his
concentration. What were these amendments that Universe had
embraced? How will that affect the Elemental missions? And what did
any of this have to do with Phoenix?

Terran let out a breath of relief. At least
he didn’t have to play Mr. Rescue, saving his Fire Elemental
colleague from whatever mess he’d gotten into this week. Not that
he minded helping his colleagues. Phoenix just seemed to find
trouble much more often than not.

Besides, Terran hated Manhattan. Packed
streets, people clustered together no matter where they lived. May
as well live in a sardine can. The rent was cheaper.

Yep, Portland was better. More spread out,
cleaner air, and the snowy-topped Mt. Hood as the scenic backdrop.
Add in the iconic things like Powell’s Books and Voodoo Donut, and
who would want to live anyplace else?

Terran finished his coffee and looked at the
clock. Guess he would learn about Universe’s new approach soon
enough.

#

As usual, Voodoo Donut had a line out the
door and halfway down the block. Mercury hadn’t arrived yet, so
Terran took his place at the back of the line.

People of all ages flocked here, especially
on weekends. Teenage boys with hair half-covering their eyes, one
or two gay couples, an elderly pair wearing matching sweaters, and
several forty-something types. Bright sunshine or pouring rain,
neither mattered when it came to getting the Voodoo Donut fix.

When Mercury arrived, he was dressed in
lime-green pants, a yellow and green plaid shirt, and a brown
snap-brim hat. And yet he didn’t seem out of place. Terran chuckled
to himself. Only in Portland, where people are proud to be weird.
Damn, he loved this city.

“Hey, Merc.”

Mercury studied the line, the gleam in his
eyes clearly estimating how long it would take for him to get
access to the sugar he craved.

“I guess everyone else had the same idea,
coming here?”

Terran shrugged. “Just like you, people like
Portland icons. This isn’t your standard Dunkin Donuts. Voodoo
Donut has wild combos and exotic flavors.”

Mercury’s face brightened when the line moved
forward. “That they do.”

“So what are you going to get?”

“The Voodoo Doll,” Merc said. “It’s my
favorite. And maybe bring a Portland Cream back for Universe.”

“Universe likes donuts?” Terran asked.
Somehow, he never really thought of Universe, the boss man, doing
regular things like everyone else. Kind of like how students never
see their teacher as someone who goes to the mall. Upon learning
they do, it’s a strange realization.

“Of course.” Mercury stared at him like he’d
lost his mind.

The line inched forward. Only a few more
minutes now.

“Want to wait until we eat to tell me about
the change in rules?” Terran asked.

“Yes. I need to get my fix first.”

“No problem.” Terran glanced down
3rd Avenue. “You know, I may take a walk along the river
after this. We’re quite close to Old Town Portland and the Shanghai
Tunnels.”

“Sounds like a good idea.”

When they finally got inside, the place
smelled like caked sugar and warm bread. Tickling Terran’s nostrils
and expanding his waistline before he took one bite.

“Welcome to Voodoo Donut,” the guy behind the
counter said. “What can I get you?”

“Two Voodoo Doll donuts, two Portland Creams,
and...” Terran glanced toward Mercury, who nodded. “Two Cheerios
donuts.”

“Gotcha.” The guy gathered up the delectable
items and put them in a big pink box.

Terran paid, and then he and Mercury found a
table outside, one far away from public earshot.

Mercury eagerly bit into his first
Voodoo-doll shaped donut with chocolate frosting. Closing his eyes,
he moaned.

“Good?” Terran joked. Of course they were
good. Nothing was ever bad.

“Scrumptious.”

“My favorite is the Portland Cream, but I
have to get past the two eyeball dollops of icing.”

Mercury wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Yeah,
why do they do that?”

Terran waited until he’d swallowed and took a
sip of chocolate milk. “Represents the vision of Portland. Guess
the donut means taking it literally?”

“Cute.”

In too short a time, all the donuts vanished
except the two Merc promised to bring Universe. Time for
business.

“So, tell me what’s going on,” Terran
said.

Merc glanced around, probably to gauge their
level of privacy. “You know how Elementals dating humans was always
considered taboo?”

“Yes.”

Terran had never paid attention to the rule,
for he’d never fallen for a human female in the past. On occasion,
he’d dated Elementals from Europe. Humans had been off-limits for
so long, he never even found himself attracted to them
anymore—until Sadie.

“Well,” Merc began, “Universe is beginning to
embrace the idea that sometimes, humans can help our cause. He
isn’t against dating the human, if the human can help us.”

Terran rubbed his ears, unsure if he heard
correctly. “Are you saying that Universe wants us to date humans?
Why is he changing his mind on this?”

It seemed odd. Water Elemental Brooke had
mated with a New Orleans cop, Alex, and they had a half-breed child
together, Ella. Ella was currently training to become an Elemental,
but even though she’d joined their cause, Terran didn’t think
Universe was giving a free pass to start mating season.

“Because of Phoenix,” Mercury said. “And
having children is still forbidden, FYI.”

No surprise on that one. Elementals still
weren’t sure what Ella’s powers could do. No sense breeding more
children before Elementals could determine future strategies.
Besides, the mission had always ranked first, not starting
families. There were too many risks involved, bringing human
spouses and half-breeds into the mix.

“Phoenix got Universe to change his mind?
How?”

“When he paired with Abby, the ER doctor. The
two of them have been unstoppable together. Universe saw how many
Fallen Angels were taken down and continue to be taken down, based
on their partnership.”

Terran took a savory sip of his chocolate
milk.

“Stunned?” Mercury asked.

“Yes. So what does this have to do with
me?”

“As I mentioned, we feel it’s necessary to
change with the times. Remain open to possibilities that can help
the cause here in Portland.” Mercury took another swallow of his
coffee. “On that note, we feel Kelly would be an excellent choice
for you to team up with.”

“What?” Terran knew he must’ve heard wrong
that time.

“If you get close to Kelly, you can persuade
her to do condos elsewhere, thus protecting her and the humans in
Portland from the Acobi.”

“Please tell me you’re joking,” Terran
said.

“Why would I be kidding? Kelly’s not
unattractive, as far as humans go.”

Terran ran his fingers through his hair. He
had no problems with the original dating rule. Most days, it didn’t
matter. Now he was supposed to team up with Kelly because of
Universe’s rule updates? Why not Sadie, someone he felt a stronger
attraction toward?

“Kelly looks fine, but she’s stubborn,
judgmental, and uptight.”

Mercury set his coffee cup down. “You can
help her loosen up.”

“If I could work miracles, I’d be Universe,
not an Earth Elemental.”

Merc put his finger to his lips, making a
shush gesture. “Don’t let the big guy hear you.”

“Fine, but hear me out,” Terran said. “Let’s
put aside the fact that she’d never agree to work alongside me. She
thinks I’m a tree hugger out to ruin her plans—”

“You are.”

“Fine, but that’s not exactly going to make
her more affectionate, now is it?”

“Try,” Mercury said. “For the cause.”

Try. Merc made it
sound so simple.

“Are you saying the choice is made for me?
That I need to choose Kelly? What about another human female?”

“Well, Mr. Stud. Didn’t realize you got
around so much.”

Terran smirked. “I rescued a woman from the
tunnels the other day. If Universe wants me with a human female,
I’d rather be with her. Sadie. She’s less of a control freak.”

“You can fall in love with whoever you want
later, at your own peril,” Mercury said. “Right now, your
instruction is to befriend Kelly, get her to stop her proposal. I
suggest you call her and ask her out for tonight.”

Merc may as well have asked for a miracle.
Did he and Universe realize how difficult it would be to get past
Kelly’s defensive outer shell?

“Fine, I’ll try,” Terran said. “But tell the
boss that this is a close-to-impossible assignment. If I fail—”

“You’ll do fine, provided you stay
focused.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Terran
had meant the comment to be sarcastic, but Merc didn’t catch
on.

“I’d best be going,” Mercury said. “Time for
me to check in with Tempest.”

Tempest was a Wind Elemental, and one of
Terran’s favorite colleagues.

“Is she still in Napa Valley?”

“Yep,” Merc said. “Seems everyone wants to
open a winery these days. There are some rumors about how the
Fallen Angel clan there is tampering with the grapes.””

Terran wiped his mouth with a napkin. At
least he didn’t have to live in California. He much preferred
Oregon.

“Tell her hello for me,” he said.

“Will do.” And with that, the green-plaid
dressed man walked away.

Terran wiped his eyes. The instant sugar rush
from the donuts made his body feel like lead. He wanted to trudge
home and collapse into bed, but he couldn’t. He needed to walk off
the calories, see the river in the morning light, and more
importantly—determine if anything looked suspicious around the
entrance to the Shanghai tunnels.

Then he needed to do the impossible: figure
out how to get on Kelly Habersham’s good side.

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

In the light,
fresh-smelling rain, Terran strolled along the walking path near
the river’s edge. Autumn had set in. Orange, red, and yellow leaves
gave a colorful tint to the damp asphalt streets. Seemed to paint
the landscape, giving the city a wardrobe all its own. This was
Portland, the city he knew and loved.

He approached the area where the Shanghai
Tunnel exits should be. All the tunnels exited at the river, but
where? The other night, it had been dark when he and Sadie escaped.
Now, at dusk, he couldn’t locate the exact spot.

He studied every building, each nook and
cranny. Along the river, every boat was anchored in its specific
place. Seeing the row of positioned ships reminded him of horses at
the Kentucky Derby, all in their respective gates before the race
began.

Seeking out Bastian and the Acobi was going
to be more difficult than he first thought. But better to focus on
the mission than calling Kelly. He would eventually call her, after
giving her some space.

“Hey there, hero,” a sultry female voice
said.

He spun around. “Sadie? I didn’t expect to
see you.”

She shrugged, and her silver hair bounced off
her shoulders. “I don’t walk near the Underground entrances
anymore, but no one can keep me away from the river. I love walking
here.”

She had a feisty side to her, one that
wouldn’t surrender to evil. He liked that quality in a woman.

“So, what are you doing here?” she asked.

He patted his stomach. “Walking off my
breakfast.”

“You go to Voodoo Donut?”

“How’d you know?”

“Best place around that’s open this
early.”

He nodded and turned his gaze back to the
array of ships at the river’s edge. Maybe the key was to find
The Damnation, rather than try to find the
Acobi.

“Want to walk with me?” he asked, not telling
Sadie his real reasons for strolling along the Waterfront.

“Sure.”

Terran scanned each ship’s tall masts to find
the one he’d seen Caleb on. Each one had crazy and creative names:
Size Matters, Cheap Date, Feisty Minx.

No sign of The
Damnation.

Could one or more of the Acobi Fallen Angels
be planning to leave Portland? While the Fallen clans tended to
remain in specific geographical areas, the idea wouldn’t be unheard
of. Soren, former leader of the Minaré, spent decades in Egypt
before he returned to New Orleans and went after Water Elemental
Brooke.

“You seem deep in thought today.” Sadie
squeezed Terran’s arm, shaking him from his thoughts.

“Guess so,” he replied.

He longed to rid his mind of all the
morning’s events. Spend his time focusing his attention on Sadie’s
utter beauty. And yet, he couldn’t. Why would Universe insist
Terran date Kelly? Sadie had been trapped by the Acobi. She’d seen
Caleb and perhaps Bastian close up, along with seeing the tunnels.
Surely she could help assist in the mission too, right?

Terran wouldn’t be dumb enough to ignore his
directives, but to procrastinate a little? Yeah, he could live with
that. Especially if he asked Sadie more about her kidnapping the
other night.

“Has anyone else bothered you?” he asked,
continuing to walk forward.

“Nope, thanks to you.” She blinked slowly,
batting those long, black lashes.

There was no doubt about it—she was the only
human he felt an attraction to date. How was he going to get out of
this mess?

“So, I was thinking,” Sadie said in a sultry
and captivating voice. “I have tickets for a comedy show tonight.
Want to come?”

Your directive is to call
Kelly and ask her to meet you tonight. Mercury’s words
sounded loud, clanging like an out-of-rhythm tune in his ears. To
wait a few hours before following orders was one thing. To ignore
them completely was something different.

“You have no idea how much I’d love to,”
Terran said. “But—”

“But what?” A ray of sunlight draped across
her face, putting a tiny twinkle in those already-beautiful
eyes.

“But I have to work.”

She frowned. “I thought you did freelance
photography. You can’t get a Saturday night off?”

This was going to be harder than he
assumed.

“Sometimes the assignments don’t give much
advance notice,” he said, using his warmest voice. “How about
tomorrow, we meet up for lunch?”

Her rosy lips lifted a little. “I guess it’s
better than nothing. I just wish you could get out of work
tonight.” She squeezed his hand.

Hot lust surged through him, out to every
extremity. Her touch seemed to literally ignite every cell in his
body. How did she do that?

“I wish so, too.” Never before had words been
so true.

Sadie grinned, apparently realizing the
effect she had on him. “But I’ll see you tomorrow?”

He swallowed hard, barely able to breathe.
Adrenaline thundered through him, his pulse raced, he began to
sweat. He couldn’t stop himself from touching her any longer. He
pulled her to him and planted a long, hot kiss on those tempting
ruby lips.

“Hmm....” she murmured.

He didn’t stop. Instead, he pressed his hands
to her back and held her tighter.

“I...” she breathed. “I should go.”

Terran had to force himself to break free.
“Me, too.”

With a coy smile, she patted him on his arm.
“Tomorrow, here? Noon?”

“Noon,” he repeated. He would say anything
this woman wanted him to. Why did she have such an effect on
him?

“Bye, handsome.” And she left, those
beautiful legs carrying her away.

Terran gripped the railing by the water,
squeezing it tight to expel all the energy surging through him. He
didn’t need to be distracted. He needed to follow orders.

When he thought of calling Kelly, he calmed
down. She wasn’t wild and exciting; she was practical. Probably an
easier human to date than Sadie would be, but that didn’t matter
right now.

All he wanted to do was make love to Sadie.
And, mission or not, he doubted that would ever happen.

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Kelly folded all her
towels into neat stacks and placed them in the hall closet. The
mindless action was a way for her to feel productive. Laundry,
dishes, dusting her place. These things took effort, yet provided a
sense of completion.

Not like the Portland Condo project.

In the kitchen, she began to unload the
dishwasher. Not an activity that she did often. Living alone, she
didn’t use that many dishes. Each glass and plate had its specific
place in her cabinets. The organizational outlay somehow calmed her
nerves.

How did her dad and brothers do it? Had they
ever forgotten a land use review, or had issues with people like
Terran? They made it seem so easy, and their company practically
ruled the Pacific Northwest in terms of commercial development.

Yet here she was, barely getting started on
the process.

Cup, plate, saucer, stacked up. With the
dishwasher unloaded, she glanced around the kitchen. The thought of
mopping made her head ache, so she grabbed the Swiffer and began to
clean the floor.

Fixing the technical details such as the
wrong code on her land use survey had been easy enough. She could
slap herself for not getting those things right to begin with.

But the more difficult challenges, the
historical society and Terran with his hippie agenda, required more
work.

She reached for the phone and dialed Doris,
her contact at the historical society, to leave a message. On
Saturday, no one would be there to answer—

“Hello, Portland Historical Society.”

Kelly drew in a quick breath. “Hello?”

“Yes, hello?”

“I was calling to leave a message for
Doris?”

“This is she.”

Kelly winced, momentarily thankful that Doris
couldn’t see her reddening face.

“Hi, this is Kelly Habersham. We met for
coffee?”

“Oh, yes. How can I help you?”

Be smart. Don’t sound like an idiot.

“I didn’t expect anyone to be in today, but
I’m glad I caught you. I just wanted to follow up on our
conversation. Have you had a chance to talk to the rest of the
historical society yet?”

Doris coughed through the phone. “I spoke to
a few of my colleagues. Unfortunately, they’re not being as
open-minded about your proposal.”

The lump forming in Kelly’s throat plunged
down to her stomach with a distinct thud.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kelly said. “Can I
get any additional information to you that may change their
mind?”

“I doubt it.”

She wanted to crawl back into bed and lie in
the fetal position. Why couldn’t anyone see the good that she was
trying to accomplish?

“Is there anything else I can do on my end to
appease them?” Kelly said.

“I’ll keep working on them, but that’s where
we stand now,” Doris said. “I’ll of course keep you updated if
there are any changes.”

Her voice was kind, which made Kelly feel
worse for bugging her. If she and Doris weren’t on opposite sides
of a zoning issue, she could see the two of them hanging out. Kelly
didn’t usually have time for friends, and as the silence hung
between them over the phone, she began to wish things were
different.

“Thanks anyway, Doris. I appreciate your
time.” Kelly hung up. Suddenly, mopping didn’t have the appeal that
it had just a few minutes ago.

The phone rang once more.

Her heart raced. Could this be Doris calling
back? Maybe.

“Hello? Doris?”

“Not the last time I looked,” a male voice
said.

“Sorry.” She put away the Swiffer. “Who is
this?”

A momentary pause.

“Terran.”

What was he doing
calling her? She wanted to let all her questions fall out of her
mouth and into the phone, but she’d already looked like a fool in
front of him.

After a composure-gathering breath, she said,
“Hello. What can I do for you?”

He chuckled. “You can’t help but be formal,
can you?”

She didn’t care what hippie biker boy thought
of her, but somewhere, deep down in the pit of her stomach, she
felt a pang of hurt at his criticism. What was wrong with being
formal, being composed, and ready to take on anything?

“Don’t mock me. And why are you calling me,
by the way?”

“Sorry,” Terran said. “Making jokes is a way
I try to get people to relax.”

“That’s odd.”

Another silent pause. She needed to take the
upper hand, figure out why on Earth he had called her.

“So, how can I help you?”

“Well, I know we got off on the wrong foot at
city hall.”

“You’re perceptive.” As soon as she said it,
she wanted to take it back. No matter what his faults were, she
didn’t need to be snide. Not toward him or anyone.

“I’m trying to make peace here,” Terran
said.

“Sorry. Making snide comments is my way of
calming down.”

“You must be a lot of fun to take to a
cocktail party.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t go to
many, unless it’s a work function.”

“I thought I’d see if you wanted to hang out
in Pioneer Square this afternoon. Maybe take in a movie at Lloyd
Center afterward.”

Now it was her time to give a silent pause.
He was...asking her out?

“I’m not sure I understand,” she said,
keeping her voice professional.

“I don’t think arguing will solve our
conflict,” he said. “I thought maybe we should just get together
and talk. Hang out a little. Let me try to explain my side of
things, and I’ll hear your side.”

She was stumped for words. If Biker Boy was
offering a truce, and she could swing him to her side of the issue,
then she could finally move forward with her project.

But to go on a date? That was something else
entirely. Though, admittedly, the two-day-old stubble on his chin
did make him attractive in an outdoorsman
sort of way. Not that she’d ever admit it to her family. Dad always
said any stubble over eight hours old was too much.

“Well?” Terran prompted, shaking away her
thoughts. “Do you want to meet at Pioneer Square? The Budweiser
Clydesdales are there today. We could walk around, see the old men
play chess, take the MAX to sightsee, whatever you want.”

She twisted her hair up into a ponytail with
her free hand. Why not meet up with him, see what the famous
Pioneer Square was like?

“Sure. You’ll meet me on the steps at the
Square?”

“Just tell me when,” he said.

“An hour.”

“See you then,” he said.

She hung up the phone, pleased at the
progress she’d made thus far. Finally, things were beginning to go
her way.

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Terran pushed each clothes
hanger out of the way, trying to decide what to wear. A t-shirt
with an environmental quote wouldn’t be the best choice. As much as
he enjoyed seeing Kelly squirm—her dimples were so cute when she
became angry—he saw no point in making things antagonistic.

He randomly picked a dark purple shirt and
black jeans. Such a casual outfit should be safe. This whole dating
thing would be easier with Sadie.

When it came to Kelly, he had to appear
genuine, decent and humble—to a land developer. Not his usual
style.

The day would prove interesting, that was for
certain.

Coffee in hand, he walked to the nearest MAX
stop and selected the one headed for Pioneer Square.

The MAX, a comfortable public-transit shuttle
through Portland’s main areas, had two big pluses. One, it was
convenient and Earth-friendly, the perfect downtown transport for
someone who wanted to protect the environment. And two, he could
sit back and enjoy the beauty of Portland.

Had Kelly ever used the MAX? Or was she a gas
guzzler? He presumed the latter, even though most people around
here leaned toward environmentally friendly options.

A dull ache formed in the back of his throat.
Was he being too judgmental of the woman Universe wanted him to
pair up with? He should at least give her a chance.

If he could figure out how to get her to open
up, how to let her hair down—literally and emotionally—then
fighting off the Acobi Fallen Angels might become easier.

#

Kelly exited Interstate 5 at Lloyd Center,
and then proceeded to circle the area three times before she found
the parking deck. Why had she let Terran talk her into meeting him
here? According to her dad, Lloyd Center and Pioneer Square were
full of yuppies and hippies, neither of which was worth spending
time with. Unless the yuppies needed commercial condos, her father
wouldn’t step into this part of town.

Stop. Don’t think about Dad. Don’t think
about Ben, Ryan, or Josh. Right now, she needed to find a place to
park. Then take the MAX to Pioneer Square.

Her stomach tugged at her, a simultaneous
feeling of longing and regret. So many things would be different,
if only....

No. Push the thoughts
someplace deep. Focus, get Terran to accept her point of
view. Then everything would go as planned.

#

Terran sat on the red-brick steps in Pioneer
Square. The sitting area formed a semi-circle, with pillars behind
them to show off the courthouse. The sun shone bright overhead,
bringing out people in droves. College kids wore hoodies and
sprawled out over the steps, people watching. Families carrying
goody bags and roses from the Saturday Market, a Portland event,
weaved around the Square.

So far, no sign of Kelly. Maybe she got lost,
or she couldn’t figure out the right MAX to take? He glanced at his
watch. She was only ten minutes late.

“Terran?”

He turned around. The sun shone bright behind
her, casting long shadows of her nice figure and the pillars across
the brick steps. As if she was as formidable as the structures
which accented the courthouse.

“Hey,” he said. “I expected you to come from
the other direction.”

“I took the wrong MAX, but it brought me back
this way. Sorry I’m late.”

“No worries.” He suppressed a smile at his
earlier guess. Kelly Habersham had probably never taken the MAX in
her life.

“Guess this is a popular place, huh?” she
said, glancing around.

“On Saturday, yep.”

He stood up and glanced around. Then, without
being too obvious, he studied her features while pretending to
watch another part of the square. She wore a ponytail, not a bun,
giving her hair a more relaxed look. Would she ever wear it down?
He didn’t know, but he looked forward to the possibility.

Silent tension fell between them. He racked
his mind for something to say.

“These guys,” he said, pointing to tables
that circled the square, “play chess every Saturday. They’re
experts. Trust me. I’ve lost to a few of them before.”

“You play chess?”

“On my better days,” he joked. “You live in
Portland, but you’ve never been to Pioneer Square before?”

“Nope.” She looked around, her brown eyes
wide and curious like a child. “It’s...interesting.”

“In the summer, they have concerts here.
C’mon, I’ll show you the Clydesdales.”

He led her away from the steps and into an
open park area. On the far edge, eight brown Clydesdales stood in
two-by-two carriage formation. Behind them, a Budweiser red cart
with ornate white spokes in the wheels. The scene looked more like
a collectible toy than something real.

“Their feet are enormous,” she said.

“They’re working horses. Those hooves are
built to pull their weight,” Terran said. “Come on, let’s go
look.”

When they stepped closer to the horses, her
facial features changed. The hard lines between her
perfectly-trimmed brows dissipated. Her eyes had a sparkle in them
he hadn’t seen since that day at the Gorge. She even smiled for
more than a second. Not a plastic career smile, but a sincere one.
She seemed in awe of these giant beasts who’d become famous from
the commercials.

When she wasn’t working to destroy things for
condos, Kelly seemed genuinely happy. Wow. Maybe there was hope for
her.

“Like them?” Terran asked.

“They’re beautiful.” She walked up to one,
petted his flank. “I’ve never been so close to a horse before.”

“Really? Your parents didn’t take you
horseback riding when you were a kid? No pony-ride parties?”

She bit her lip. Had he said something wrong?
He couldn’t tell.

“I...no, I never did.”

He studied her, trying to figure out what
complexity lay behind her defenses. “That’s a shame. Every kid
deserves a pony ride.”

“They are magnificent,” she said, touching
one of the horses’ manes. The horse snorted and snuffled in
response.

“Seems he likes you,” Terran said in his
lightest, teasing tone.

“Guess so.” She burst out in happy laughter
like a kid without a care in the world.

He walked over to another Clydesdale and
admired its height and size. Strength seemed to radiate from this
powerful animal that had such a gentle temperament.

Kelly appeared mesmerized by the horses. She
had a happy, faraway look in her eyes like the image took her back
to something innocent and fun. Something she may not have done in a
long, long time.

He made a mental note to ask her about it
later. One thing seemed certain: today would be filled with
surprises.

#

Kelly wiped her hands with a towelette in the
park restroom. Those horses had been breathtaking, absolutely
beautiful and unlike anything she’d seen before.

She sat down on the bench where Terran
waited. “So, what now?”

He shrugged. “We can see a movie, walk
around. What do you usually do on Saturdays?”

Work. But she didn’t
want to appear like a social leper.

“I don’t know, hang out I guess,” she said.
“So, are we going to address the pink elephant in the room?”

He grinned wide, and his dimples made his
whole face shine. She hadn’t noticed that before.

“I guess you want to know why I asked you
out,” he said.

“The thought did cross my mind.”

“I wanted to explain where I’m coming from.
I’m more than a biker, more than a hippie. Just like I’m sure
you’re more than a commercial developer.”

Something inside her fluttered with
giddiness, followed by sadness. If only he knew. No one thought she
was more than her work. Not even her family. But she wasn’t ready
to let Terran know that—not yet.

“I guess you want to tell me how my project
will hurt the environment?” she asked.

He clasped his hands together. “You know, I’m
not one of those obnoxious save-the-spotted-owl types. I do think
people have rights, too.”

“But,” she interjected.

“But the Waterfront is so peaceful. It has
enough commercialism. Those Shanghai Tunnels are filled with
Portland history. To tear them down for condos is like wiping out
the Grand Canyon to build a shopping mall.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t exactly
compare development in Portland to destroying one of the Seven
Wonders of the World.”

“Maybe not, but nature is nature, regardless
of location.”

“Are you against every part of my proposal?”
she asked. “Or just some parts? Can’t we compromise?”

He glanced at a couple who held hands. Her
face went hot. She hoped he didn’t expect to hold her hand or do
anything physical in public. Whether this was a date, a meeting, or
a means of getting her to change her mind, she didn’t do public
displays of affection. Ever.

He didn’t reach for her hand like she thought
he might. Her insides immediately relaxed.

“So, can we come to some form of agreement?”
she asked.

He shrugged. “I’m mainly interested in
preserving the tunnels, not the entire Waterfront.”

Was he serious? Could they agree on her
project as long as she kept the tunnels intact? If so, she could
move forward. Make her family proud.

“Let me make sure I understand what you’re
saying,” she said. “If I move my project down river, leaving the
tunnels alone, you’d be okay with commercial condos?”

He grimaced a bit. “I won’t be happy, but I
could live with it more than your current proposal.”

“Why? No offense, but you’re one of those
super environment types, aren’t you? Why do you want to save a
bunch of tunnels and Underground Portland?”

“I have my reasons.”

The curiosity was too much. Even though she
had succeeded, she needed to know why. “Those tunnels were used to
deliver goods between downtown and the water port, but—”

“They were used for much more.”

“For bootlegging, you mean,” she said.

“Look, I can’t really tell you everything.
Wish I could.”

Why couldn’t he tell her more? What secret
was hidden in the tunnels that he would protect them, but not worry
about other environmental risks down river?

“If you leave the tunnels alone, I’ll get the
Earth society on your side. That’s my offer,” he said. “But that
means you need to redo most of your proposal. Are you willing to do
that?”

All the details, blueprints, and designs for
her Portland project ran through her mind like a massive filing
system. Accepting Terran’s offer would make her project smooth
sailing, but she’d need to start over. Plus, she’d need her
family’s approval.

He watched her, waited for her response with
a fierce intensity that made her heart beat faster.

“I’ll seriously consider it.”

“Good.” He glanced at his watch. “With
business out of the way, want to catch a movie? Grab dinner?”

She bit her lip. Seeing the Budweiser horses,
coming to Pioneer Square, and all this newness had been incredible.
And yet, exhausting. Solitude wasn’t just calling her name, it was
screaming it. Now was the time to figure things out, alone.

“How about a rain check?” she asked. “I have
to go to dinner at my dad’s tonight.”

“Ah, the family obligatory gathering. I’ve
heard about those.”

“You don’t have them with your family?” she
asked, suddenly envious of anyone who could escape the weekly
dinner.

His eyes widened, like he’d said too much. “I
was adopted. The family I grew up with wasn’t super close.”

“Oh. Sorry.” Why had she gone and stuck her
nose in something where it didn’t belong? And why had she
complained about her family when he didn’t have one?

“No problem. I’ll call you?”

“Sure.”

He grabbed her hand. She flinched. Was he
going to kiss it? Kiss her? She froze.

“Relax,” he said. “I wasn’t going to try and
kiss you.”

Her face grew hot. Had he known about her
fear, or was he just perceptive?

“I’m...not good at relationships,” she
stammered. Darting a look at the MAX stop, she tried to judge how
fast she could get out of there.

He released her hand. “That’s okay. I’ll call
you soon.”

“Okay.”

She sprinted to the MAX stop and hopped on
the departing bus. It wasn’t until minutes later that she
discovered she’d boarded the wrong one. No matter. She needed to
get away and think.

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

After forty minutes
circling Portland on the wrong MAX, seeing more bridges than she’d
ever imagined, Kelly stepped off at Lloyd Center to stretch her
legs. People of all ages and sizes strolled through the area with
smiling faces. On a day like today, everyone flocked outdoors to
relish the bright sunshine—a rarity in autumn.

She strolled past a few shops, trying to
enjoy a leisurely walk. Her time with Terran had been productive.
He’d offered her a way through the red tape of her condo project.
This was her chance to succeed.

So why had she bailed on spending more time
with him?

Did she have some desperate need to not get
too close? Maybe, but she didn’t inherit that from her father. He
rarely liked solitude, neither did her brothers. Could the need to
withdraw come from the mother she couldn’t even remember? If only
she knew.

When she turned at the next corner, a movie
theater marquee with neon lights advertised two films showing:
Star Trek and The Family
Stone. No contest there. She was definitely not a trekkie.
The Family Stone it is. Maybe she could learn something,
help her survive dinner at Dad’s house.

Ten minutes later, she sat in the upholstered
seat. She’d opted for a Dr. Pepper, but no popcorn. The smell made
her nostrils itch. Even being near popcorn
grossed her out, so she selected a spot far from other people.

Here, in the darkness, she could escape from
everything. She didn’t have to speak, didn’t have to be in control.
No one stared at her awkwardness. No one expected her to be a son
instead of a daughter.

The movie began. She sat there, mesmerized.
When the Sarah Jessica Parker character began to make a fool of
herself at the family dinner scene, Kelly’s stomach began to twist.
Up on the big screen, in full exposure, was a character that was
stiff, awkward, and uncomfortable with anything casual.

Was that how Terran saw her? How people saw
her?

The knots in her stomach clumped together.
Had that been the way the zoning board had viewed her, when
everything went wrong?

The movie scene grew progressively worse. No.
Not today. Catching a movie had been a bad idea. She got up and
left, taking deep breaths as she exited the building.

She needed to drive to her father’s house,
anyway. With every fiber of her being, she hoped her own family
dinner would be better than the one she’d just seen on the big
screen.

#

Two blocks from her dad’s house, Kelly’s cell
phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hey sis, it’s Ben. Can you pick up some
marinara sauce? Dad thought he had some but he’s out.”

She silently groaned. The grocery was at
least five miles back the other way.

“Does he need it for tonight? I’m almost to
the house.”

“You want to try eating spaghetti with no
sauce?”

“Fine. Tell him it’ll be a few minutes,
though.”

“Thanks, will do.”

Kelly hung up the phone, turned her car
around and drove back to the grocery. As many lectures as her dad
had given her about being prepared, she would think he would’ve had
sauce on hand if he wanted to make spaghetti.

Thirty minutes later, she arrived and set the
sauce jars on the counter. “Here you go.”

A slew of nephews and nieces, aged three to
eleven, whooshed by her in a game of hide-n-seek. “Hi Aunt Kelly,”
they called in unison as they ran haphazard down the hallway.

“Hi.”

Her dad stood over the stove, stirring
noodles. “Thanks for the grocery run.”

“No problem.”

She smiled. Nice to hear she’d done something
right, especially after learning he’d given her the Portland
project just to ‘keep her busy.’

“How’s the project going?” he asked, having
no idea she’d overheard him earlier.

“Great, actually.”

Her dad’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“I’ve made significant progress with the
environmental groups.”

Her brother Ben playfully socked her in the
arm. “No one makes great progress with tree huggers.”

A feeling of pride surged through her. “Well,
I have been. In fact, I met with one today.”

Her dad lifted one eyebrow. “On a
weekend?”

“This one, well, he kind of asked me out to a
movie.”

The minute the words left her mouth, she
yearned to take them back. How could she have let that slip?

“You’re dating the spotted owl society dude?”
Josh said.

“No. We just had coffee.”

Ben and Josh high-fived each other like frat
boys run amok. “Guess little sister has an advantage with the tree
huggers.”

“I am not going to sleep with him to get land
approvals,” she spat out, venom in her voice.

“Uh huh.”

Her dad continued to stir pasta. “We need to
keep everything above board on this, no ethical complaints. You
know that, right?”

He was lecturing her on ethics? Talk about
the pot calling the kettle black.

“I know a lot of
things,” she said, keeping each word crisp and firm.

“Sounds cryptic,” her dad finally said,
pulling the boiling noodles off the stove and running them through
a strainer.

She hadn’t wanted to get into this before
dinner, but why not? Everyone was there, and all the kids were down
the hall playing. Josh and Ben shifted their glances between her
and Dad like watching a ping pong tournament.

“I should be able to get the zoning board to
approve my proposal soon,” she said with a trembling voice. “Why do
all of you seem surprised? Did you really think I would not
succeed? Have you been planning for me to fail all along?”

At the hint of emotion in her voice, Josh and
Ben held up their arms in resignation and walked away as fast as
their chicken-shit legs could take them, leaving only her and her
dad in the kitchen.

He didn’t say anything, but his stern glare
spoke volumes. Without breaking eye contact, he reached for the
marinara sauce, gripped the lid, and cracked it open.

She swallowed hard. Had he imagined her head
when he’d twisted the cap off? Did he wish he could still manage
her like when she was a kid? Part of her felt like she was nine
again, that she’d just back-talked her father in public and there
would be hell to pay when she got home.

But she wasn’t a kid. Those were only
memories. She was an adult. She had her own place now. True, her
sense of identity was a bit skewed from not knowing her mother. But
despite any self-doubt, she could stand her ground. And she
would.

“I only asked how the project was going.
There’s no need for accusations,” he said, using his calm voice—the
one she hated. Years of memories came flooding back like a tidal
wave. Him using that calm tone before his real reaction burst out,
one that usually involved screaming and grounding her for
weeks.

“I’m not trying to accuse anyone—”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

Frustration built up inside her, and the
tightness in her stomach pushed its way into her throat, making it
difficult to speak.

“Dad, I want you to believe in me. I don’t
think you realize how much you and the boys club come down on
me.”

He shook his head, breaking eye contact. With
unusual force, he stirred the sauce and the noodles together.

Great. Had she hurt him? Pissed him off? She
couldn’t tell. Just like when she was a kid, she didn’t know what
she needed to do in order to fix things.

“I’m doing a great job,” she said. She hoped
her tone was confident, because the sentence wasn’t exactly true.
It wasn’t exactly false, either.

He reached for the parmesan cheese and
liberally applied it to the spaghetti.

“You want the truth?” he asked, his
contemptuous tone practically daring her to say yes.

“I do.”

“I didn’t think you could handle it by
yourself. But you seem determined to not accept help. And if you’re
going to come here and start giving me attitude over me asking you
a damn question—”

“Dad,” Ben interrupted. He’d appeared without
either of them noticing. “The kids are ready for dinner.”

She bit her lip, and the tense and unspoken
conversation between her and her dad hung in the silence. In his
pale blue eyes, she saw judgment, anger, and worst of
all—disappointment.

“Eating is a good idea,” he said. With a
quick motion, he lifted the spaghetti bowls and set them on the
family table.

Her nieces and nephews ran into the room, all
clamoring for the best chair at the kids’ end of the table.

She glanced toward Ben, whose kind eyes
offered a smidge of comfort. He’d broken things up before tempers
flared too much. And, even though that left their conversation
unresolved, it made things peaceful. For now.

#

With full stomachs, Kelly and the rest of the
family hung out in the living room and watched movies. Every few
seconds, she’d glance over at her dad. He never once returned eye
contact. It was like she’d crossed some kind of line for standing
up for herself.

What did he expect? She wasn’t always going
to play the role of scapegoat.

The ending movie credits began to scroll on
the TV. Kelly took a chance. “Dad, can I talk to you before I
go?”

He lifted one of the youngsters off his lap.
“Jon, you’re my grandson, aren’t you? Such a good boy.”

Jon giggled and played at her dad’s feet.

“Dad?” she repeated.

For a few seconds, he didn’t even acknowledge
her. He kept his focus on the grandkids, deliberately avoiding any
contact with her.

This was his method of handling conflict? To
force her into a role where she wouldn’t be acknowledged unless she
did exactly what he wanted? She’d been tied to that scenario for
too long. Time to break free.

“Dad?”

This time, he did face her—with an angry
scowl. “Can’t you see I’m playing with my grandchildren?”

She bit her lip. Stay calm.
Don’t turn this event into a big scene. She would wait until
everyone left. Then she would say her piece.

“I’ll put away the dishes.” Anything to keep
her hands occupied.

“Good. Helping out this family is a great
start,” he said.

She wanted to take the fancy dinnerware in
her hand and smash it against the wall. Did he really think she
would succumb to such manipulation? How dare he, especially when
her whole project was a ruse?

Keep walking. Put the dishes away. Talk to him once
everyone leaves.

Using a scrubber brush, she added soap and
scoured the cheese and sauce off all the plates. With every
forceful stroke, she imagined herself scrubbing away his behavior.
Whoever said the words don’t ever work for
family had been an utter genius.

Everyone said their pleasantries and
goodbyes, until only she and her father remained.

Devoid of all emotion, he said, “Thanks for
doing the dishes.”

“You’re welcome.”

She stepped away from the sink, walked into
the living room and sat down.

He sat in an adjoining chair. “You want to
tell me why you’ve copped such an attitude since I gave you this
project?”

“Well, that didn’t take long.”

“What?”

“For you to insult me. All I’m doing is
trying my best. I want to prove myself to you. Don’t you
understand?”

The irritation flecks in his eyes indicated
he didn’t. “I gave you this job, and you’ve become all high and
mighty—”

“Let’s start with that, shall we?” she
said.

“Start with what?”

“I heard you.” She
pulled her hair back. The chaotic strands were completely in her
way. If scissors were nearby, she’d hack the whole thing off.

“Heard me what?” he asked.

“Heard you tell Ben that the Portland job was
a token to keep me busy. That the project doesn’t even matter, you
wanted me out of the way while you worked on Seattle.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You little
eavesdropper!”

“Me? You’re mad at me, after what I heard you
and Ben talk about?”

He sat up straighter, his shoulders bulky. “I
taught you better than to snoop in others’ business. Meddling into
conversations not meant for you. Of all the—”

“Wait a freaking second!” She sat forward in
her chair. “I stopped by your office to give you an update. Your
door was open. You and Ben were talking. I wasn’t snooping, I heard
you by accident. So why don’t you tell me why your ploy was to
placate me and not give me any substantial job? Because I’m putting
everything into this effort, all while you, Josh, Ryan and Ben are
laughing at me!”

She took a deep breath. There. She’d said
everything. He hadn’t interrupted.

He adjusted the glasses on his face, and his
mouth turned into a frown. “I make the decisions in this company.
You begged me for a project. I knew Portland didn’t have a chance
but I thought you might be able to learn the ropes.”

“And stay out of your way while the real
commercial growth is in Seattle.”

He glowered at her. “Yes. You don’t like my
approach? I can take that job away from you.”

She could hardly believe her ears. “You’re
using Portland development as your pawn? Like a toy you’re going to
take away from me if I don’t eat my vegetables? What is it with
you, Dad?”

“I could ask you the same question. If this
is the kind of team player you are, then I made the right call not
putting you on the Seattle bid—”

“What kind of thing is that to say to your
daughter? Mom would never have used
manipulation like you do.”

His eyes grew dark, and then he shook his
head. “Do you have to bring her up? You really are a piece of
work.”

Something in her heart sank. Bringing up the
mother she hardly knew hadn’t exactly been a mature decision on her
part, but she couldn’t help herself. He’d put her on the defensive
path.

“I’m sorry I brought up Mom.”

He adjusted his glasses. “It’s late. I think
you should go.”

“But we haven’t finished talking—”

“Go.” The vein in his neck bulged in
anger.

Her own father was kicking her out? He would
take such a step to avoid discussing her valid points?

“Dad, I—”

“Leave my house, Kelly. You shouldn’t be here
right now.”

She met his fierce eyes with defiance. There
was no point in continuing their talk, not tonight. It would only
lead to more regret.

“I’ll see you at the office.” She stood up,
opened the front door, and stepped outside.

He didn’t respond, only shut the door—harder
than normal, but not a slam—and she could hear him cussing from
halfway down the driveway.

Another family dinner, this one filled with
carnage. Things had to get better, didn’t they?

 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

At nightfall, Terran rode
his Ducati to the Waterfront. He’d dressed in gray and black,
colors to help him blend in with the locals in the pre-winter
weather.

No sign of Bastian, Caleb, or Dimitrov.
Terran checked a few spots inside the tunnels, around Underground
Portland, but found no sign of Fallen Angels.

Where could they be? He meandered along the
river. The Damnation had returned to its
original spot. Could anyone be aboard? Did he dare check? What if
the Acobi had young girls tied up on the ship? Terran needed to
ensure the public was safe.

Drizzling rain began to fall. Between the
pit-patter sounds, he heard a sharp, shrill noise bellowing off the
ship. Women screaming?

He raced up the side ladder. No one was
there. Making quick, cautious movements, he inspected the main
deck. If someone was trapped up here, maybe they would respond?

“Hello?” he called out. Not too loud, not a
whisper.

Silence followed, so thick that the rain
seemed to be at full volume. Had he imagined the shrill voice? Had
the power of suggestion, and knowing the Acobi were up to
something, tricked him?

His muscles tightened. With trepidation, he
moved across the deck. This could be a trap. He inspected half the
deck when a woman screamed.

“Help!”

Terran’s pulse raced. “Hello? Where are
you?”

“Over here! Please?”

Was he crazy, or was the female voice not
coming from the ship, but the ground? Crap. Had that been the Acobi
plan? Lure him onto the ship, leaving the main Waterfront exposed
so they could do whatever they wanted?

He ran to the starboard side. No one there
either. Get off the ship. Rescue the victim.

Practically running down the ladder, he
darted his gaze in both directions. “Hello?”

Trees, ships, and sidewalks surrounded him,
but he didn’t see anyone else. He sprinted around the ship to
ensure no one was hiding.

“Hello?”

“Over here,” the voice said. A female voice,
young and scared.

Completing his perimeter check, he sped
toward a grove of trees. At the base of a large birch, a woman’s
wrists and ankles were bound.

“Don’t worry, I’ll help.” He rushed over to
her. Then his jaw dropped open. “Sadie? What happened? What are you
doing out here?”

“They attacked me. My best friend escaped,
thank goodness.” She strained against the ties. “We were walking
along the Waterfront. Out of nowhere, these men jumped us.”

“Who? The same guys as before?”

“I’m not sure,” she said, tears spilling from
her eyes. “I don’t remember much.”

Why would she be out at night, walking near
the river? She’d been captured once before. Wouldn’t most women
know to avoid the area? He opened his mouth to ask these very
questions, when she started to cry. Every muscle in his body froze,
and all his thoughts vanished, save one: Get her to stop crying.
Must get her to stop crying.

He cut the cords, freeing her hands and feet.
She managed a relieved sigh. Good, maybe now she would be okay? No
sense pursuing his earlier questions about her choice in safety.
Such a thing would only make her cry more.

She threw her arms around him. “Thank you.
I’m so glad you’re here. I was so scared.”

He patted her back and kept her within his
embrace. Her hair smelled like soft flowers. Why had the Acobi
tried to trap her twice? What made her so special that they’d risk
getting caught?

“Sadie, how long had you been trapped? Any
chance they’re still around?”

“Maybe twenty minutes. I sure as hell am not
going to hang around until they come back.”

But he needed to. He needed to face Bastian,
prevent the jerk from hurting more humans. How could he leave
Sadie, though?

“I need to stop them,” he said. “They can’t
keep attacking you or anyone else.”

She quivered in his arms. “Please take me
with you. Don’t leave me here. I can’t bear to take the chance that
I’ll run into those horrible men again—”

“How many were there?”

“Three.”

Hmm. Usually the top three of any Fallen
Angel clan were never in the same place at the same time. Could the
Acobi be breaking that rule, too?

But why trap Sadie? Why her? Why now?

“Sadie, I really should stay. I can get you a
taxi—”

“No,” she said, pulling him closer. “Get me
out of here. Please, Terran. Please.”

The frightened voice of someone so beautiful
hit him like a sucker punch. He couldn’t say no, even if it meant
postponing a battle with the Acobi.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

#

Back at his apartment, Terran inhaled the
sweet, jasmine scented perfume from Sadie’s neck.

She cradled his face in her hands. “I really
appreciate you letting me crash here.”

“I didn’t want to risk you being caught
again.”

His sentence held partial truth. The other
part was he wanted her with him.

Mercury and Universe would be pissed off that
Terran brought Sadie home and not Kelly. But hey, he’d tried to
make his time with Kelly last longer. She’d been the one to
bail.

Besides, he wasn’t going to let anything
happen with Sadie. She would crash here, remain safe. That was his
job, wasn’t it? Keep humans safe?

She placed her mouth on the side of his neck,
licking and nibbling tiny kisses up to his ear. Shivers went down
his spine and straight to his groin. Suddenly, his zipper was
uncomfortable. No mating with humans. No mating
with humans.

“Sadie—”

“Yes?” she moaned, her head tucked under his,
her incredible perfume teasing his senses. Holy heaven. He was in
trouble.

“I...we can’t...I mean....”

She stopped. Her beautiful blue eyes stared
up at him, intense and passionate. “You don’t think I’m
pretty?”

“Are you kidding?” He tried to gather his
thoughts. Everything was jumbled up right now. “You’re one of the
most gorgeous women I’ve ever seen. But I have rules—”

“Shh.” She ran her fingers through his hair,
pulling the band out of his ponytail and allowing his hair to fall
free over his shoulders.

For a split second, he thought of Kelly. How
she always had her hair in a bun, or a tight clip, or always
formal. How would she look with her hair down? Attractive,
probably.

“Is anything wrong?” Sadie asked. “You look
like you’re someplace else.”

He swallowed hard. “I can’t sleep with
you.”

The gleam in her eyes turned dull. Her sexy
lips turned downward into a frown. “Why not? I like you, Terran.
You’re my hero. You saved me, not once but twice!”

Damn. How was he supposed to explain things
to her? Elementals weren’t supposed to mate with humans. He should
be spending his time with Kelly, like Mercury requested. But Sadie
wouldn’t understand.

“I want you to be safe,” Terran said. He took
her arms, which had found their way around his neck and shoulders,
and held them in his own. “I’m glad I could help you. But I think
we should keep our wits about us until I can catch these
kidnappers.”

Her mouth twitched. “C’mon, Terran. Just
relax. Be with me. The cops can take care of those men. I’m safe
here—”

“But what if there are other girls, tied up
there now? I need to—”

“Shh.” She flicked her tongue at the edge of
his mouth, teasing and inviting him to do more.

He would insist she sleep on the couch.
Anything else wouldn’t be gentlemanly or allowed. Maybe just having
her safe, forced on the couch and not his bedroom, he could allow
her to stay.

“I....”

When her lips touched his, he couldn’t think
of anything else. Sweet, ruby lips that tasted like strawberries.
Holy heavens, she was so beautiful. He’d never seen anyone like
this woman before.

What would his Elemental colleagues Phoenix,
Brooke, and Tempest think of him now? Weakening under a human
female’s charms instead of keeping his focus on the mission he
needed to continue?

Kisses and licks gave way to sighs and moans.
Amidst every human sensation, his mind longed for more. No, no, no.
He needed to keep things light. Kiss her until dawn if he needed
to, but sex wasn’t on the menu. Sadie was breathtaking, but he
couldn’t cross that line.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY

In the wee hours of
daylight, Terran smelled coffee. He groaned, not wanting to get out
of bed just yet. Sadie, who’d slept on the couch despite her loud
protest, could find her way around and help herself to
breakfast.

Something small and soft hit walloped him on
the side of the head. He opened one eye. A beanbag? He must be
dreaming. Back to sleep.

Thump. Thump. More beanbags. Apparently Sadie
had found his hacky-sack collection.

Another thwack. Why was someone hitting him
with the damn things?

He opened his eyes, intent on hurling a bean
bag back at Sadie. Only she wasn’t there. Instead, Mercury sat
perched at the foot of the bed, glaring.

Terran jolted up straight in bed, leaned
against the headboard. “Merc? What are you doing here?”

“I might ask you the same thing, Hippie Boy.
Why weren’t you patrolling the Waterfront last night?”

He rubbed his eyes and racked his brain to
remember last night. “I did. I even saved a woman who’d been
captured and tied up.”

Oh, crap. Did Mercury know about the make-out
session with Sadie? This could get complicated.

“Listen, I’m sorry about my interaction with
Sadie—”

“Interaction?” Merc’s eyes widened. “What are
you talking about?”

Terran swallowed hard. Maybe Merc didn’t
know. But how could he not see Sadie in the couch in the next room?
Unless, maybe she’d woken up and left already? Something deep in
his chest ached.

“Nothing. What are you talking about?” Terran
said.

“Last night. Weren’t you patrolling the
Waterfront?”

“Yes. I found a woman that the Acobi had
bound to a tree. I rescued her.”

Mercury crossed his arms. “And then?”

Terran took a deep breath. If Mercury didn’t
know about Sadie, Terran wasn’t going to volunteer that he’d lip
locked with the woman for hours. But he needed to give some form of
an answer.

“The woman was distraught. She didn’t want to
be alone, so I stayed for a while to ensure her safety.”

Mercury pinched the top of his nose. “That
explains it, then.”

“Explains what? What happened?”

“Five girls, all of them sixteen, were moved
from the Shanghai Tunnels to one of the ships.”

Terran’s adrenaline surged. “I know the name
of the ship. It’s the Damnation. Let’s go,
we can stop it and trap the Acobi.”

“The Damnation is
still in port. Another ship was used for last night’s kidnapping,”
Merc said. “It’s already gone, on its way to the Orient.”

Mercury’s words shot pain and regret into
Terran’s stomach. A wave of nausea spread through him, combined
with a feeling of self-disgust. Innocent girls were taken on his
watch. And what had he done with his valuable time? Made out with
Sadie.

There had to be a way to fix things. Terran
couldn’t accept defeat because of his lack of focus.

“Can we call Brooke?” he asked. “She’s a
Water Elemental. Maybe she could get to them in the ocean? I can
take down Bastian and the others here.”

Merc shrugged. “Brooke has her hands full in
New Orleans. A new group of Fallen Angels have moved in, with
Cristos and Soren no longer there.”

“Shit.”

“I think we’ve lost this round, Terran.”

“No. This was on my watch—”

The bile rising into the back of his throat
was almost too much to bear. He could never let this happen again.
Sadie was a beauty, but he couldn’t let her charms keep him from
protecting others.

“I’ll see if we can call in Brooke or another
Water Elemental,” Merc said. “But you’d best stay focused.”

“I will.” He’d never meant two words more
sincerely than those.

“Any progress with Kelly, the developer?”
Merc asked.

“I met her for a date, but she ended it
early,” Terran said.

“Keep trying,” Mercury said. “It’s important
to get her on our side. Remember to stay focused. You can’t afford
another mistake.”

Believe me, I know.
How could he have been so stupid? So taken in by human beauty that
he lost sight of what he was there to do? Sure, he’d rescued one
woman. But what about the other five and the countless others who
were, at this very second, being shipped off to a world of
prostitution, rape, slavery, and anything else the Fallen Angels
had in mind?

“Don’t worry,” Terran said. “Message
received.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Terror-filled screams
echoed through the planks in the Damnation. Bastian closed his eyes, breathed deep, and
savored the bone-chilling sound of young girls facing their fate.
He’d been dedicated to Lucifer’s cause from the beginning, but
hearing the fear and utter dread in young female shrieks was where
he found the most job satisfaction.

“Open your eyes, we have work to do,” Caleb
said, knocking the luscious thoughts out of Bastian’s mind for the
moment.

“Must you spoil my mental orgasmic moment, my
friend?”

Caleb rolled his eyes. “Dimitrov wants more
planks added to the ship. Thick wooden planks are steadier than
drywall. The more cells we have, the more women we can take.”

“I’m well aware of Dimitrov’s wishes,”
Bastian said. He paused a moment, wondering if he could trust
Caleb. “Don’t you find it strange that Dimitrov never comes with
us, never hunts with us, and never even leaves his estate in West
Linn?”

Caleb didn’t appear fazed as he reached into
a box of shackles. “I hadn’t thought about it before.”

“I’m not one to complain—”

“That’s a lie,” Caleb replied.

Bastian shot his colleague a dirty look.
“Lucifer grew angry when Fallen Angel leaders failed in New Orleans
and New York. Does Lucifer even know that Dimitrov barely goes
outside? It seems we are the ones doing all the work.”

Caleb barely looked up. “Dimitrov earned his
position. We’re his soldiers, required to follow him. You know
that.”

Impatience surged through Bastian. There had
to be a way to get what he wanted. He was meant for more than
this.

“I’m simply stating facts, my friend,”
Bastian said, keeping his voice syrupy sweet.

More screams clanged down the corridor. Damn.
He longed to put his arm around the fearful young ones, whisper
delicious tales of his sexual exploits and how they would soon be
the ones to fulfill his every need. But he had work to do.

Caleb stepped closer, seeming paranoid, as if
the walls in the ship could hear him if he spoke above a whisper.
“I admit, Dimitrov isn’t on the job as often as the others, but we
can’t complain. He will come with us when the ship is ready.”

“You sure about that? What if he plans to
keep Portland for himself, while you and I sail across the
Pacific?”

Caleb’s eyes widened. Perhaps he hadn’t
considered the possibility before now, whereas Bastian thought of
it night and day. He didn’t trust Dimitrov, and he definitely
didn’t appreciate his domineering methods. Since when should he
have to kneel, call Dimitrov Master? Lucifer was the only Master.
Bastian thought it arrogant and beneath him to take away Lucifer’s
respect with the name.

“Just keep an open mind,” Bastian said. “I’m
not sure what Dimitrov is really planning. You and I are brothers.
We must stick together, with allegiance to Lucifer.”

“And you are going to—what? Go running to
Lucifer like a tattletale child? What do you think he’ll do to
you?”

Hmm. Bastian traced his fingers over the old,
brown wood of the ship’s walls. Some boards had knotted wood,
giving an aura of age and character to the room.

“I think Lucifer would be interested in
Dimitrov’s lack of activity, his lack of hunting with us, his lack
of anything except to give us orders from his big house, in a
suburb for crying out loud. He can’t even pick a house near
downtown, to be near where we work. What does that say?”

Caleb shook his head and continued to sweep.
“I suggest you try to work things out with Dimitrov first.
Otherwise, Lucifer will be angry.”

“True,” Bastian said. Such a delicate task
needed to be thought through. Dimitrov would sniff out any hint of
those usurping his authority. Any gesture of insubordination would
only lead to Dimitrov forcing Bastian into manual labor to learn
respect. What a crock of shit. Cleaning and kneeling did not a
loyal soldier make.

A chilling scream echoed through the walls,
followed by intense sobbing.

“Excuse me, my friend,” Bastian said.

“What are you going to do?” Caleb asked. “We
don’t have time for nonsense.”

“Five minutes.”

Caleb groaned but waved him away.

“I’ll be back.” Bastian sped below deck to
find the source of that delicious, beautiful scream so he could
make it last as long as he could.

An hour later, a pleased but exhausted
Bastian snuck down the dark street where Dimitrov lived. Moving in
closer, Bastian used the bushes for cover. Time for answers. He
needed a leader, not someone who stayed indoors and never
helped.

Thanks to floor-to-ceiling windows, he could
watch Dimitrov without being noticed. Secluded in the darkness,
Bastian watched his so-called leader do routine tasks like eat,
drink, then watch a few minutes of a stupid reality show before
falling asleep on the couch.

Pretty damn boring sight to see.

This was why Dimitrov insisted on never
helping them at the Waterfront? Making him and Caleb do all the
work? What the hell? Caleb wasn’t even an efficient worker. Sure,
Caleb obeyed and helped out, but the skinny Acobi was not much more
than a pretty yes-man.

Bastian’s muscles clenched. All the shit he’d
taken from Dimitrov. And the boss guy hadn’t done anything to help
them reap souls? What kind of leader was that?

May as well return to the ship, tell Caleb
how boring Dimitrov’s life seemed to be. Suddenly, Dimitrov bolted
upright on the couch. Bastian ducked back into the brush.

Stumbling into a vertical position, Dimitrov
walked to the closet, put on a coat, and then marched out the front
door like a man on a mission.

Could Dimitrov be headed for the tunnels?
Despite the flicker of hope, Bastian knew better. No, this was
something different. Dimitrov strode along, walking like he was in
a trance. Sleepwalking, perhaps? Or just not wanting anyone to see
him?

Whatever the reasoning, Bastian kept close to
the ground like the snakes did. He would find out where boss man
intended to go.

An hour later, Bastian’s feet ached. If
Dimitrov was up to something, why didn’t he take the luxury
vehicle? Why walk like a lowly human?

Bastian longed to use his wings or
teleporting abilities to follow Dimitrov. But such actions would
draw attention from the public, not to mention give away his
presence to the boss.

He kept his distance, making note of where
Dimitrov went. No place special for the first forty-five minutes,
unless one could count Hot Dog Heaven as special. In all honesty,
the more Bastian followed him, the more he began to realize just
how dull his leader had become.

Blah, blah, blah—

Tires squealed in the street, followed by the
sound of metal crashing together. Burned rubber tires dominated all
other smells.

Bastian darted his gaze in all directions,
assessing the situation. Two cars, head-on collision, shattered
glass around the wreckage. He listened carefully. Anyone hurt?

Oh, yes. In the passenger seat of the blue
car, a woman sat trapped. Blood dripped down her face. She opened
her mouth to scream, but only terror-filled silence came out.

Perfect. She was reap-ready. Humans, when
forced to meet the Grim Reaper, often make rash decisions. Bastian
would go to her, convince her to join his army. Then a kiss to
formalize the event, and he would have another soul on his
side.

He sprinted toward the car—then stopped
short. Dimitrov knelt beside the car. Guess boss man wanted this
one for himself? No matter. Bastian would hang back, try to reap
some onlookers.

Once out of sight, Bastian studied the
wreckage from his vantage point. Wait. What the hell? Dimitrov had
knelt beside the victim, but he wasn’t reaping her. He was
rescuing her.

Dimitrov, leader of the Acobi? Being the
hero? Dimitrov had pulled the woman from the car and set her down
gently on the sidewalk. Why? What possible reason could he have for
saving a human?

Just as the first wailing police car
screeched to a stop. Bastian saw her give something—a silver
necklace, maybe? — to Dimitrov as she thanked him profusely.

Once the second sirens blared and the scene
grew in numbers, Dimitrov disappeared into the crowd. He continued
his strange walk pattern all the way back to his house in West
Linn.

Bastian followed, now more determined than
ever to learn the truth.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

When the harsh morning
light entered Dimitrov’s bedroom and warmed his face, he gradually
opened one eye. Morning.

He sat up in bed. Damn, that hurt. His lower
back throbbed with a dull, nonstop pain. Had he slept wrong? Tossed
around last night and wrenched it?

A jolt of panic shot through him. His heart
pounded in his chest. He couldn’t remember anything after falling
asleep on the couch. He’d blacked out. Lost all memory of last
night. Tossing off the sheets, he looked for blood.

No blood found. Good. He breathed deep, held
it in for a count of five, and then exhaled through his mouth. It
was a calming technique, one to help lower blood pressure. One he’d
better use if he didn’t want to stroke out. Blood thundered through
his human veins. He needed to remain calm.

When he reached out to turn the lamp on, a
silver chain fell to the floor with an audible clank. The pounding
in his temples doubled. He didn’t wear jewelry. Bending to pick it
up, he looked at the rope-chain links. To form such a necklace took
precision. There was also a pendant.

He blinked, forgot how to breathe. The
pendant was a cross? Holy shit! He flung it across the room. As far
away from him as it could get. What the hell was he doing with a
cross in his bedroom?

Oh, no. It had happened again. First he’d
woken up with blood all over him and his sheets. Now he’d awakened
again, with no memory of the night before, to find a blasphemous
pendant in his room? No. Not possible.

Shaking head to toe, he eased out of bed and
reached for a coat hanger. Bending it into a wire, he lifted the
necklace. With careful steps, fearing the cross could attack him at
any second like a giant bug, he opened the window screen. Then used
every ounce of his strength to hurl the necklace out onto the
lawn.

A loud banging came from the front door.
Dimitrov jumped a foot, his insides tightening. Who could that be
at such an early hour?

He slammed the window closed. To ensure the
cross had indeed gone away forever, he locked the window and vowed
to never think of it again.

The banging at the door continued.

“I’m coming, damn it!” Dimitrov rushed over
and peered through the peephole. Bastian? What could he want?

Dimitrov opened the door. “Good morning. What
brings you here so early?”

“I need to speak to you.”

“Come in.” Dimitrov’s heart continued to
race. He hoped his human body wasn’t shaking. It had been quite a
morning, and he still hadn’t been able to put all the pieces
together.

Bastian’s black eyes narrowed. “I don’t need
to come in. Why don’t you just tell me where you were last
night?”

Dimitrov’s mouth went dry. Parched to the
point he couldn’t speak.

“Well?” Bastian prompted.

“I had business to take care of here.”

Did Bastian know something? Granted, the
bastard was always arrogant and trying to usurp his authority, but
considering Dimitrov couldn’t remember two nights of his life,
maybe Bastian did know what had happened.

“Is that all?” Bastian asked. “You would tell
me anything I need to know, wouldn’t you?”

Dimitrov had the distinct impression he was
being tricked into something, but he wasn’t about to confess to
something he’d done when he didn’t even know himself. All he knew
was that the night had ended with a cross pendant in his room.

Besides, he was still the boss. If Bastian
pushed the subject, Dimitrov could argue his need for respect and
quiet the youngster.

“How are things going at the tunnels?”
Dimitrov asked. “Are things moving into place for the party?”

“Yes. We’re setting up musical equipment for
the bands. The rave will be the best way ever to reap many souls at
once.”

“Good.”

Dimitrov stared at Bastian, refusing to look
away. Just like an alpha dog, he needed to maintain control. “So,
anything else you needed?”

Bastian frowned. “No. I think I’m good. I
just wish you’d come out to the tunnels sometime, see the work
we’re doing.”

Dimitrov patted the kid on the back. “I know.
You and Caleb are my best soldiers. I probably don’t say thanks
enough or offer my gratitude, but I do notice your efforts.”

“Thanks. I will keep you informed on things.”
He started to walk away. “I’ll report back in soon.”

“Excellent,” Dimitrov said. Then he closed
the door.

Once Bastian had left, Dimitrov sat on the
couch afraid to take his blood pressure. He already knew it was way
too high. Things were far from excellent.

What if Bastian suspected something, knew
about Dimitrov’s blackouts? There was no reason for Bastian to show
up here so early. He must know something.

The sinking feeling in the pit of Dimitrov’s
stomach turned into a painful burn. Ulcers? Who knew at this point?
He couldn’t afford any more stress. Meaning he needed to stop the
blackouts—if such a feat was even possible.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Terran didn’t waste any
more time in his apartment. No more emotional energy spent
wondering where Sadie had run off to before he woke up, either.

Mercury left as quickly as he’d appeared,
leaving the putrid smell of guilt to keep Terran company. All those
sixteen and seventeen-year-olds, on a ship bound for an awful fate.
Sickness gnawed at his stomach and twisted his insides in pain.
There was a small chance another Water Elemental could save those
girls, but nothing was guaranteed.

Meanwhile, he would remain focused. Get to
know Kelly, despite her need to push him away. He would get the
Waterfront protected at night. And he wouldn’t let anything or
anyone stand in his way—ever again.

#

After several hours of freelance work, Terran
sat in a nearby café with his laptop. If he wanted to get close to
this Kelly Habersham, he needed to know about her, about her family
business.

A Google search provided more info than he’d
expected. Family included three brothers, mother died in a car
crash when she was three, her dad ran the prestigious builder firm
out of Portland but did work all along the Pacific Northwest. Even
had a few government contracts, getting a piece of that pie.

As he studied her online fingerprint, some
things became clear. One, her stubbornness could probably be
attributed to her competing against three brothers for attention.
Two, her father Chad Habersham had some complaints filed against
him. Yet he’d managed to come through them all squeaky clean. How
did such a thing happen, without some corrupt action?

Maybe that was his in, his way into her life.
Did she know her father had been accused of corruption in the
past?

Must have been hard on her. Maybe that’s why
she never let her hair down. She couldn’t afford to do so.

That could be his approach, not just for
getting a compromise on her real estate project, but getting to
know her. Everyone needed an approach, and having one for human
females was essential.

With a breath of confidence, he called the
firm of Habersham & Sons.

“Kelly Habersham, please.”

“One moment,” the elderly woman on the phone
said. Must be the receptionist or admin assistant.

“Kelly Habersham. How can I help you?”

“Hi, Kelly. It’s Terran.”

A moment of silence. Shock, maybe?

“Terran. What...why are you calling me
here?”

“I didn’t have your work number, and I didn’t
think your family would appreciate a tree hugger like me showing up
in your lobby.” He chuckled a little, hoping she would share in the
humor. To his surprise, she did.

“What can I do for you?” she asked.

“Well, you cut our last outing short. You
never saw that movie with me. I thought maybe we could go to an
afternoon matinee and then grab dinner. The Melting Pot has great
fondue, or there’s that German restaurant, too.”

“I like fondue at The Melting Pot.”

“Great! Can you leave work by three? Meet me
at Lloyd Center movie theater at four. There are several matinee
movies. You pick.”

“That’s a dangerous thing, letting the woman
pick the movie. You’re really leaving that decision up to me?” she
asked.

“I guess? What’s the big deal with letting
you pick?”

“What if I choose a chick-flick
marathon?”

Wow. She even had a sense of humor. What was
happening? Had he just not noticed these things before?

“I’m good either way,” he said. “So, movies
then dinner. You game?”

She cleared her throat. “I don’t know if I
can get out of here by three—”

“You haven’t lived until you’ve gone to a
movie in the middle of the afternoon. Gives it a special kind of
fun.”

“I’ll make it work. Dad has a golf course
meeting then, anyway.”

“Great.” He paused. “I’ll see you at Lloyd
Center cinema around four.”

“See you then.”

He hung up, wondering about her. How he could
find out more. Maybe knowing what made her tick would be the key to
finding out how to stop her commercial building project. If he had
his druthers, no one would build commercial property on the
Waterfront, but he was willing to live with it, provided she didn’t
go anywhere near the Shanghai Tunnel exits.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Kelly gathered her things
and discreetly put them into her purse so she could leave early.
Checking her email once again, she confirmed nothing needed her
immediate attention. Good.

She flung her purse over her shoulder, shut
down her computer, and stepped out of her office.

“Where are you headed off to?” Ben asked.

“I have a meeting about the tunnels for my
project.” She kept her tone flat, even though the butterflies in
her stomach were going at warp speed. She’d never played hooky from
work before. Not from school, not from work. This would be a
first.

“Want me to tag along? We could get dinner
after?”

“No,” she said, too quickly. “I mean, I don’t
know how long the meeting will go.”

“But Dad wanted to keep a check on
things.”

“Don’t worry.” She picked up her pace for the
exit door. “I’ll keep Dad in the loop on anything pertinent.”

Before her brother could ask more
questions—or worse, follow her—she got into her car and sped away.
Just to be on the safe side, she took two detours.

The excitement now pumped through her, and
she could almost hear her heart beating faster. Playing hooky,
acting like a spy to her brothers, was kind of fun. Why had she
never done this before?

Forty minutes later, she parked at Lloyd
Center and walked over to the Cinemas, where Terran waited,
smiling.

“Thought you might not show,” he said.

“I had to get past my brothers, make sure
they didn’t follow me.”

Terran smiled. A nice smile, one that showed
slight dimples and a man with a sense of humor.

“You a secret agent developer now?” He winked
at her.

“Just call me 007.”

“Well, Mrs. Bond, what movie do you want to
see?”

She scanned the marquee. Three romantic
flicks that seemed too sappy even for her taste. One blow-them-up
explosion movie, one documentary. She let out a sigh. Did Hollywood
make anything good anymore?

“Whatcha think?” Terran said.

“Deciding.” Suddenly, the marquee changed and
more movie listings displayed. Aha. She made her choice.
The Way Way Back.

Terran arched an eyebrow. “I never figured
you for an indie flick lover.”

She wondered how he did see her, what kind of
impression she gave off. Most people saw an extension of the
Habersham family, like she was just one arm on a giant octopus.

“The reviews liked it,” Kelly said. “And it
won a prize at Sundance.”

Terran smiled yet again and bought the
tickets. “You continue to surprise me, Kelly Habersham.”

They walked inside. The lobby had a royal
blue and hot pink carpet, the kind of bright neon you could see in
the dark. Along one wall, video games beeped and chimed.

“You want popcorn or a soda?” he asked.

“Diet Dr. Pepper.” She stepped closer to him,
not wanting to make a big announcement with what she would say
next. “And, will you do me a favor, maybe just for today?”

His brows arched together a bit. He seemed
intrigued by her inquiry.

“Sure. What do you need?”

“Can you not use my last name in
conversation?” she whispered.

Now his brows furrowed more. “Is something
wrong?”

Damn, now she would have to explain herself.
But how? And did she want to? Something, a tiny feeling, told her
she could trust him. Even though he represented the enemy where
work was concerned.

“Have you ever had a group of people assume
you are a certain way, just because of your name or where you’re
from?” she asked.

He handed her the soda. “You mean, people
that put others in a box, don’t ever let them change because of
preconceived notions?”

Relief washed over her. He understood.

“Yes.”

“I have.” He let her go first into the
auditorium and they sat down.

“I guess it must be hard being the only girl
in the Habersham—oops, sorry—family,” Terran added, and then snuck
a handful of popcorn.

“You have no idea. It’s not just what clients
expect of me, but what my father and brothers expect.”

Terran nodded like he understood. “And their
approval means the world to you. Am I right?”

“To an extent, yes. I mean, I want to show
that I’m capable on my own.”

She couldn’t tell, but she thought she was
stumbling over the words. Was she? Based on his facial expression
and interest, she was doing fine.

“That’s what this Portland project is
about.”

Terran’s eyes gleamed. “Ah, I see. Tell me
something, though.”

“Yeah?”

“You never answered my question that day at
the Columbia River Gorge.”

Wow. He must have a memory like an elephant.
She racked her brain but couldn’t remember avoiding any specific
question.

“Which one?”

The first set of lights dimmed overhead,
leaving only tiny specks of light along the aisle walkways.

“I’ll ask after the movie. It’s a detailed
conversation,” he said.

The previews began. Ordinarily, she would be
transported in a dark room to whatever story unfolded on the big
screen, but now she was curious. What question had she avoided at
the Gorge that day? And why did he want to ask her something again?
What was his agenda?

The screen went black for a second,
indicating previews were over and the movie was about to start.
Focus. She’d wanted to see this film for weeks. No sense worrying
about unanswered questions during the movie. There would be plenty
of time for that afterward.
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When the overhead lights came on two hours
later, Kelly looked around. She touched the chair arms, squinted
when she looked up at the lights. The movie had done what so few
movies ever did—completely transported her until she forgot where
she was. Only a handful of movies had that effect.

“Let’s go get fondue,” Terran said, grinning
like a little kid.

Thirty minutes later, they sat in a secluded
booth of The Melting Pot. Tiny toasted breads were set out, and the
server brought out a container of cheese fondue for them to
share.

“So, did you like my choice in movies?” she
asked.

“Actually, I did.” He took a sip of his
water. “Interesting coming of age story, and the kid was an amazing
actor. How about you? Like it?”

“Yes.”

Something caught in her throat, the real
truth of how she felt about the strong characters she’d just seen
on screen. The Sam Rockwell character, the mentor, had kind of a
childish boyishness about him that she wished she could
occasionally embrace. It was as if he felt no constraints. He had
the freedom to do what he wanted, act like he wanted, no matter
what anyone else thought.

“Tell me what you liked,” Terran said.

She reached for her drink, needing to keep
her hands busy. Opening up about personal feelings was better done
when things were in motion. Never still.

“I liked how carefree the Sam Rockwell
character was,” she said.

Terran’s expression didn’t change. He
listened with thoughtful, big brown eyes.

“Sometimes I wish I could be that free,” she
said, then coughed. Had she really said that out loud? Admitted
what she truly wanted?

“You okay?” Terran asked, his eyes now filled
with concern.

He reached out his hand. What was he going to
do with it? Give her the Heimlich? That would be awkward. She took
a deep breath.

Better.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Thanks for your
concern, though.”

“You were saying you wish you could be as
free as the character in the movie?” he asked.

The lump in her throat returned. Oh yeah.
She’d said the words out loud. No taking them back. Crap.

“Yes.”

“Care to elaborate on that just a little?
C’mon, don’t make me pull teeth to get you to talk.”

She smiled, naturally, not forced. Maybe she
could relax more around him.

“I guess I feel that my family name
constricts how I’m supposed to behave sometimes,” she said. “It
gets old. Everyone expects me to be a certain way, act a certain
way.”

Terran arched one eyebrow. With his
mischievous grin, he looked like a cute version of some
magician.

“That reminds me, you need to answer my
question.”

“Which one?” she asked. “I don’t
remember.”

“If you could do anything else besides
commercial real estate and development, what would you do? If your
family name didn’t constrict your actions, as you put it.”

Oh. That question. The one nobody had ever
asked her before Terran. Not her teachers, not her college
advisors, and certainly not her family.

“I...I don’t know.”

“Sure you do.”

Her hand reached for her drink again, but it
tilted and spilled across the table into his lap. The heated
embarrassment shot to her cheeks. She wanted to hide.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. She rushed to the
nearby counter and grabbed a wad of napkins to wipe up the
mess.

But all he did was offer a charming wink.
“You go to all kinds of trouble to avoid answering me, don’t
you?”

“I’m not avoiding, honest.” She wiped down
the table.

“Can I give you my assessment?”

She wasn’t sure how to answer. How did he
view her? Part of her needed to know, another part wanted to go
with the curl away and hide option.

Gritting her teeth, she responded. “Yes.”

He reached an arm out, and she let him touch
her hand. Fortunately, he didn’t hold it tight or try to get all
gooey. He just...touched her slightly, a nice sensation.

“I think your family keeps you under their
thumb. It makes it easy for them to control you. And since you’re
the only woman in an all-male family business, my guess is that
your father is extra hard on you.”

Her throat went tight, but she needed to push
out the words. “What makes you say that?”

“Because you’re not a spoiled princess. All
male families tend to turn the one female into a bratty princess
who doesn’t have to do anything, or into a powerhouse who is often
misunderstood.”

She swallowed hard. “Glad you don’t think I’m
spoiled.”

“It’s clear you’re competent with what you
do,” Terran said. “But what I want to know is, do you love it? Is
it your passion?”

“My what?”

What was he talking about? People had jobs to
pay bills. Work had to be done, and she’d been born into a
family-run business that needed her. Who cared if it was her
passion or not? What other option was there?

“Your passion.” He watched her intently,
those soulful brown eyes staring into hers, trying to find his
answer. And suddenly a shot of fear rose up her spine. What if she
didn’t have passion for anything? What was Terran speaking of?

“You mean, what I like to do?” she asked.
“Hobbies and such?”

Terran shrugged. “The best careers are those
where work feels like play.”

“I don’t know of anyone who has that
combination.”

His eyes widened a little. “Sad. Well, while
work does have to be done, why not make it feel like play? C’mon.
If you didn’t have the family business, what would you do?”

She racked her brain, thinking of
anything—teacher, banker, doctor, landscape architect—but none of
them ignited anything resembling passion. If anything, they ignited
disgust. And deep in the pit of her stomach, something began to
ache.

“What is your
passion?” she asked. Best to put the question back on him. Give her
more time to come up with hers.

“Photography. I’m lucky. My favorite is
taking nature shots, but I do freelance photography for a number of
different sources. Some are boring, but on the whole, I’m doing
what I love.”

She studied his expression. He was completely
serious, like work wasn’t an option unless she loved what she did.
His eyes gleamed when he mentioned photography. Maybe he wasn’t
just a tree hugger annoyance. Maybe he could be more.

Breaking eye contact, she glanced across the
room. “Must be nice to love one’s job....”

“C’mon. Anything. Lawyer? Secretary?
Firefighter?”

She laughed. “While I think shimming down
those poles would be fun, uh, no. Not a firefighter.”

“So what would you choose, then?”

Images flashed through her mind, going back
to her mother. The mother she barely remembered, like somewhere
between awake and asleep when you try to remember a dream but can’t
get the details, you only get the fuzzy outlines.

“My father used to tell me stories about my
mom, about how they met.”

“How did they meet?”

“My mom ran a bed and breakfast in Newport,
on the Oregon Coast. My dad traveled there for work quite often.
His hotel messed up his reservation so he had to go to a B&B. I
remember him saying how upset he was that he couldn’t stay at the
corporate hotel, but then it wound up being the best twist of
fate.”

When she looked into Terran’s eyes, she
noticed him smiling. “What?”

“You look happy when you talk about your mom,
that’s all.”

She could feel her cheeks go hot. “She died
when I was three, so I don’t remember her much except from the
stories and Dad’s old photographs.”

“And she ran an inn. Is that something you’d
ever want to try?”

A fluttering began in her stomach, bubbling
up to her throat. What was this feeling? Happiness? Hope? Total
surprise that someone was interested in what she thought, for a
change?

“Maybe.”

He grinned wide. “I love the Coast. Lots of
B&Bs there. It’s a great way to meet people.”

She nodded. “My dad said she loved meeting
and greeting people from across the country. She became part of
their stories, their lives, if only for a weekend.”

Terran dipped a piece of toast into the hot
jalapeño cheese fondue and took a bite.

“Good?” she asked, reaching for her own
bread.

“Delish.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin.
“So here’s the tough question. Why don’t you stop managing condo
construction and run a B&B instead? I know it takes time and
money, but do you really want to stay part of the Habersham firm
for the rest of your life?”

She chewed her cheese bread for a lot longer
than she needed to, for it gave her time to think. “It’s tough,
being a family business. And I would have no place to start.”

Terran’s eyes twinkled.

“What?” she asked. “You look like you’re up
to something.”

“My nature mag editor called me last night. I
have to do a shoot on the Oregon Coast next week. You’re welcome to
come with me and gather some info. There are probably some records
of the B&B your mother ran there.”

She could hardly believe her ears. She hardly
knew him, and yet he seemed to understand her more than anyone
else. Now he was offering to show her around the one place where
her mother loved, a place where she might decide on a different
career path?

No. Things like that didn’t happen overnight.
And they certainly didn’t happen while eating cheese fondue.

“We’ll have to see,” she said.

His brows furrowed, but he didn’t push. If
nothing else, Mr. Tree Hugger was perceptive. She could forgive a
great many sins if he kept that one trait intact.

“Well, the offer is open,” he said. “Just let
me know by Thursday.”

“Thanks.” She glanced down at her watch.
“Listen, the movie was great, but I—”

“I know,” he said. “You need to go.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Terran drove toward his
apartment with the music cranked. The plan? Go home, open a beer,
and watch a little TV. Unwind.

Spending time with Kelly kept him somewhere
between tired of being ‘on’ all the time. Then being genuinely
curious about what made her tick. In the various centuries where
he’d dealt with humans, he’d never come across a female in an
all-male family before. At least, none that he had direct
communication with.

At least she’d opened up a little bit before
she ran for cover.

He turned off I-5, went down a side road and
parked in his apartment complex. When he snapped the key into the
lock, he heard a noise from inside his place. Adrenaline pumping,
he threw open the door, ready to strike.

“Damn it, Mercury! What are you doing
here?”

Mercury looked up from his sweeper broom.
“Tidying up. You’re home early.”

“Kelly always bails on me, right as we begin
to get close.” Terran tossed his keys on the table and they slid to
the floor.

“I just cleaned that area up,” Mercury said
with a frown.

“Why are you playing the role of Merry Maid?
This is my apartment. Can’t you send a lightning bolt warning or
something before you just show up without notice?”

Mercury cocked an eyebrow. “That’s Zeus’s
calling card, not mine. Besides, the place could always use a
little tidying. I wanted to talk with you, so why not clean the
place while I wait? It’s better than those Desperate Housewives or other crap humans watch.”

Terran closed his eyes and tried to remain
calm. “Merc, please let me know when you’re coming. I thought you
might be a burglar. What if I’d burst in ready to fight and you got
hurt?”

“Then I’d be perturbed,” Merc said, in a
smallish and matter-of-fact voice, one that increasing got on
Terran’s nerves. Especially now.

“Talk to me, then please go. It’s been a long
day.”

“Oh? How are things with Kelly? I trust that
she will be forfeiting her project or doing something else that
doesn’t involve the tunnels?”

He pinched the top of his nose to ward off
the incoming headache. “Not quite yet, but I’m getting through to
her.”

“What’s taking so long?” Merc asked.

You keep showing up to
change the rules every two seconds.

Terran knew better than to voice his
frustration, but the thought still pounded in his brain. He wanted
to be dating Sadie, not Kelly. Kelly took more time, took more
effort. Half the time he wasn’t sure what she was thinking, and the
other half he just hoped she wasn’t planning to bury him in
concrete.

“Kelly is like an onion. Lots of layers to
get through before she will compromise, but I’m working on
her.”

“Keep at it,” Mercury said. “Now, about the
other reason I’m here—”

“Which is?” Terran went to the fridge, popped
open a beer, and sat down.

Mercury paused a moment, perhaps for
theatrics, and then said, “I understand that you always want to
help people.”

“Since when is that a bad thing?”

“It’s not, but Universe wants you to be aware
of the dangers.”

“Okayyyy,” Terran said. “Meaning? Give me an
example.”

Merc looked upward, almost like asking
permission for something to say.

“You saved the girl the other night, Sadie,
but that allowed the Acobi to take other underage girls away.”

Terran’s stomach clenched. He and Merc had
already had this conversation. Why bring up something in the past
that he couldn’t change?

“You know I would have stayed near the
Waterfront, not taken Sadie home, if I knew other girls were at
risk—”

“That’s all I’m saying,” Merc said. “Be aware
that even saving one human, which is commendable, needs to be done
so as not to endanger more humans. Just be cognizant of the
situation.”

“Okay.” Terran took several swigs of beer.
“Does Universe know how confusing this whole game is, especially in
today’s world?”

Merc stared at him like he was crazy. “Excuse
me?”

“I’m not trying to be disrespectful,” Terran
said. “Please don’t mistake my intent. I’m simply saying the
missions are becoming more complex. The Acobi never took underage
girls before now. They were happy with the Seven-Deadly-Sinners
types.”

“Evil has grown more brazen by the decade,”
Mercury said. “We must be prepared for whatever strategy they
attempt. Even now, we are studying what half-breed Elemental
children can do. We think Ella and those like her will have greater
powers in the future.”

“Interesting,” Terran said. “Good thing,
since the rules seem to be ever-changing.”

“Change is the only constant,” Mercury said,
sounding more like a fortune cookie than a helpful ally.

Terran took another swig of beer. “Just tell
Universe that I’m concerned about the future.”

Mercury’s lips just barely turned upward into
a smile. “Trust me. Universe is aware of your frustration.”

“As long as we have a plan—”

Thunder boomed outside, three times in a row,
followed by heavy rain.

“I think Universe is acknowledging that he
does have a plan,” Merc said.

Terran glanced at the window. “Hard to tell.
This is Portland, the land of rainfall.”

Merc shrugged. “Keep up the work on Kelly.
Don’t let Sadie distract you from your mission.”

“Got it,” Terran said.

Getting up to leave, Merc tipped his hat and
left.

“And give me a fair warning next time when
you’re going to show up?” Terran called out the doorway.

“Maybe, Earth Boy. Maybe.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Bastian strutted through
the Shanghai Tunnels, heading for the river’s exit. On either side
of him, young girls in holding cells screamed, begged to be set
free. He paused, took a deep breath, and relished their pained
pleas, carefully orchestrated in a symphony just for him.

“Please! Let me go! I will do anything you
want!”

Bastian turned to his right, fixed his eyes
on the lovely brunette. “No, my lovely.”

“I want to go home! What’s going to happen to
me?”

“It’s a surprise, dear one. But, I will
promise you, you won’t have to live in that cell forever.”

He turned to walk away.

“My father is powerful!” she yelled after
him. “He can pay whatever you want—”

“Money?!” Bastian pivoted within a second,
gripped the ropes which covered the small window into the cell.
“You humans always think of money!”

“Humans?” she asked, her voice quivering.
“Then what are you?”

“I am perfection, sweetness.”

Her eyes widened, the black pupils expanding
with fear. Then she collapsed to the ground, limp like a rag doll,
and sobbed.

Such a pathetic action, sobbing. Not like the
screams, the fear, the terror in quivering voices—those fed his
strength. Sobbing only served as a source of irritation.

“Perhaps you could convince me to release
you,” he said, deliberately using kind pitch in his voice. Give the
girl false hopes.

“What? Tell me. Let me go.”

Fixing his intense glare upon her shapely
body, which she’d balled up in the fetal position, he simply
grinned ear to ear. “Beg.”

“I...I said please. What do you mean?”

He shook his head. “Get on your knees,
sweetness. Then beg.”

Tears streamed down her face once more, but
she slowly unwound herself from the protective ball she’d been in,
and she rested her weight on her knees.

“Please, sir. Please, let me go.”

Orgasmic. If only he had this one chained in
a bed.

“Very good,” he said. Grinning, he released
the ropes on her cell window and walked away.

“Where are you going? I thought...didn’t we
have a deal?” she cried out.

“Just kidding, darling. I’m afraid you’re
going to rot in that cell until I get a fair price for your shapely
ass.”

“What? You bastard! Let me out!”

Her pleas, cries, and eventual sobs became
quieter and quieter, the further he got through the tunnel. When he
reached the exit by the river, he saw Caleb hammering a board on
the side of the ship.

“Is it fixed?”

Caleb looked up and nodded, his stringy black
hair bouncing along with his narrow face. “We should be good. Set
sail sometime after the party?”

Bastian nodded. “Our resources say Terran
won’t be around to bother us for a few days. If we want to get the
ship ready to depart, we need to finish it by Saturday at the
latest. Then we leave.”

Caleb continued to work. Bastian hesitated,
unsure whether to bring up the reeling thoughts on his mind. Yes.
He should.

“I want to talk to you,” Bastian said.

Caleb stopped hammering and stood up. “What’s
on your mind?”

“About Dimitrov,” Bastian said. “I think he’s
not a devoted Acobi. I don’t think we can succeed if we keep him
around.”

“Brother, your issues with our boss are yours
to cope with. I don’t wish to make an enemy of Dimitrov.”

Of course Mr. Yes Man would think that
way.

“Caleb, he doesn’t help us at the tunnels. He
won’t come near the ship. I went to talk to him a few nights ago,
and I followed him. He walked to a busy intersection and there was
a car crash. I swore he planned to reap the victim’s soul, but he
didn’t. He saved her.”

Suddenly, Caleb appeared interested. “Saved
her? Are you sure you know what you saw?”

“Positive.”

Caleb pulled his long hair back into a
twisted knot. “What do you propose we do?”

“We could always go over boss man’s
head.”

Caleb’s eyes widened and his angular face
seemed to grow longer. “You want to go to Lucifer? I’m not sure
that’s a good idea.”

“Think about it,” Bastian said. “We can’t
complain to Dimitrov because he will only force us to obey. But
he’s breaking our laws, helping the other side. This isn’t about my
grudge anymore. He’s not helping our cause.”

“There must be a reason,” Caleb said. “Maybe
one we don’t understand.”

“Are you so loyal that you can’t see reason?”
Bastian yelled.

Caleb used his skinny arm to push Bastian
against the wall. With an icy blue glare, he spat out, “Don’t
insult me again.”

“Then let me talk to Lucifer. Let’s get the
ultimate Master on our side. You know what happens if we fail under
Dimitrov—”

“You have a point.” Caleb’s chin trembled as
he seemed deep in thought. “I don’t wish to be banished or
imprisoned in Hell.”

“Then it’s settled. I’ll talk to Lucifer so I
can save both our asses.”
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Bastian stepped outside of the tunnels,
turned on his cell phone, and dialed 666-6666.

“Name, purpose?” a professional male voice
asked.

“Bastian, of the Acobi. I need to see
Lucifer.”

“Reason?”

“Discuss leadership.”

“Wait below decks on your ship. The transfer
will occur in one hour. Be ready.”

Bastian hung up the phone. Maybe someday
soon, Lucifer would make him leader of the Acobi, grant him all the
privileges of Old World Fallen Angels.

An hour later, he waited in one of the ship’s
dark rooms. No one would notice him disappearing—or returning—from
here.

His human shell turned cold, and then shifted
to boiling. When he opened his eyes, he stood amongst burnt ash of
the River Styx. Flecks of orange flame dotted the air. Humidity
pushed him into an instant sweat as he breathed in the
sulfur-smell.

“Hello?” Bastian asked.

A narrow boat sailed across the smooth black
water. Inside, with oar in hand, stood Charon the ferryman.
Everything about him was dark: black waves in his hair, dark hollow
eye sockets, a long black robe. With bony fingers, Charon beckoned
Bastian to climb aboard.

Bastian wondered if he’d made a mistake.
Seeing the ferryman in person, being in this scorching environment,
he considered leaving and returning to Dimitrov’s poor leadership.
But it was too late for such things.

Charon’s skeletal finger curled upward again,
the entry gesture. With trepidation, Bastian stepped onto the boat.
Charon didn’t speak a word, only outstretched a pale, flaky-skinned
hand.

Of course. Payment. Bastian dug in his
pockets, found a gold coin, and placed it in Charon’s palm.

Seconds later, the boat pushed off from
shore. They sailed through dungeons of screams and fear, past
portholes of emptiness, and then up to the reddened rocks. Charon
steered the boat over, and held out a bony finger.

Bastian stood, stepped out. “Where do I go?”
He felt less confident by the second. Did Hell have that
effect?

Charon’s gaunt finger pointed once more.

Bastian looked and saw a tiny path. That must
be the way to Lucifer’s den.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

After grabbing an icy Diet
Dr. Pepper, Kelly started to walk back to her office. In the center
of the gray cubicles, her dad and brother Josh argued about
blueprints. As usual, Dad had the upper hand.

He glanced up. Those pale blue eyes were
capable of such a stern stare, no matter the time or day. “Kelly,
come over here.”

Her neck muscles tightened. “Can you give me
a second? I need to put down my drink.”

“Fine.”

She continued walking toward her office,
dread now consuming every step. What did her dad want? More
arguing, more telling her how she should be managing the Waterfront
project?

Best to just wait and see. After setting down
her drink, she returned to where her father and brother stood.

“What’s up?”

“What’s the latest with the Portland
Waterfront? Any progress?” her father asked.

Here? In front of the whole office, including
secretaries, he was asking for her progress report like she was a
child?

“I, well....”

“I heard you might consider starting over,
moving the condos down the Waterfront in order to get approvals
from the environmental groups,” Josh said.

What the—? Josh had always been a
know-it-all, but how could he possibly know about her conversation
with Terran? Unless—had he been spying on her?

“Where are you getting your information?”
Kelly asked. Irritation pushed through her veins and out to every
extremity. This was her project, not
his.

“I have my sources,” Josh said, cocking a
grin.

With as much decorum as she could muster, she
said, “I think the three of us should talk in my office.”

Her dad wiped his forehead. “Now, Kelly—”

“In my office.”

This time her voice didn’t shake, didn’t
question. No way would she make a public scene so they’d have an
excuse to let her go.

With a flash of rage, her dad pushed his way
past her and into her office. He looked more like a bear stomping
toward a target, rather than her dad. “Well, come on. Let’s have a
meeting.”

Her feet remembered she was supposed to walk.
“Coming.”
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Kelly shut the blinds to keep their meeting
private. She sat down in her chair. Her turf, her rules. She
couldn’t let them keep treating her like a stray animal that gets
the scraps.

“Now,” she said. “I’d like to know what
influence you both have on my project. Josh, why have you been
spying on me?”

Josh’s face turned deep red. He didn’t
answer.

Her dad swallowed loud enough for her to
hear. “I told him to.”

She pierced her hands with her fingernails.
“And why would you do that? This is my chance to prove myself.”

“I give chances, but with some security.”

How could she not have seen how much her own
family mistrusted her? She bit her tongue until it hurt like
hell.

“Kelly, we only had the firm’s interest at
heart,” Josh began. Mr. Corporate. Know it all, tattletale, always
the first to do whatever he was told. The good son.

“Bullshit. You’re working on the important
Seattle jobs. Meanwhile, you toss Portland my way so I won’t bother
you. Then you spy on me, to boot.”

“Stop that language,” her father said, his
eyes practically shooting daggers at her. “We did what we felt was
necessary.”

“So why do you care how the Waterfront
project is going? By the way, it’s going well.”

Josh chuckled. “Do you mean the project or
your dating life?”

She reached for the tennis ball in her desk
drawer and threw it at his head. Unfortunately, he ducked just in
time.

Dad shot her a dirty look. “Cut it out.”

“Why have you spied on me?”

Keep calm. Don’t act all
girly. That’s just what he wants so he can have the upper
hand. She took a deep breath. “Doris emailed me yesterday. I
have the approval of the historical society. The Earth groups are
fine as long as we move the condos down river, where the Shanghai
Tunnel exits aren’t affected.”

“You don’t know how much work is involved in
moving the entire destination,” Josh said. “C’mon Dad, let’s just
shut the thing down.”

“What?” Her mouth dropped open. “I can think
of better things to do with my time than working on this project.
But you’ve intended to take it away from me all along? What kind of
family are you?”

Josh stared down at his feet. Her dad
remained tight-lipped.

“Dad?” That time, her voice cracked. She
blinked fast to keep the tears away. “Are you shutting down my
first project? My chance?”

He leaned back in the chair, never taking his
cold eyes off of hers. After what seemed an eternity, he finally
spoke.

“I won’t shut it down, but you can’t move the
condos down river. We’ll get Josh and Ben involved if your Earthy
boyfriend doesn’t agree.”

She looked fiercely at both of them. “First
off, he’s not my boyfriend. Second, I’m getting to know him because
his group’s approval will help this firm.” She shook her head in
disgust. “Not that either of you care whether I succeed or not. I’m
just spinning my wheels here.”

She had to admit it, that last part was a bit
on the dramatic side, but holy hell. She was just a puppet in this
business. No one kept their word. No one.

“You listen up, Kelly!” Her father stood up,
tall and foreboding. “This meeting is over. There will be
no change in location. You will bring Josh
up to speed on the project so he can work with you.”

“You don’t think I can get the job done, do
you?”

“No, I don’t!”

She bit her lip. An array of emotions flooded
through her. Tightness in her stomach, sharp pains across her
forehead. She’d always suspected he didn’t believe in her, but
she’d never heard him actually admit it—until now.

She turned to Josh. “I need a moment with
Dad. Get out of my office.”

“What?”

“Get. Out.”

If he refused, she was ready to jump across
the table and punch him like when they were kids.

He looked to their dad, who gave a quick nod.
Of course. Josh couldn’t do squat without Dad’s say-so.
Reluctantly, he stood up and left, shutting the door behind
him.

Her Dad looked around, seeming surprised they
were alone. “Now what?”

“Now you tell me the truth.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t be cryptic. Just
spit out whatever’s on your mind. I have work to do. Important
work.”

“Why don’t you treat me like my
brothers?”

“What?”

“You gave Ben his first account when he was
twenty-three. Ryan when he was twenty-two. Then Josh at
twenty-one.”

“C’mon, Kelly. Just continue the proposal
paperwork trek like you’ve been doing—”

“No, Dad. I’m done. We’re going to have this
conversation. Once and for all.”

He groaned, leaned back in his chair. “I know
your brothers can be ruthless when it’s needed. But you? You’re a
girl.”

“Are you serious? I can be damn ruthless when
I want to be.”

“So I see,” he smirked. “But there is so much
to learn. Your brothers spent more time at the office than you did.
You’re the one who wanted to get your Master’s degree. The boys
worked at the firm while they went to school. You didn’t.”

She racked her brain. “So, you’re penalizing
me now because I wanted to get an education?”

“It’s not penalizing. I just didn’t want you
on your own account without some backup.”

“So why did you say this was my project?” she
asked. “You told me this was my shot. Silly me, I believed
you.”

“Listen here, Kelly Habersham. We may have
professional disagreements, but I’m still your father. Show some
respect.”

She wiped away a rebellious tear. “It’s the
truth, Dad. I believed you. And you were lying to me all along,
just stalling for your own benefit.”

He sat down once more. “Talking mumbo-jumbo
isn’t solving anything, and I’m not in the mood to play Oprah. What
do you want?”

The words I want my own
project were on the tip of her tongue, ready to form into
speech. But she hesitated, never letting them loose into sound. Was
that her true answer, or was it the answer she’d been conditioned
to respond?

“Well?” her dad prompted. “What do you
want?”

She shuffled around some papers on her desk.
“I don’t know.”

He cussed as he stood up. “Well, until you
figure it out, get your work done.”

Her father stormed out, leaving her alone in
the silence where one thought emerged: What do I want?

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Terran walked through the
pouring rain to his car. No sense riding the Ducati today. When he
stepped into the driver’s seat, a cold wind blew in the wet. Some
drops landed on his shoulder and sent a chill through his
bones.

One thing about Portland: all different types
of rain. On humid days, fat raindrops made splat sounds on his
windshield. Sometimes, a soft and misty rain fell, the kind that
almost felt like a caress from a loved one. Then today, the rain
came down sideways with abrasiveness akin to a surly teenager.

He turned up the radio to hear music over
nature’s loud din. Thirty minutes later, he pulled into the
Portland Nature magazine’s parking lot and
dodged raindrops to go inside.

Giant photos in ornate frames, the best of
Portland wildlife and scenery, hung on every wall. Behind a large,
mahogany desk, Kate glanced up from her receptionist station.

“Hey stranger,” she said.

“Hi, yourself.” He signed his name, then
added the date and time. “Life treating you okay?”

“Can’t complain.” She set out a bowl of
Hershey’s kisses. “Want one?”

“You’re trying to corrupt me, aren’t
you?”

With a grin, she nodded before picking up a
call.

Minutes later, a short, balding man with pale
skin opened a doorway to the main offices. “Terran? Hey. Come on
back.”

He followed Mel past the wall of fame: the
prize-winning photos of the last decade. Terran smiled with pride
when he spotted two of his Columbia River Gorge shots up there, for
everyone to see.

“How soon can you go to the Coast?” Mel
asked.

Terran paused a minute. He didn’t want to
appear too desperate for freelance work. Then again, he did need
some time before going out of town for a few days.

“A couple of days?”

Mel’s eyes widened. “Great. If you can go
Thursday and stay through the weekend, the Newport festival is
going on. Lots of local community photo ops.”

“Sure.”

“Here’s everything you need for expenses.”
Mel handed him a stack of tracking logs and a corporate Amex card.
“We need the festival, the ocean, sea lions, anything tourism.
We’re trying to feature it with the summer rental home section. Try
to sneak in a few shots to show how the town is family-oriented.
Family rentals mean big money.”

“Not a problem,” Terran said.

Mel leaned across his desk. “You may have
more success immersing yourself in the area if you bring someone
along with you. Maybe a girlfriend?”

Terran exhaled with relief. He had planned to
bring Kelly along, let her see the ocean town where her mother used
to live. Now that he officially had Mel’s permission, maybe Sadie
would be the better choice? Maybe, maybe not.

“I’ll find someone,” he said.

“Great. Call me if you run into any issues.
Check in once you return.”

They shook hands and Terran walked out. Hmm,
a long weekend on the Oregon Coast. Photographing nature and
getting away from the big city.

Outside, the rain had stopped and the sun
tried to come out from under a dark cloud. He opened his car door
to hear his cell phone ringing.

“Hello?”

“Terran? It’s Sadie.”

“You have perfect timing. Can you get out of
town this weekend?”

She sighed. “Sorry. My family’s coming in
town.”

His excitement went from fluttery to a
complete thud. Damn, she couldn’t go. The beautiful woman he wanted
to travel with, eat breakfast overlooking the ocean with....

“Terran, are you there?”

He shook his head, forcing himself out of his
reverie. “Yeah.”

“When do you leave?”

“Thursday. I come back Sunday night.”

“I’ll miss you, but call me when you get
back.”

“Sure. Have fun with your family,” he said,
then snapped the phone shut.

Guess his date for the Coast would be Kelly,
if she would have him.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Kelly phoned three
environmental groups, filed reports for her Portland project, and
then went home. Laundry beckoned, and she needed time away from the
office. Or more accurately, her family.

She’d just put in the first load of whites
when her cell phone chirped.

“Hello?”

“Kelly, hi. It’s Terran. Is this a good
time?”

“Um, sure.” She closed the washer lid and
walked back to the living room where she could hear. “What’s
up?”

“Remember when we last talked, I mentioned I
might be going to the Coast for a photo assignment?”

“Yes.” The pit of her stomach began to
flutter. Could this be a chance to go see where her mother worked
and had lived?

“Well, if you’re free, I’m going Thursday
through Sunday to Newport and the surrounding towns. I know you
wanted to see the area where your mom used to run a B&B—”

“Right.” Did she sound like a dork?

“Do you want to come along? The magazine is
giving me a two-room suite, so you could have your own space.”

She bit her lip. Would there be
any—expectations—of her on this trip? Or would it be business?
Better to find out, up front.

“I’d love to, but—”

“But you can’t.”

“No, that’s not it.” She tried to formulate
the words. “I wanted to say yes, I’d love to go, but we should keep
the trip business only.”

Long pause. Had she read too much into the
situation? What if he didn’t even want her that way, or think of
her that way?

“Terran?”

“I’m here. Agreed. We’ll keep it business.
You just looked so happy when you talked about your mom. Figured
you could tag along. Especially since the magazine wants me to
bring someone, make it easier to blend into community events.”

“I’d love to.”

A triad of emotions churned through her.
Embarrassment that he hadn’t planned anything romantic and she’d
brought up the subject first. Relief that he wanted to keep things
all business. And last, but not least, confusion over how she felt
toward him.

“Great. How about I pick you up around noon
on Thursday?”

Her throat went tight. “You aren’t expecting
me to ride on a motorcycle, are you?”

He laughed. A sweet, low laugh. “Nah, I do
have a car. I just prefer my bike.”

“I’d prefer the car,” she said with a light
chuckle.

“The car it is, then,” he said. “See you at
noon on Thursday.”

“Great. See you then.”

She hung up the phone, and then did something
she hadn’t done since she was a kid. She bounced up and down three
times. Okay, so maybe she looked foolish, but no one was watching.
And now she would finally be able to fulfill a lifelong wish.

Dad had refused to take her to the Coast when
she was younger. Now that she could drive and go on her own, he
kept her busy enough with work that she never got time away.

Now she just had to inform him she wouldn’t
be at work for four days. Telling him the news wasn’t going to be
fun, but her trip to the coast sure would be.

She organized her laundry piles, pulled out
her suitcase, and began to sort loads according to what clothes to
pack and bring on her trip.

A few hours later, she had everything ready.
Now came the hard part. Telling her family she’d be out of town for
a few days. And getting whatever lecture from her Dad, which would
probably go down in history as one of his top ten.

Then again, what if she could avoid the
questions and scolding altogether? She turned toward her computer,
that beautiful square box that contained the ability to e-mail her
family and not speak directly to them. Lord Bless Technology,
right?

Of course, she’d get the talking-to from hell
when she returned from the Coast. She would deal with the
repercussions then. Besides, going away with Terran was her way of
securing one more environmental group. Since she couldn’t do what
he asked and move her commercial proposal down river, maybe she
could change his mind about the existing proposal over a long
weekend. Then everything would go in her favor.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY

On Thursday morning,
Terran gathered miscellaneous clothes from laundry piles and packed
his suitcase. The last few nights, he’d spent hours scanning the
Waterfront, the tunnels, and anywhere else the Acobi Fallen Angels
might haunt. For his diligence, all he received was a bunch of
mosquito bites and an array of laundry he hadn’t had time to put
away.

Four days on the Oregon Coast, with Kelly. He
had no idea how the upcoming trip would go, except that having her
nearby would help his photographic opportunities. Crowds generally
accepted couples or families more than a single guy wanting to
capture them on film.

His cell began to ring. Sadie’s ringtone. His
heart started doing the conga. If only she could go away with him
this weekend.

“Hey there,” he said.

“Hi. I just wanted to wish you a good trip.
You’re still going to the Coast today, right?”

“Yep. Newport today and tomorrow, then maybe
Coos Bay or another area over the weekend.” He paused a moment.
“Wish you could go with me.”

“So do I.”

The longing in her voice only made his head
ache. How could he go away with Kelly, pretending to be with her
because that’s what Mercury wanted, when he wanted to hang up the
phone right now, run over to Sadie’s and ravish her?

“I’ll call you when I get back. We’ll do
dinner,” he said.

“You got it. Have fun, and call me
Sunday.”

He hung up the phone. Took several breaths.
No time for a cold shower. He needed to finish packing and pick up
the complicated Kelly Habersham. Maybe time away would help her
loosen up a little.

#

At ten past noon, he knocked on Kelly’s door.
She lived in a pale yellow house with bay windows. Guess a real
estate tycoon’s daughter could have her pick of houses, for she’d
chosen an attractive one.

The door opened slowly.

“Kelly?”

“Hey.” She stood ramrod straight in the
doorway, her suitcase by her side. Between her body and the bulky
blue suitcase, they formed an unspoken wall—one meant to keep him
outside. He made a mental note. The woman liked her privacy.

“Ready to go? I can help with your luggage.”
He leaned toward the handle.

“No,” she blurted out.

He withdrew his hand. “No problem.”

She sighed. “I didn’t mean to jump on your
case. I just—”

“Like to prove yourself. You don’t want
everyone to do things for you.”

Inside, he grinned. She had to give him
points for such perception on that one, didn’t she?

“That’s a great way to put it,” she said, her
eyes gleaming a bit. “Thanks.”

Once she’d put her own luggage in his maroon
Toyota Camry, they started toward I-5.

“Which route are you taking?” she asked.

They’d been in the car less than two minutes.
Already she was planning something.

“Route 20.”

“You’re not going through McMinnville? There
are some wineries there. I hear it’s beautiful country.”

He merged with interstate traffic and began
looking for Route 20. “Why don’t we try for that way on our return
trip? Forecast called for rain today. The McMinnville route often
has slick streets and car accidents in bad weather.”

“Sure,” she said. Then pulled down the visor,
checked her makeup, and leaned back in the seat.

“How do you know the way to the Coast, but
yet you’ve never been there?” he asked.

Her cheeks turned rosy, making her
newly-applied lipstick seem less bright by comparison. “I’ve kept a
map of Oregon under my bed since I was five.”

He had to give Mercury credit for one thing:
Kelly never seemed boring. She had a wealth of strange behaviors
lurking beneath that neat image.

“Why?” he asked.

This had to be good. She was definitely an
intriguing human, if nothing else. Maybe he couldn’t be with Sadie,
but he could at least remain interested in this human
interaction.

Her lips formed a straight line, her face
turning somber. “So my dad won’t know I was planning to see the
Coast.”

All the humor surging through Terran came to
a sudden halt. He hadn’t anticipated their car conversation to turn
serious this fast. He needed to adapt.

“Your dad never wanted you to see where your
mom ran a B&B? Why not?”

She shrugged. He kept his gaze on the road.
Route 20 was about five miles away.

“He used to say that talking about her made
him sad, made him lose his concentration on anything else.” She
took a breath. “Then the more I asked about her, about the Coast,
the more shut-down he would get. I started collecting maps and
books, anything to learn more about my mother’s tastes.”

“That must have been hard on you, especially
as a young girl.”

“It still is,” she said.

There was an empathetic pang in his chest. He
almost wished Elementals could time travel, to go back in time and
meet her as a child so he could tell her everything would be
okay.

“Well,” he said, hoping to comfort her.
“You’ll finally get to see the Coast this weekend.”

She offered a warm smile. “Thanks again for
letting me come along. I’ve been meaning to go for years, but I
guess I just...didn’t want to do it alone.”

He nodded, keeping his eyes locked on the
unending highway. “Makes sense. Sounds like this trip will be a
win-win for both of us.”

She fumbled with the radio dial, but all that
came through was static. Route 20, while a direct means to get from
Portland to Newport, wasn’t exactly filled with excitement or great
radio stations.

“So, tell me your life story,” she said.

Terran gripped the wheel tighter. “My life
story?”

“We have two or three hours, no music. What
else did you want to talk about?”

“Okay.” He racked his mind, trying to
remember all the details about his cover job, his cover story. He
couldn’t just blurt out how he was an Earth Elemental, and how he’d
lived for centuries before she was even born. That would be against
the rules, not to mention an awkward conversation starter.

Apparently he took longer than he planned to
answer, because she started humming the Jeopardy music.

“So I wasn’t wrong about you,” he said. “You
do have a sense of humor.”

“Well, thank you very much.” She fidgeted
with the air vents, the smile on her face slowly fading. “Truth is,
not many people know the real me.” She looked up, her brown eyes
meeting his. “Everyone just assumes I’m the uptight daughter of
Chad Habersham.”

Terran swallowed hard.

“Did you think that?” she asked.

He needed to keep things amiable between
them, but he couldn’t lie to her. “Only in the beginning.”

Even though he kept driving, he could feel
her eyes staring at him. For a split second, he turned to meet her
gaze. “But I’m changing my mind.”

The corner of her mouth curled into a smile.
“What made you change your mind?”

He set the car’s cruise control before
formulating his response.

“Because it’s like there’s another person
deep inside you, one who never gets the chance to come out and
play. But I saw a glimpse of her when we talked about your mom that
day.”

Did he sound like a sap? Especially for a
guy? Maybe she would think he was perceptive again. Damn it, all
these females over the centuries reacted differently.

She nodded. “There is more to me than the
Habersham name. Not many people take the time to look.”

“For what it’s worth, I think that side of
your personality is worth knowing.”

The dimples on her cheeks seemed to relax
when she smiled. “Thanks. So, enough on me. Tell me your life
story. Did you grow up in Portland?”

“No, I was born in California. San
Francisco.” A tiny lump formed at the back of his throat. He
couldn’t escape lying to her about his background. His birthplace
was only one of the many fibs he would need to tell.

“How’d you wind up here?”

“Just lucky, I guess.” He glanced at a sign
on the side of the highway. “Hey, there’s a Jack in the Box at the
next exit. Why don’t we stop and stretch our legs, get a Coke?”

“Whatever works.”

“Cool.”

He turned the car toward the exit lane. Maybe
getting off the road for a few minutes, then getting back on would
be enough distraction. And it would give him a few minutes to come
up with a story about his past. One that didn’t involve being an
Earth Elemental.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Terran drove into Newport,
a popular town on the Central Oregon Coast. He hadn’t been here in
months, maybe a year.

Kelly had fallen asleep after their last pit
stop. Probably for the best, since he didn’t have to tell her his
life story. When she woke up, she gasped.

“What?” he asked.

“Look!” She pointed out the window. The road
they were on bordered the Pacific, and it was high tide. Water
built up into waves, and then crashed into white bubbles on the
shore. Over and over, like a rhythmic lullaby.

“The Pacific?” he asked, grinning.

“It’s beautiful. Pull over?”

“Here? We’re still a few miles from our
hotel.”

“Please?” She had the wide-eyed expression of
a kid on Christmas morning.

“Sure.” No way could he refuse her
enthusiasm. He pulled over into a small overlook.

Without hesitation, she bolted from the car,
only to be pulled back in by her seatbelt.

He cracked up laughing. “Excited, are
we?”

“Ha, ha.”

She fiddled with the seatbelt release,
succeeded, and leapt from the car to see the ocean. He strolled
over and stood beside her.

Quite a beautiful sight, her and the Pacific.
In silence, they watched the bluish-green waves swell high, form
whitecaps, and then crash down to dissolve across the sand.

He’d always loved Oregon, but the ocean had a
mesmerizing power. It would provide a perfect backdrop for this
four-day trip. Who knows? Maybe he would finally figure out what
made Kelly Habersham tick.

#

Kelly relished the feel of the cool mist on
her face, the ocean’s spray from high tide. She never knew the
Pacific could be so beautiful. Movies, TV, and pictures didn’t do
the scenery justice. Statuesque rocks rose from the water in a
random pattern, giving the ocean something to crash against with
fervor.

How could her father have denied her the
chance to come here? Wouldn’t he have wanted to take a family trip
to the beach? Every American family took a trip to the beach at
some point in their lives. Why had her Dad robbed them of this
opportunity, of seeing where her mother spent her time?

Anger bubbled up inside her. She crossed her
arms, watched each wave slam and pound a tier of rocks.

“You all right?” Terran asked.

She turned to him. “Fine. Why?”

“Your facial expression changed all of a
sudden.”

Could Terran read her emotions? She knew he
was perceptive, but how could he know her reactions so well?

“I’m fine, just thinking. So, how far is the
hotel? Is it on the beach?”

“Yes. About ten minutes away.”

She nodded. They needed to get settled, put
their things away, and then see the rest of this town. This was the
trip she’d always wanted to take. This was Kelly’s chance to
discover the town her mother loved. No sense ruining it by being
angry at things back in Portland.

“Great, let’s go.”

“As you wish,” Terran said.

“Huh?”

He rolled his eyes. “C’mon. Don’t tell me
you’ve never seen The Princess Bride.”

“No.”

His eyes widened, his mouth opened a little
into an O. “It’s a classic! Everyone loves the great lines from the
film.”

“I was always busy working. When I saw
The Way Way Back with you, that was the
first movie I’d seen in years.”

“Years?”

“Can you not sound so surprised when I tell
you I haven’t had a lot of social experiences that others have? I
grew up in a family of workaholic developers, remember?”

“Sure, sorry.” He jingled the car keys in his
hand. “But we’re putting that movie on the top of the list to
watch. Maybe the hotel will have a DVD player. Or Netflix.”

“Either is fine.” She got in the car, redid
her seatbelt. “Let’s go.”

“As you wish,” he whispered, and started the
car. “To the hotel we go.”

#

Terran left Kelly in the car to watch their
things while he went to register. “Hi, I’m Terran Smith with
Portland Nature magazine.”

The lady behind the counter clicked her
fingernails on the keyboard, never taking her gaze off the screen.
“We have you in the premier two-room suite.”

“Perfect, thanks.” He took the keys and
returned to the car.

“All set?” Kelly asked.

“Yep. We have two rooms in the suite.”

“Sounds good. Let’s settle in and then see
the town.”

He nodded, got into the car, and drove them
around to their room. Keep the trip professional. That would be his
goal. One thing was for certain. Things would change between them
by the time this trip was over.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Kelly placed her clothes
in each drawer, carefully folded so they wouldn’t wrinkle. She hung
her few skirts and blouses in the closet.

The panic in her chest had subsided. Their
two-room suite had plenty of separation and privacy. Not that she
would mind getting to know Terran. He was handsome, in an outdoorsy
capable sort of way. The kind of man she’d always admired from
afar, but due to her career, never had the chance to get close to.
Until now.

Stay on track. This
trip wasn’t about romance. She needed to research family history.
If she could learn more about her mother’s traits and dreams, then
maybe she could follow her own. Like opening the Bed and Breakfast
that she’d told Terran about.

Wait a second. Was she really thinking about
this? Her father would never let her leave the family business.

“Ready to go explore?” Terran called from the
other room.

“Yep, let’s go.”

Terran drove down SW Elizabeth Street, the
main drag that went along the beachfront, until they reached 101,
the Pacific Coast Highway. To their right, the Pacific coastline
seemed to stretch toward infinity, where blue water met the
sky.

“Where to first?” she asked.

He pointed straight ahead to an elevated
stretch of land adjacent to the ocean. “The Yaquina Bay Lighthouse
is pretty cool.”

“Sure. I’ve never seen one up close, only in
the calendars.”

“Then you’re in for a treat.”

As he drove, a sense of contentment coursed
through her. A lighthouse. There was something intriguing about
these solitary structures and their keepers who maintained a
diligent watch toward the sea, all while living a lonely existence
on the water’s edge. A lighthouse evoked a feeling of loneliness in
conjunction with excellent job performance—something she could
readily identify with.

Terran drove along the white seashell path,
his tires making a crunching noise as they approached the
lighthouse. “Come on, let’s go take a look.”

She unlatched the door handle. The second she
stepped out, the wind whipped her face and pushed her back.

“I meant to tell you,” Terran said. “Be
careful.” He got out and hurried around to her side, then helped
her up.

Icy cold gusts blew across her neck and under
her shirt. She shivered. “Talk about strong winds, right?”

“C’mon, it gets better once we’re
closer.”

She followed him, slogging through frigid
air. Once they reached the lighthouse, she stood on the opposite
side from the ocean in hopes to avoid the wind.

“This isn’t helping much,” she said. “I
didn’t think the wind would be this strong.”

Terran put his arm around her, offering
comfort. Despite the cold snaking down her spine, being close to
him was surprisingly nice. His tall, muscular frame helped shield
the wind.

“I wanted you to see something,” he said.
“Look down there.”

She glanced to where he pointed. A row of
shops, lined together like a miniature village, overlooked Yaquina
Bay.

“It’s a popular retail area,” he said. “Maybe
you can ask someone about your mom’s old B&B.”

“Good idea.”

A blast of air whooshed upward from the
ground, propelling her hair every which way. Wild strands of brown
hair covered her face and blocked her vision. She tried to push it
behind her ears, but no luck.

“Guess I should’ve warned you to wear a
scarf,” Terran said. “Sorry. Guys don’t think of things like
that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, her own
voice sounding muffled. All she heard was the beating, forceful
winds echoing in her freezing ears.

She pointed to the car. He nodded and walked
in that direction. Good. No words necessary.

Warm and back inside, she attempted to tame
her rebellious mop of hair. No one except her brothers saw her with
an unkempt appearance.

“Hope it’s not too tangled,” Terran said. He
started the car and they drove southward.

Reaching for her purse, she dug to the bottom
and found a rubber band. Then she wrapped the mess of hair into a
ponytail.

“Just don’t call me a ragamuffin,” she
said.

He came to a stop at a red light.
“Ragamuffin?”

“My Dad’s favorite comment for anyone with
disheveled hair.”

His eyes gleamed like he’d discovered a
secret.

“What?” she asked.

“Is that why you’re always obsessed with
keeping your hair neat?”

A cough tickled her throat. Terran had
noticed her enough to determine her quirks? The same man who wanted
to stop her condo project had managed to be perceptive? How did
that happen?

“Well? Is it?” Terran prompted.

She refused to meet his gaze. “This red light
is taking a long time to turn green.”

True, her father’s judgments had prompted her
to keep her hair neat and presentable at all times. But she didn’t
think her insecurity was on display for the whole world to notice.
It’s not like she was Felix from The Odd
Couple, for heaven’s sake.

“I don’t like people to see me when my hair
is frazzled.”

Terran shook his head and appeared ready to
say something, but the light turned green. Finally. Maybe she could
change the subject.

They passed the Yaquina Bay Bridge, a
magnificent structure extending across the bay. When the road
curved, she saw the array of shops. This place would pass for Main
Street in any small town.

The next traffic light turned yellow, and
Terran slowed to a stop. Crap. He might resurrect their previous
conversation.

“Must be exhausting keeping your hair perfect
all the time,” he said.

“Depends on the day,” she said, as
matter-of-factly as she could.

He looked toward the ocean’s surf. “Maybe
this trip to the Coast is exactly what you need. Maybe this
place—certainly the wind—will force you to let your hair down.
Relax a little.”

She met his soulful eyes, eyes that seemed to
look directly into her heart, to the place where she kept all her
secrets hidden.

“Maybe so,” she said.

He drove past the first few buildings, opting
to park in a central location.

She dove in for the chance to change the
subject. “These are the retail shops you told me about, right?”

“Yep.” He pulled the keys out of the
ignition. “Lots of gems here. We can browse if you want. I need to
talk to some business owners about the festival tomorrow. Figure
out camera angles, things of that nature.”

She scanned the series of 1970s jewelry
shops, t-shirt places. One place in particular caught her
attention. The sign out front said Made in
Oregon.

“I’d like to go in there,” she said.

“Great. I’m going to check on my contact next
door at the bike shop. Meet you in about fifteen? I’ll come find
you.”

“Sure.”

It was the ideal time to break away and get
some space. If she spent any more time with him, he just might be
able to read her mind. Besides, she wanted to do her research. What
better spot than a shop with all things made in the state
itself?

When she entered, a man with a comb-over and
a blue flannel shirt looked up from behind the desk. “Welcome to
Made in Oregon.”

“Thanks.”

“Anything in particular you’re looking
for?”

She glanced around, taking in the whole
store. Paintings of Oregon beaches and towns hung on every wall.
Yellow and gold shawls with zigzag patterns hung on the clothing
racks. Stacks of quilts lined the side wall.

“Everything in here is made in Oregon?” she
asked. “Even the blankets?”

The man’s eyes gleamed through his gold-rim
glasses. “Yes. Depending upon the time of year, we carry different
inventory.”

She ran her fingers across a multi-colored
quilt, noticing the softness. Every stitch was intricate, every
square seamless. Someone put a lot of love into their work.

“This is beautiful. Everything is
hand-stitched to perfection.”

“Yep, our quilts are popular items.” He
adjusted his glasses. “You let me know if you have any questions or
need help.”

“Thanks.” She wandered to the rear of the
store, eager to find other treasures.

An employees-only entrance door swung open.
An older woman, maybe in her sixties, carried a glass vase. When
she saw Kelly, the vase plunged to the floor with a loud crash.
Hundreds of tiny glass shards scattered everywhere.

“Oh my heavens! It’s you!”

“I...I’m sorry?” Kelly asked, her heartbeat
still racing after the loud noise.

The woman sidestepped the glass and rushed
toward her. Who was she? Obviously the woman had mistaken her for
someone else. Before Kelly could object, the woman gripped her in a
tight hug.

“Um, ma’am?” Kelly tried breaking free from
the woman’s hug. “I think you might be confused—”

“I’m so glad you’re here at the Coast.”

Kelly knew Oregon had its quirks, but she
didn’t expect this kind of greeting. She wriggled out of the
woman’s arms.

“I’m sorry, but you must think I’m someone
else. Should I know you?”

When the woman smiled, the lines around her
eyes crinkled upward. “Sweet Kelly Habersham. You’re the spitting
image of your mother.”

Kelly froze. Every muscle in her body
clenched. Obviously this wasn’t one of those weird Oregon
greetings. How could the woman know her name? Know her mother?

“Who...I mean, how—?” Kelly longed for the
right words. “My mother?”

The woman patted her arm with affection. “I’m
Cathleen Seron. Your mama and I were best friends in school.”

“How did you know my name?”

“She sent me photos of you, told me she’d
finally had a baby girl.”

How could this woman have existed all this
time and Kelly hadn’t known about her?

“My father and brothers never speak of the
Coast, and they definitely don’t talk about my mother.”

Cathleen didn’t even blink. It was like she
expected such a response. “No, I’m sure they wouldn’t.”

What did that mean?
She tried to reign in every emotion surging through her veins at
top speed. Confusion. Sadness. Anger. Ten thousand questions raced
through her mind, all jockeying to be top priority.

“I don’t understand,” Kelly said. “This feels
so surreal.”

“I’m sure it does. The past is
complicated.”

Cathleen stood up and grabbed a broom to
sweep up the broken glass. How could she think about cleaning at a
time like this?

“Wait,” Kelly said. “I came to Newport to
find out about my mom, about her history. Maybe you can help me?
She died when I was three.”

Cathleen’s eyes blinked with tears. “Yes, a
sad day indeed.”

“Will you tell me more about her? Please?”
The tension made Kelly’s neck ache. “I need to know my past.”

“All right.” Cathleen swept the remaining
glass into a pile out of harm’s way, then led Kelly to an office
upstairs. “This will give us some privacy to chat for a few
minutes.”

“Thank you.”

After sitting down, Cathleen’s intense gaze
locked on Kelly’s. “Tell me what you do know about your mom.”

Kelly searched her memory, hoping she could
remember more details. Yet every image seemed out of reach.

“Unfortunately, not much,” Kelly said. “I
know she ran a B&B in Newport. Then she married my dad and
moved to Portland.”

“And you don’t remember her at all?”

Kelly shook her head. “I wish I did, but my
earliest memories are playing with my brothers in the backyard, my
Dad acting as coach in all our sports events.”

“I see.” Cathleen leaned forward, her eyes
kind. “Well, your mother and I grew up in Newport. It’s a small
town, not a whole lot of fanfare. We’d go to the beach every
afternoon, watch the sea lions in the bay.”

Kelly glanced toward the front of the store,
which faced the water. “Terran told me about the sea lions.”

“Terran?”

“He’s my...friend.”

What could she say exactly? That he was her
arch enemy in a land proposal but she’d put all that aside to learn
about her mother because he’d offered her a ride to the Coast? No.
That didn’t sound right. Friend sounded better.

Cathleen arched one brow. “But not
boyfriend?”

“No. Not a boyfriend.”

“Well, I look forward to meeting him
sometime. Meanwhile, about your mother. She loved the Coast, loved
being near any body of water.” Cathleen chuckled. “She’d babble on
for hours telling her B&B guests all the history of Newport.
Drove some of them crazy, I’ll bet.”

Hearing even the most casual thing about her
mother was like getting a drink of water in the scorching desert.
Kelly had so little information that anything was welcome.

“What else?”

“She was active in the community, involved in
every Save-the-Whales and Keep Our Oceans Clean campaign.”

Kelly cleared her throat. “My mom was an
environmentalist?”

Cathleen tilted her head quizzically. “Is
that such a surprise? She fought for all creatures, big and
small.”

A giant lump formed in the back of Kelly’s
throat. She swallowed, trying to make it go back down. It remained
there. Growing.

“Forgive me,” Kelly said, her voice scratchy.
“How could she have been an environmentalist and married my Dad?
He’s one of the biggest commercial developers in the Pacific
Northwest.”

Cathleen grinned wide. “People are more than
their labels. Besides, it’s not an issue anymore.”

“What do you mean, not an issue?”

Cathleen’s cheeks turned beet red, as if
she’d revealed too much. “I mean, your mother has passed on.”

What was Cathleen hiding? Kelly’s mother
dying wasn’t a reason to blush. Was it?

“Forgive me, but you seem to know more than
you’re saying,” Kelly said, trying to maintain a professional and
polite voice. The last thing she wanted was to piss off this woman
who could be a link to her mother.

With a quick motion, Cathleen stood up and
began to file some papers. “It’s all water under the bridge. Tell
me about you, about your life.”

The door chimes rang, announcing a customer.
Kelly turned to see Terran.

“Up here,” Kelly said. “I want you to meet
someone.”

Terran walked up the stairs. They exchanged
pleasantries for a few seconds before Cathleen stood up and said,
“I best get back to work.”

“Please,” Kelly said. “Can I return tomorrow?
Talk to you again? I need to know more.”

“I’ll help any way I can.”

Terran’s brows formed together. He was
clearly lost. No matter. Kelly could update him on the situation
after they left.

“Thanks, and see you tomorrow,” Kelly said,
as she started down the steps.

When they reached the front door, Cathleen
called out, “Remember, child. I’ll answer your questions as best I
can, but sometimes the past is best left alone.”

Not for her. Kelly needed answers, even if it
led to things that Kelly wasn’t prepared for.

“I’ll give the past a run for its money,”
Kelly said. “See you tomorrow.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Terran kept looking at
Kelly as they shopped along the Bay front. Her countenance had
changed after going into the Made in
Oregon store. Something had happened. How could a store
owner have made Kelly seem so withdrawn now?

She walked with her arms crossed, almost
defensive. Should he say something? Offer to ask what was wrong, or
would that just piss her off more? She was definitely hard to read.
Not like Sadie, who had that ruby red lipstick smile.

Sadie. He longed to see her again. A shame
she couldn’t come on this trip, but he’d see her when he returned
to Portland.

“Can we go look at the sea lions?” Kelly
asked, completely out of the blue.

“Sure,” he said, pointing across the street.
Anything that would make Kelly happy at this point was welcome.
“That way.”

Once across the street, he led her out to one
of the short piers overlooking the Bay. Twenty or so sea lions,
golden brown in the bright sun, flopped on top of each other like
stuffed animals on a child’s bed.

“There they are,” he said. “Beagles with
flippers.”

She laughed—at his comment or the sea lions,
he couldn’t be sure—but her defensive stance was slowly
dissipating. Good thing.

A large sea lion slugged his way off the heap
and barked. Didn’t sound like a dog bark, more like a snort or a
honk. A few waddled down the pier and dove into the water. The rest
kept sleeping in the warm, sunny spot.

“Look at how carefree they are,” she said,
her voice trailing off into the breeze.

He studied her, but she wouldn’t meet his
gaze. This was the second or third time she’d mentioned the
carefree spirit that others had. She’d envied him not having a boss
with his freelance photography. Now she envied sea lions because
they didn’t have a care in the world. Well, other than to honk all
day and catch fish.

“It does make one wistful,” he said. It was
an open-ended statement, and one he hoped would elicit further
conversation. She hadn’t said much since leaving the Bay area
shops.

A couple of minutes passed, then she finally
turned to meet his glance. “Guess you’re wondering why I’m not
talking much.”

He tried to keep things light, encourage her
to open up. “Well, considering many women talk nonstop—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

“But seriously, what’s up? How come you’re
returning to the store tomorrow to meet up with the owner?”

She shrugged. “Because she knew my
mother.”

“Whoa.” No wonder why Kelly’s mood had
changed.

“Exactly.”

“But isn’t that good news?” he asked. “You
wanted to get info on your mom while we’re here.”

“Why haven’t I heard about her before? If she
and my mother were so close, what happened? Why haven’t my brothers
or my dad mentioned her? She also said....”

“Said what?”

Her jaw clenched. “My mom was a Save-the-Whales type.”

Terran grinned wide. “We’re not all bad, you
know.”

“C’mon. How did my commercial development dad
ever manage to marry and bring my mom to Portland, when she
obviously stood for something he was against?”

Terran bit his lip. He wanted to tell her
that she was too close to the situation. That she couldn’t see
things clearly. But he hesitated. He didn’t want her to get angry
with him, so he used a safer response.

“You know what they say, opposites
attract.”

She met his gaze. “There seem to be a lot of
gaps. I want to know the rest of the story.”

“Makes sense.” He didn’t know what else to
say, so he turned and watched one sea lion bark sharply at the
others.

Kelly sighed. “C’mon. Let’s go do whatever
freelance stuff you needed to do.”

“Are you sure you’re up for it? We can wait a
while.”

“Positive,” Kelly said. “I need something to
keep my mind occupied.”

“Okay. Well, then follow me.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Kelly spent the afternoon
with Terran, going to different places that wanted stock photos for
their ad campaigns. The process was interesting enough, but she
couldn’t get her mind off Cathleen.

Was this why her father never allowed their
family to vacation at the Coast? Why he was adamant that she not
dig up old memories? Was there some secret, something buried in the
coastline sand, that her family in Portland didn’t know about?

“Kelly?” Terran asked, immediately jolting
her out of her thoughts. “You okay?”

“Fine.”

He gave her the world’s finest smirk. “C’mon.
Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Back to the hotel. There’s a pub next door.
Time to have a drink and talk.”

“But....”

“No buts,” he said. “You look as if you’re
ready to burst.”

“I’ll be fine.”

He stopped mid-step, pivoted to glare at her.
“Look, if you want to act all corporate-exec when you’re fighting
for whatever commercial condo you’re hell bent on building, then
that’s your choice. But this is the beach, a place to relax and
hopefully learn about your past. Stop being defensive with me, and
the weekend will go a lot smoother.”

She swallowed hard. Had to remember how to
breathe. He was chastising her? What gives?

“I didn’t mean to—”

“I’m a good guy, Kelly. You and I might be
opposite sides back in Portland, but I invited you here. I’m not
going to take advantage of you like a ton of other guys would do in
my position. Just...stop pretending everything is fine. It’s not
helping me any, if my photo ops associate looks like she’s seen a
ghost.”

She opened her mouth, and then shut it. No
words would form. He was completely in the right, which was a
position she rarely found herself in. This trip wouldn’t go
smoothly if she didn’t at least tell him the truth.

“All right. Let’s go talk.”

#

Terran grabbed a glass of wine for Kelly and
a beer for himself. He walked out to the ocean-view patio of the
hotel. Maybe now Kelly would finally let her hair down, so to
speak. Could he convince her it was okay to do so, that no human
could survive with such pressure on them?

She took the wine glass from his hand.
“Thanks.”

“You’re quite welcome.” He sat down,
pondering the right way to start this conversation.

“I know you think I’m crazy,” she began.

“That’s where you’re wrong. I only think
you’re unhappy. I’ve come across people like you before. Always
trying to please the boss, always making sure you look put together
with no hairs out of place. It’s exhausting.”

She glanced downward for a second, then took
a sip of wine. “But what if that’s who I am?”

He looked out at the ocean lapping the shore.
It was high tide, and surging water rhythmically crashed against
the rock formations.

“You’re a human with free will. You can be
whatever you want to be.”

She smiled. The dimples in her cheeks made
her appear happy, if only for a second. “Are you going to recruit
me for the armed forces now? Be all you can be?”

“I’m only saying—”

“I know. You’re saying I can change if I want
to.”

“Something like that,” he said. “You’re a
human, you have a choice. You’re not the ocean, forced to form
waves and remain constant.”

She watched him for a long moment, as if no
one had ever told her such a thing before. “I guess I never thought
of things that way.”

“Your family really put you through the fire,
didn’t they?”

She shrugged. “No more than anyone else’s. My
father just expects certain things, of me and my brothers. I’m not
about to come in last. I’ve been trying to prove myself my whole
life.”

He leaned in, touched her forearm. “Prove
yourself to whom? You should only be proving yourself to you, not
to anyone else. Trying to please your father or your brothers or a
corporation is like a dog chasing its tail. You might think you’re
making progress, but you’re never going to catch the damn
thing.”

A small round tear fell from her eye and
moved down her cheek. Should he take a chance? May as well. Maybe
she wanted him to?

Reaching out, he used a gentle thumb to wipe
away her tear. Fortunately, she didn’t slap his hand away. He’d
been prepared for any reaction. But between the ocean, the wine,
and the conversation, zaps of static electricity formed between
them.

He had to take a chance.

“Do what makes you
happy. Why not follow in your mom’s footsteps and open a B&B
like we talked about? Hell, I’ve always wanted to own a mountain
getaway. Meet fascinating people, you make your own hours.”

Her chin began to tremble. She wiped her eyes
firmly with her hands. “What if I can’t?”

He inched his chair closer to hers. This was
the moment. Taking her hand, he looked directly into her eyes. “I
believe in you, Kelly Habersham.”

She didn’t back away, only studied him.
Vulnerable, trusting, someone he could comfort.

He touched her chin, drew her close, and
kissed her.

#

Kelly breathed in a breath of contentment
when Terran’s lips met hers. He was gentle, yet pressed against her
with a strong touch. The stubble on his neck felt tickly to her
fingers, and his cologne reminded her of sweet Christmas trees. He
smelled like a winter morning after snow has fallen all night.

She opened her mouth and let his tongue come
in, explore, tickle her top lip, then surged into her mouth once
more. Bliss. Who knew Mr. Hippie could kiss so well?

Wait a second. Stop. Stop now. She made
noises, he did the same, and then she pulled back, releasing their
lips.

He rolled his lip, like it was missing hers.
She covered her mouth with her hand. “We can’t do that again.”

“What?”

“I...I mean, my intent wasn’t to come up here
and kiss you—”

“That wasn’t my intention either, but—”

“I’m sorry, I need time. I got caught up in
the moment,” she said.

She touched her lips, felt the remembrance of
his mouth on hers. It had been wonderful, but she couldn’t go there
again. Who knew where it might lead? There were too many other
things on her plate right now.

“I understand,” he said, shaking his head.
“But just because we kissed once, don’t get all weird on me.”

“Fair enough.”

She studied his face, his posture. He seemed
more laid back than most men she’d gone out with. She’d spent all
her time dating guys who would impress her dad. All with the same
clean haircut, all drove BMWs or something similar. And here was
Terran, one of those hacky-sackers who wore his hair long and rode
a motorcycle.

What would her life have been like if she’d
met Terran sooner?

No. Stop. Concentrate on
the scenery, the beautiful ocean. Tomorrow, you will go find
Cathleen and discover the secrets to your family.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

All night, Kelly tossed
and turned. Terran’s breathing sounds from the next room were like
a weird lullaby that would normally soothe her. Not this time.

When the morning sunlight landed on her face,
it didn’t feel like a gentle nudge. It felt like a slap. Time to
wake up, find Cathleen, and get some answers. Terran could do his
thing, she would do hers. Not a bad idea, after the kiss.

The kiss....

No. Stop. She got
out of bed, showered and dressed, then went into the next room
where Terran sat on the couch reading the paper.

Pouring herself a cup of coffee, she asked,
“Anything exciting in the news?”

He folded the paper and set it down.
“Apparently Elvis Presley is alive and walking the Earth. A few
other headlines, too, but I prefer the funny ones.”

“I’ll be on the lookout.” In her best Elvis
voice, she said, “Thank you, thank you very much.”

He laughed. “Not bad.”

She could feel the heat rising to her cheeks.
Where had that Elvis impersonation come from? Maybe somewhere down
inside, her sense of humor had been locked away. At the beach, in
the town where her mom lived, her joy somehow returned?

“What’s on track for today?” Terran asked.
“Are you meeting the store owner to ask about your mom?”

Kelly nodded. “If you don’t mind me being on
my own for a while.”

“Sure, but I need you by three.”

“Done.”

She drank her coffee, and mentally prepared
herself for the day to come.

#

Kelly arrived at the Bay front store.
Cathleen led her into a private room in the back, where two cups of
Oregon blackberry tea and some scones were set out on a small
table.

“Nice,” Kelly said as she sat down. “I hope
you didn’t go through too much trouble, though.”

“You’re the daughter of my best friend.
Believe me, it’s no trouble.”

Kelly picked up a scone and spread lemon curd
on top. “I appreciate it. There are so many questions running
through my mind. I could barely sleep.”

Cathleen settled into her chair and took a
sip of tea. “Well, to start, what can you tell me about your
father?”

Where to begin? Kelly wrapped her fingers
around the warm tea mug. “He’s one of the most successful
commercial real estate developers in the Pacific Northwest.”

“I see. And has he ever talked about the
Oregon Coast? Good? Bad?”

Kelly shrugged. “Other than the story of how
he and my mom met, no. He refused to take us to the beach for any
vacation. We always went to Crater Lake or San Francisco. Never the
Coast.”

“Ah, I see.” Cathleen’s tone was as cryptic
as her facial expression.

“Tell me, please,” Kelly said.

Cathleen offered a tender glance. “The past
is complicated. I don’t want to make you unhappy.”

“How could the past make me unhappy? Anything
you can tell me about my mom would be a big help, trust me.”

Cathleen poured some lemon into her tea, took
a brief sip, and then set down the cup with deliberation. “Did he
tell you that he and your mother separated? She lived here on the
Coast, while he remained in Portland.”

“What?!” Kelly’s mind reeled as she tried to
make heads or tails out of Cathleen’s words. “Are you sure?”

“This was before you were born, but yes.”

Somehow, the news that it happened before she
was born was a comfort. Though not much of one.

“What about my brothers? Where were
they?”

“With your paternal grandparents,” Cathleen
said. “Both your parents were going through a tough time. They
thought it best that the boys stay with relatives.”

Every piece of information Cathleen shared
was another layer in the onion. How could Kelly never have known
anything about her own family?

“Why did my parents separate?” she asked.

Cathleen sighed. “All marriages have
occasional problems. With your mother and father, well, they
worsened with time. Chad Habersham worked ninety-hour weeks, a poor
recipe for any marriage. Plus, they argued over everything:
education for the boys, money, you name it.”

“Dad never said anything,” Kelly said. She
tried to remember any hint he may have given over the years, but
none came.

“Your mother showed up in my store one day,
out of the blue. She could’ve gone anywhere to separate from her
husband, but she came back home. I think she missed the water, the
waves rolling in every night at sunset.”

Kelly nodded. She could definitely understand
the need to watch the ocean.

“I was thrilled to see her,” Cathleen said.
“She stayed with me while she worked through her marital
issues.”

“For how long? I mean, obviously she went
back to Portland and eventually had me, right?”

“Three months.” Cathleen poured them each
more tea.

Kelly’s mind filed away each nugget of
information, so she could sort through and process everything in
detail.

“But she did eventually return to Portland,
right?” Kelly asked. “And she and my father were happy?”

Cathleen’s eyes widened. “Happy? I don’t
know. But they reached a truce before you were born.”

Kelly picked up a scone and chewed it slowly.
Truce about what? If only she could remember her mother in more
detail. Maybe then, everything would make sense.

“What do you mean, a truce?” she asked.

Cathleen’s blue eyes turned dark gray. She
appeared to be fighting with herself on whether or not to say
anything else.

“Tell me,” Kelly said. No matter how bad the
news, she had to know.

“Chad Habersham would raise you as his
daughter, and your mother would never return to the Oregon
Coast.”

The words Cathleen spoke may have formed a
sentence, but Kelly’s brain refused to accept it in its entirety.
Not yet. Those seven little words—Chad
Habersham would raise you as his
daughter—had changed everything.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The room began to spin.
Teacups, scones, authentic Made-in-Oregon
merchandise on the walls all blurred together.

Kelly sat up straighter. She couldn’t pass
out. Nor could she chicken out now. She had to learn the truth.

“Tell me what those words mean,” Kelly said.
“Chad Habersham would raise me as his daughter.”

“Chad Habersham raised you, and I’m sure he
provided for you.” Cathleen’s eyes glowed with concern. “But he
isn’t your biological father.”

Nausea punched her in the gut. She wanted to
throw up, but couldn’t even get words out. She’d spent her entire
life under his thumb, doing what he demanded of her—both at work
and in life—and he wasn’t even her biological father? Maybe that’s
why he treated her differently. It wasn’t because he wanted a boy
and he wound up with a girl. It’s because she was never his child
to begin with.

In a sick sort of way, things began to make
sense. “And my brothers?”

Cathleen poured them some more tea. “They’re
your half-brothers. Same mother, different father.”

Kelly wiped away the tears longing to escape.
“Then who’s my biological father? You have to tell me everything. I
don’t know who I am anymore. Things have fallen apart at work with
my dad...I mean, the man who raised me.”

Damn it. What was she supposed to call him
now?

“I know this is hard,” Cathleen said, her
voice warm and caring.

“Hard doesn’t begin to describe it.”

Kelly bit down hard on a scone but instead
bit the inside of her cheek. Holy hell, that hurt.

“Your mother met him when they were
separated,” Cathleen said. “You should’ve seen her. When she first
arrived, she looked beaten down by life. But as the weeks went by,
being back in her hometown near the water, she came to life
again.”

Kelly tugged at her hair and pulled it back
into another knot so it would stay.

“So what happened?”

“She met someone,” Cathleen said.

Kelly’s chest tightened. “My biological
father? Please tell me she loved him. Tell me I’m not the result of
a one-night stand.”

With a warm smile, Cathleen nodded. “She was
completely in love with Rogan.”

“Rogan,” Kelly repeated, as if speaking the
word aloud would somehow create a connection to her real father, if
only for a moment. “What was his last name?”

“O’Quinn.”

“Rogan O’Quinn,” Kelly said.

A million thoughts flooded her mind. How
would her dad react to her quest to find her real father? How would
Rogan feel about knowing her?

“Where is he? Can I locate him, get to know
him now?”

Cathleen held up both hands. “Stop, don’t get
ahead of yourself.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m sorry, hon, but Rogan died shortly after
you were conceived.”

“What?! I just learned I have a biological
father out there, and he’s dead?”

Cathleen stood up and reheated more tea. “We
need plenty of this today. Tea calms the soul.”

“So does tequila.” She meant it as a joke,
but not really. “Tell me about Rogan.”

Cathleen sat back in her chair, a wistful
look coming over her. “Rogan was one of those Nomad types, filled
with passion, creativity, and always living in the moment. He and
your mother spent every spare minute they had together. She planned
to divorce Chad, work out visitation for your brothers.”

Kelly’s head began to ache. “So she would
just leave her kids?”

“She was so happy, I don’t know if she fully
thought the plan through. Chad was different back then, more
controlling. She didn’t know another way out.”

“He’s still controlling,” Kelly said.

“Good point. However, your mother and Chad
went through Hell back then. Try not to blame her for wanting to
escape a situation she didn’t think she could endure.”

Anger, confusion, sorrow all thundered
through Kelly’s veins. She’d been worshipping her mother all these
years, the mother she’d never known. Come to find out, the woman
would leave her sons and run off to fall in love? What kind of
person does that?

“What happened? Why did she move back to
Portland if she was so crazy about this Rogan? Even if he died, why
didn’t she stay at the Coast?”

Cathleen reached out and touched Kelly’s
hand. “Because she wanted the best for you.”

“Me?”

“When she found out she was pregnant, she
planned to tell Rogan but it was too late. He’d been killed in an
auto accident, only hours before she could reach him.”

Kelly bit her lip, tried to silence her mind.
Not knowing what to say, she ate another scone and gulped down some
tea.

Cathleen sighed. “She knew it wouldn’t be
fair to you to not have a family. So, they made a truce. She told
Chad she was pregnant with another man’s child, and he agreed to
raise you as his own. In return, she would never be allowed to
return to the Coast.”

“Why? It’s just a beach, her home town.”

“You see,” Cathleen began. “In Chad’s mind,
the Coast represented everything that went wrong in their marriage.
He figured if he stayed in Portland and kept you kids there, then
things would improve.”

Kelly rubbed her temples to ward off the
headache. “Never underestimate the power of denial.”

“True, but that’s why I was so excited to see
you. Your mother wrote me letters, told me about you and her life
back in Portland—”

“Do you think she loved my dad? I mean,
Chad?”

With a shrug, Cathleen said, “I think so, in
her way. She was willing to return to Portland and never see the
Coast again. That says something.”

“True.”

“Are you okay, hon?” Cathleen asked, her
caring eyes searching Kelly’s face.

“Growing up, I never seemed to fit in. My dad
and brothers were like one sports team, and I was the outsider.
Guess I thought I was more like my mother. But now I’m not
certain.”

“We aren’t our parents, sweetie. I can see
your mother in you, but you are your own person. Do what you want
in this life. Speaking of which, are you going to be staying at the
Coast long? I’d love for you to come over for dinner, meet some of
my family.”

A warm, good feeling spread through her. She
could see why her mother had Cathleen for a best friend. “I
appreciate it, but I’m only here for the weekend. This trip isn’t
even for me, it’s for Terran. He’s letting me tag along.”

Cathleen shot her a knowing look. “Ah,
Terran. Your friend.”

“He is. Friends, nothing more.”

“Too bad. When your mama felt a kinship with
another human being, she didn’t deny it.”

Guilt struck a sharp chord in Kelly’s chest.
Did she feel something for Terran? The
kiss had been fantastic, she had to admit. But in what world could
they work? He wanted to save the trees; she wanted to cut them down
for real estate. Not exactly two peas in a pod.

“It’s complicated,” Kelly said, figuring that
explanation would suffice.

“Life is, darlin. Just make sure you take
some time to live it.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Terran finished taking all
the photos he needed by the time Kelly called him to pick her
up.

“Do we need to go to any festivals and such
for your photo shoot?” she asked.

He pointed to his watch. “It’s after four. I
needed you at three.”

The blood drained from her face, making her
look pasty white. Against her dark brown hair, it was quite the
contrast.

“I’m so sorry. I got to talking with Cathleen
and—”

“And you couldn’t break away from learning
more about your mom.”

“Yes. How can I make this up to you? I let
you down, and I am truly sorry.”

“No worries. Turns out, the photo shoot went
great and we did more shots of the kids anyway. So, it’s all
good.”

She exhaled a breath of relief. “So we’re
okay?”

He wasn’t sure whether to let her off the
hook so easily. She had forgotten about her part in helping his
job. Then again, things had worked out well, so why stay angry?
Better to strike a deal with her, one that would help them
both.

“Tell you what,” he said. “We’re okay, on one
condition.”

Her eyes gleamed. “Which is?”

“You tell me what you found out. No more Miss
Secretive. I get that you don’t want us to kiss again, but we can
still be friends. Friends share good and bad news with each
other.”

It hadn’t occurred to him until he said it
out loud, and to Kelly, how much he’d longed for any kind of
friend. As an Earth Elemental, he had his mission, he had his
duties. But unlike Brooke, the Water Elemental who ran a New
Orleans bar, or Phoenix, the Fire Elemental who worked as an EMT,
Terran’s job was solitary. Taking photos was a solo profession. He
didn’t have the chance to befriend as many humans as his colleagues
had.

In truth, he’d been damn lonely.

“Agreed,” Kelly said. “Let me buy you dinner
and we’ll catch up. Besides, I need someone to bounce all this off
of before I go home and wring my father’s neck.”

“Sounds intriguing.”

“You have no idea.”

#

Terran had eaten the sautéed vegetable plate
by the time Kelly finished her deluge of family drama. Holy cow,
talk about a whopper story. A father who never knew she existed, a
dad who never told her anything? Poor kid.

“So,” Kelly said with a wary look. “What do
you think?”

He took a minute to let his food, and her
long story, settle. “I think what Cathleen said is right. You need
to figure out what career, what life, will make you happy. Don’t
choose the career to please your brothers and father. Pick what you
want.”

She stabbed a piece of zucchini with her
fork. “He would see red if I told him I wanted to build a B&B.
He’d probably disown me.”

Then she laughed, one of those high-pitched
stressful laughs of someone finding humor in bad news. “Guess he
can’t disown me since he never owned me, huh?”

“Guess not.” He tried to play along, laugh
with her since she’d joked about it. But it didn’t take a genius to
see how hurt she felt. “But I do think you should confront him,
when you’re ready.”

“I don’t think I’m ever going to be ready for
that conversation.” She dotted her mouth with her napkin. “I’ll
figure it out, somehow.”

“I like that your mother is different than
how your father described her,” he said. Winking at her, he added,
“Maybe she’d be the type to even ride a motorcycle.”

Her eyes gleamed. “I guess you want me to
take a ride on yours?”

He grinned. “It will do wonders for your
soul.”

“Okay, hippie boy. When we get back to
Portland, we’ll go for a ride.”

The piece of broccoli in the back of his
throat rebelled and he coughed. “You’re serious?”

She nodded. “If I’m going to start living
this life of mine, not my father’s, I may as well get started.
Right? What better way to start than facing my fears?”

He stared, mouth almost open, at the creature
in front of him. She’d been through the ringer—no questions
asked—but when the time came, when she calmed down and she wasn’t
high on adrenaline, would she take a ride on his bike?

He didn’t know, but he was definitely going
to hold Miss Kelly Habersham to her word.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Terran carried Kelly’s
bags down to the car and set them in the trunk. Amazing feat,
considering she was someone who insisted on doing everything
herself. Maybe this trip had done what he’d considered impossible:
loosen her up a little, enough to enjoy life.

He liked being with someone like her,
especially now. Granted, the kiss had been in the heat of the
moment, something they couldn’t repeat. A shame, really, because
when she wasn’t so wrapped up inside her defenses, her eyes
sparkled more than ever and made her attractive.

She walked down the driveway wearing faded
jeans, a Rolling Stones t-shirt, with her hair to her shoulders.
“Did we get everything?”

When he saw her, his pulse went into
overdrive. No. Stop. She’s a friend. A friend is
a good thing. He could return to Portland, see Sadie, and
have her as a girlfriend. And yet here, now, Sadie seemed a million
miles away.

“We’re ready to go whenever you are,” he
said.

She turned, her hair whipping in the coastal
wind, and glanced once more at the Pacific. She stood motionless,
like the slightest gust could knock her over. He hoped she would
stay this way. Going with the flow and allowing things to
bend—rather than break—her.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Definitely, beautiful,” he said, looking at
her rather than the ocean.

Color rose in her cheeks, and she smiled
wide. “I meant the ocean.”

“The ocean is nice, too,” he offered. He
opened the car door for her. “What can I say? I call beauty where I
see it.”

Her cheeks flushed red once more. “Friends,
remember? We’re friends going forward.”

“Absolutely. Friends.”

He walked around, got in the car, and put on
his seatbelt. “Ready to go, friend?”

“Yes, friend.”

“Then we’re off!”

They drove past the Bay to see the sea lions
one last time. At this early hour, the dappled sunlight cast a
reflection of the Yaquina Bay Bridge into the water, making it
appear like a watercolor painting.

Sea lions dove off the pier, their tubby
bodies becoming agile as they swam for fish. The Pacific waves
rolled onto the shore, and soon the sandy beaches gave way to roads
with trees and lush green yards. Oregon had enough rainfall to keep
a farmer happy, twenty-four-seven.

When he returned to Portland, he would call
Sadie and take her out for a nice dinner. She could be his romance.
With Kelly, he would stick to what they’d agreed on: friends.
That’s what he would aim for.

Oh, who the hell was he kidding?

#

Kelly burrowed herself under her thick
sweater in the passenger seat. They were almost home, almost to
Portland.

Home?

What did the word mean anymore? It was the
place where the man she knew as her father had raised her and her
brothers. But he wasn’t her real father, and he’d lied all these
years.

“If you’re cold, I can turn up the heat,”
Terran said. He slid the temperature button up several degrees.

“Thanks.”

“What are you going to tell your dad?” he
asked.

“I’m not sure.”

Terran nodded. “You know, you never did
answer my original question—”

“No.” She took a deep breath. “No, I don’t
want to stay working for my father and his business. But I can’t
quit yet. I have no idea who I am, much less where I’m supposed to
land. It’s just going to take some time.”

He kept his gaze on the road. “I’m here, if
you need a listening ear.”

Turning to him, her insides went all
aflutter. He was a sweetheart, though she didn’t know how to tell
him so directly. And the last thing she wanted to be was friends.
For the time being, however, it was best to avoid romantic
complications.

“I really appreciate you bringing me along
this weekend,” she said.

He winked at her. “Well, if you remain a
developer, know that I’m still going to stand for the tree huggers.
Friendship doesn’t change that.”

“I’m ready for anything you throw at me.”

Surprisingly, she felt an inkling of respect.
He would stick to his beliefs, because they were his. But when she
wanted to build condos, scale back buildings to ratchet up economic
growth, did she even believe in those goals herself? Or had
everything been to appease a father that wasn’t even hers?

Terran turned right on her street and dropped
her off at her house. She exited the car and gathered her
things.

“Will you be okay?” Terran asked.

I hope so.

“Kelly?”

She shook her head, brushing away her
thoughts. “I’ll be fine, thanks. Touch base with you soon,
okay?”

“Sounds good, friend.”

Smiling, she said, “Goodbye, friend.”

As if saying the word would keep their
relationship tied to its meaning. A long shot, at best.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

After a good night’s sleep
in his own bed, Terran poured himself a cup of Java and turned on
his computer. He converted his original photos to JPEG images, and
then sent them to the magazine editor as attachments.

One more freelance job, completed. Maybe he
wouldn’t have another for a few days, which would give him the
chance to see Sadie again. Even though the Coast trip had gone
better with Kelly than he’d anticipated, he’d missed Sadie’s rare
beauty and the way she relied on him for protection. Kelly insisted
on doing things herself. Sadie let him take the lead.

He scanned his email messages: work,
announcements, advertisement, and spam. Wait, there was one from
Sadie. Goose bumps formed on his arms as he opened her message.

Hey Terran, Portland hasn’t been the same without
you around. Call me when you return. I need to tell you about some
things I’ve seen near the Waterfront. Besides, I want to see you,
show you how much I missed you. Kisses, Sadie.

A warm glow spread across Terran’s skin.
She’d missed him. He wasn’t accustomed to ongoing relationships
with humans. He picked up his cell phone, pressed the down arrow
until it reached Sadie’s name.

“Hello?”

“Sadie. Hey, it’s Terran.”

“Terran! So great to hear from you. How are
you?”

Hearing his name with tones of happiness in
her voice only made him want to find her, kiss her, and never
stop.

“Good,” he said. “Can I see you today? Meet
you for lunch?”

“You know I’m available for you,” she said,
her sexy voice giving actress Kathleen Turner’s a run for its
money.

“Great. How about we meet—”

“At the waterfront?”

He gripped the phone tighter. “Why there? I
was thinking Pioneer Square.”

“I need to show you something in Waterfront
Park,” she cooed. “But if you don’t want to—”

“No, I’ll be there.” Maybe she had some
information he could use against the Acobi.

“See you at noon, sexy.”

He hung up the phone. Great, he’d see his
sexy human female once again. And she, unlike the distant Kelly,
didn’t have to remain in the friend
category.

#

Terran arrived to the waterfront at quarter
to twelve. Being early would give him a chance to look around, get
work-related stuff out of the way. He walked along the river, his
gaze scanning each building, ship, and escape route.

Nothing had changed. Odd. Even when he walked
down by the Shanghai Tunnels exit, everything looked just like it
had five days ago when he’d left.

Could he be so lucky? That he hadn’t missed
any major catastrophe the Acobi Fallen Angels had planned? He could
return to his mission without issue. It seemed too good to be true.
The tiny hairs on his forearm felt the same, for they spiked upward
with a sense of warning.

“Hi, handsome.”

Terran turned around. Sadie looked more
beautiful than he remembered. She wore a burgundy camisole and a
white lacy skirt. Her long, silver-gray hair stood out against the
dark burgundy.

“You look beautiful, Sadie.”

She blushed. “You’re just saying that because
you haven’t seen me in five days. What’s that in man-years,
twenty?”

He stepped closer. Her sweet, floral scent
taunted his nostrils. Something about her made him want to stay in
her presence.

“What?” she asked, her eyes wide and
blue.

“I’ve missed you.” He bent down, meeting his
lips with hers. Her lips tasted like strawberries on a sunny
afternoon. Holy moly, he wanted to breathe her in for the rest of
his life.

Chuckling, she playfully pushed him away.
“I’ve missed you, too. C’mon, we should go to lunch. If things
continue as they are, we’ll get ticketed for indecent
exposure.”

His adrenaline kicked into gear, made his
mouth dry. She wanted to be with him. He more than wanted to be
with her. If she hadn’t applied the gentle brake to their kissing,
he would’ve taken her right here, right now, in the middle of
Waterfront Park. How could this human have such a powerful effect
on his senses?

She laced her fingers in his, tugging him
forward. “Let’s walk.”

Walk. As aroused as he was, it took him a
minute to put one foot in front of the other. Somehow, he lost all
thought when she was near. Basking in her presence became the
primary goal.

“Was your trip to the Coast productive?” she
asked.

“Yes. I just sent off the snapshots this
morning.”

He stopped the update there. No sense telling
her about Kelly. Besides, he and Kelly were just friends. Weren’t
they?

Confusion rushed over him. Concentrate. Focus
on work, on anything except the intriguing woman beside him.

“What did you want to show me?” he asked. Did
he sound desperate, or professional? He hoped for the latter.

“I hoped the signs would be up by now, but
they’re not.”

“Signs? For what?”

She stopped and looked deep into his eyes.
“For the party. Please say you’ll take me.”

“I’d take you anywhere,” he began. “But what
party?”

Pointing to the tunnel exits, she said, “The
concert event in two weeks, all the best Portland bands. It’s
supposed to be the biggest event of the year.”

He looked to where she pointed, letting her
words register in his brain. The tunnels? There was a massive party
planned near the tunnel exits by the river? This had to be Bastian.
Who else would stage a concert there?

“Who’s throwing the party?” Terran asked.
“And how will they fit everyone in that narrow area?”

Sadie’s dark lashes blinked twice. “Some big
Russian entrepreneur. The party will extend to the Underground,
with bands set up throughout the tunnels. Won’t that be
amazing?”

“No.”

“What?” She backed away, her lips pursed.
“You don’t want to take me?”

“That’s not it,” he said, reaching for the
right words. “I just don’t really like the party scene. Besides, if
it’s inside the tunnels, isn’t there a danger the walls will
collapse?”

“What’s with you, Mr. Panic? Don’t you want
to have fun?”

“Sadie, that’s not it—”

“And to think I wanted you to take me.” Her lovely voice had turned whiny.
The sound was like fingernails on a chalkboard.

“I want to see you and take you out,” he
said.

She cocked an eyebrow. “Except to the one
party I want to attend. Why won’t you go with me?”

He scrambled for an excuse. Maybe he should
relent? Say he would take her? Then he could keep informed about
whatever Bastian and the Acobi had planned for the party?

“Tell you what,” he said with a smile. “For
you, anything. Count me in.”

She threw her arms around his neck. “I knew
you’d be there for me!”

He patted her back. “I always will.”

“It’s going to be a night we won’t
forget.”

“I’m sure it will be.”

Never before had his words had truer meaning.
If Bastian or Caleb were in charge of this party, it meant havoc
for the public’s safety. There would likely be drugs, illegal
activities, many of the Seven Deadly Sins. In such a sinful
environment, even the innocent would be susceptible to the
Acobi.

Terran couldn’t allow that. He would bring
Sadie to the party, but only to stop whatever evil plan the Acobi
had formed.

“Come on, let’s eat,” she said, dragging him
along like a piece of luggage.

They arrived at a nearby deli. In front, a
homeless man sat cross-legged. His clothes had holes, the threads
on his hat had come apart, and the only sources of warmth were the
sacks of smelly garbage he’d huddled near him.

Terran reached into his pocket for a five
dollar bill.

Sadie stopped short, withdrew her hand. “What
are you doing?”

He handed a five to the homeless man. “I
don’t have much, but I hope this helps, brother.”

The man’s pale brown eyes rose to meet
Terran’s. “Much obliged, sir.”

Terran kept walking, but Sadie yanked him
back. “Why did you do that?” she asked.

Terran attempted to swallow the knot forming
at the back of his throat. Why did she seem upset?

“Just trying to help a fellow human
being.”

Sadie narrowed her eyes. “Come on, let’s
go.”

The uneasiness in her stance, the hunched
shoulders, and the sheer judgment in her eyes was enough to make
anyone squirm.

“Why? Do you have something against helping
others?”

She bit her lip. “Not usually, but shouldn’t
the guy get a job if he wants some money?”

Terran glanced at the homeless man, trying to
apologize in his glance. Then he turned back to Sadie. “Sometimes,
people are down on their luck. They need some help,
compassion.”

“Or a gullible person to pay for things,”
Sadie whispered.

“What’s with you?”

He didn’t believe in free handouts as a rule,
but everyone needed help once in a while. What was the big deal?
Five bucks equaled one cup of coffee and a muffin, not a fancy
estate in West Linn.

Sadie’s beautiful blue eyes grew dark,
glaring with impatience. “Are you coming inside, or what?”

An uneasy feeling crept through his veins
until it pushed its way into his heart. Had he simply not noticed
this side of Sadie before? Such a beautiful woman, yet right now,
quite unattractive.

“I’m coming,” he said, figuring it was best
not to make a scene. And he did need her help to learn more about
this party.

They sat down and ordered drinks. “I love
this place,” she said.

“Yeah.” He bit his lip.

“What’s with you?”

Part of him knew he should shut up, keep the
peace. Yet if she wanted to date him, she had to accept who he
was.

“I don’t understand why you go all batshit
crazy on me just because I want to help someone. It’s who I am,
Sadie.”

She reached her hand across the table and
rested it on his. “I just don’t want to see you taken advantage of.
Don’t be mad. I’m so glad you’re home, that you’ll attend the best
party of the year with me.”

He smiled while biting his inner lip. He
hated crowds, and he knew he would hate this party scene too. But,
if he went as her date, he could protect her—and the general
public—from the soul reaping of the century.


CHAPTER FORTY

Bastian stood outside
Lucifer’s den, waiting to be invited in. Other Fallen Angels had
strutted inside without invitation and were flung to the fiery
corners of Hell for the disrespect.

He would play his cards right. He’d grown
accustomed to what to do, how to behave. Of course, that knowledge
came from many slaps and punches from Dimitrov, but for now, those
things served him well.

The doorway was shaped in an arch, made from
knotted wood that twisted on itself like a snake to form the den
opening. Tacked on top of the arch, a sign read Abandon hope, all who enter.

“Bastian?” a male voice bellowed from
inside.

His heart raced. Standing straight, he
replied, “Yes.”

“You may enter.”

With his head slightly bowed, Bastian stepped
through the arch. He hadn’t been here before, only heard the tales
Dimitrov and other Acobi told him. The room could only be described
as exquisite, draped with maroon curtains and adorned with
photographs of humanity’s worst sinners.

In the center of the room, seated on a velvet
cushion, was Lucifer.

“Master,” Bastian said, bowing. “Thank you
for seeing me.”

“You may look at me when you speak,” Lucifer
said.

Bastian swept his gaze from the floor, to the
walls, and ultimately, to meet Lucifer’s intense stare. He didn’t
appear to be the monstrous form everyone spoke about. Rather, he
looked more like a wealthy attorney. Salt and pepper hair, clean
cut, with a gray pinstriped suit. His skin was tan—maybe from
spending so much time with the Hell heat?—and if anything, he
seemed appealing. Not ugly.

“Why are you here, Acobi soldier?” Lucifer
asked.

“Sir, it is my humble belief that Dimitrov is
not serving you in the way you believe. I am concerned for our
cause, for your reputation, not to mention for my own future in the
Acobi Clan.”

Lucifer’s pensive blue eyes studied him. “I
see. Tell me, why isn’t Dimitrov here, telling me any updates
himself?”

Because he’s too lazy to
ever step foot out of his house. Bastian paused a moment,
trying to think of a better response.

“I am not certain what Dimitrov has told you.
Not only will he not join us at the Shanghai Tunnels to help us
work, but I recently caught him helping humans, not reaping
them.”

Lucifer inched forward on his throne, his
hands gripping the arms. “Are you telling me that your clan leader
is working for the good of humanity?”

“It was nighttime, and he appeared in a
trance-like state. But yes, Master. That is what I’m saying. He
rescued a car accident victim. I followed him with the intent to
reap the woman’s soul at the moment before her death. Dimitrov beat
me to it, but he saved her. She rode off in the ambulance.”

“Damn it!” Lucifer stood up, walked over to
his bronze mini-bar. With one fell swoop, his arm knocked every
mini bottle off the top shelf. Tiny rum bottles and gin clanked
against the floor as they formed a pile.

Bastian smiled, relieved Lucifer understood
the seriousness of the situation.

“Have you seen any other evidence?” Lucifer
asked.

“Other than his refusal to leave his home,
no. Caleb and I are doing all the work on the ship, in the tunnels.
Dimitrov claims to be working from inside his home, but we have yet
to see any results. And seeing as how he’s using the Internet
often, the police might get hold of his IP address.”

Lucifer licked his lips with his long, red
tongue. Bastian found himself staring. How many thousands of women
had Lucifer pleasured with that tongue over the centuries? Bastian
felt a trace of envy sweep through him. He wanted this power,
wanted others to obey him.

“I must admit,” Lucifer said as he put on a
long, silk black robe. “Your thirst for evil and reaping the women
you do is unprecedented. Great work.”

Bastian bowed his head in gratitude, feeling
the warmth rise to his cheeks at such a compliment.

“Have you spoken to him about this?” Lucifer
asked.

Bastian nodded.

“Are you a bobblehead? Answer me when I ask
you a question!”

The Master spit insults as quickly as he gave
compliments, apparently. Swallowing his pride, Bastian spoke up.
“Yes, I have approached him. I asked him where he was the night he
helped the human. He lied to my face, Master.”

Lucifer picked up a martini glass and hurled
it into a wall. Glass shattered into tiny pieces.

Bastian kept his head bowed. If Master was
upset, best to not egg him on by making eye contact. “Sir, I
thought you might not know. That is why I am here.”

Lucifer wiped the sides of his mouth with his
hand. “I will handle Dimitrov. How are the plans going? The
party?”

“Excellent. We have everything in place for
the blowout rave of the century. This will be the biggest reaping
yet.”

“Good work,” Lucifer mumbled. “Okay. Here’s
what you do. Don’t say a word to Dimitrov. Return, keep up your
work. I will handle Dimitrov myself.”

Bastian grinned. The boss man who’d slapped
him over the years was about to get his own comeuppance.

“Absolutely, sir. Is there anything else you
need?” Bastian asked.

“Just keep trapping the young girls. And make
sure that party goes off without any problems.”

Bastian bowed. “Yes, sir. As you
command.”

“Now go. I have things to plan.”

Bastian left the den, offered another gold
coin to Charon who ferried him back down the River Styx. Moments
later, Bastian had returned to Earth and was inside the Shanghai
Tunnels.

Excellent. He would enjoy planning this
reaping party. Even more, he would enjoy seeing the lying Dimitrov
punished for his lack of action. Caleb could remain the yes-man he
was, only he’d be saying yes to Bastian as leader.

Perhaps Lucifer would see fit to make Bastian
leader of the Acobi, even leader of all Fallen Angels in the
States. He’d do a better job, succeed where his predecessors had
failed. Just thinking about it made Bastian’s skin burn with
excitement. Eliminating the Elementals for good, trapping any woman
he wanted, it was the perfect world.

Blondes, brunettes, redheads, all under his
reign. The screams, the fear, the begging—Bastian exhaled a wishful
sigh. In time. Good things always come to
those who wait.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Dimitrov used a steady
hand to put the finishing touches on the party invitations.
Calligraphy held such beauty, like when people used to write by
dipping a feather into an inkwell. Back in those days, saying
something took time and effort.

Too much technology had ruined the old
ways.

He stepped back to admire his handiwork. Yes,
this ultimate rave would be the reaping to outdo every effort made
by Fallen Angels in decades. He would succeed where his brethren
had failed. There had been no more memory lapses, no more strange
objects in his bed.

The house lights flickered on and off, and
suddenly the large-screen TV flashed on. In eerie and ultimate
color, Lucifer’s angry glare filled the screen.

“Dimitrov!”

He could hear his pulse racing. “Yes, Master?
To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“You and I need to have a talk. Get your ass
here, now.”

Fear coiled inside his stomach. Was something
wrong? Had Lucifer found out about the blood and thrown away cross?
No. No way could anyone possibly know.

“I am ready.”

“Close your eyes. Come into my den,” Lucifer
said.

In an instant, Dimitrov opened his eyes. He
stood before Lucifer’s throne. What, no form of payment to Charon
or sailing the River Styx? What would put the Master in such a
hurry?

“What can I do for you, Sir?”

Lucifer pulled up an image on his large, flat
TV screen. “Explain this.”

Dimitrov’s mouth fell open as he looked at
the image—the cross and silver necklace that he’d tossed out the
window. How could Lucifer possibly know?

“I’m afraid I cannot,” Dimitrov said.

Lucifer’s eyes glared with fury. “You dare
refuse an order?”

“Please, sir—”

“Answer me!”

Dimitrov put his hands together to stop them
from trembling. This was it. He had to tell Lucifer the truth.

“I awoke one morning with blood on my sheets,
but no wounds. I woke up another morning with that cross and
necklace in my room. I have no idea how it got there. I do not know
what happened.”

Lucifer cocked an eyebrow. “Why haven’t you
reported your condition?”

Dimitrov bowed his head. “I’m sorry. I have
kept it secret for fear you would replace me. I long to serve you,
and if you found out—”

“You expect me to believe that crock of
shit?”

Dimitrov bit his tongue. Saying yes would
insult Lucifer. Saying no would implicate himself even further.

“It is the truth,” he finally said.

Lucifer leapt from his throne and charged
forward. Stood toe to toe. “You are telling me you have
amnesia?”

“Stress can cause human bodies to do strange
things. Perhaps I have been sleepwalking? It happened at night,
both times.”

Lucifer stepped back and shook his head.
“Even if you speak the truth, that’s no excuse to help
humanity.”

“Are you joking?!” Dimitrov shouted,
momentarily unaware he’d raised his voice to Lucifer. “I couldn’t
possibly—”

“I think you could!” Lucifer snapped. “There
are others, you know. Other Fallen who regress back to their old
ways.”

“Old ways, Master?”

“Before all of us became Fallen, we were once
angels in Heaven. Sometimes,” Lucifer said as he gritted his teeth,
“we can regress to doing good deeds while in an altered state, such
as sleepwalking.”

Dimitrov thought hard about that. The stress,
the anxiety, the fear of failure—had these things prompted his
human shell to sleepwalk? And then helping others as some form of
regression like Lucifer said?

“Your explanation makes sense,” Dimitrov
said. “For I would never make a conscious choice to disobey
you.”

“So sayeth the one who rescued a young woman
and refuses to help Bastian and Caleb with the labor in the
tunnels.”

Dimitrov bit his lip. What could he say? He
had done something unthinkable and horrible to his comrades. He
hadn’t meant to, but Lucifer’s icy stare didn’t seem to care about
intentions, only results.

“Tell me what you want from me, Master.”

Lucifer shook his head. “I wish I could put
you in a cell next to Cristos and torture both of you for
eternity.”

Bile swirled in the back of Dimitrov’s
throat. He knew the tale of Cristos, the Fallen Angel who’d helped
a Water Elemental. For his betrayal, Cristos had been sentenced to
eternal torture in Hell.

Dimitrov swallowed hard. “You wish for me to
suffer like Cristos?”

Lucifer shot him an icy glare. “Wish? Yes.
Unfortunately, I can’t afford to lose your services. Especially
this close to the reaping party—”

“I will of course serve you to the best of my
ability—”

“Shut up when I’m speaking to you!”

Dimitrov bowed his head, tried to stop his
racing pulse. “Yes, sir.”

“I will deal with your...issues...after the
rave party completes. For now, get off your ass. Help Bastian and
Caleb with the party prep at the tunnels. I will send a woman to
watch you each night to ensure you don’t leave your house. That
will temporarily put an end to your sleepwalking. After the reaping
is over, you and I have unfinished business to discuss.
Understand?”

“I won’t disappoint you,” Dimitrov said.

Lucifer’s lips curled into a smile. “Good.
Because if you do, there will be Hell to pay.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

The loud ringtone on
Kelly’s cell woke her out of a sound sleep, one where she’d been
dreaming about her mother and her real father. Kelly blinked,
trying to focus her eyes.

“Hello?”

“It’s Ben. Dad’s wondering why you aren’t at
work yet.”

She groaned. Glancing at the clock confirmed
she’d slept until ten. Wow. All the emotional upheaval on her trip
to the Coast must still be affecting her sleep patterns.

“Dad never calls to check up on me,” she
said. “Is something going on?”

She heard clanging and cussing through the
phone.

“Apparently Dad received the notice that your
Portland project got delayed again.”

The pounding in her head intensified. “I’d
planned to call the City Commission this morning to get the latest
updates.”

More cussing and banging of furniture noises
echoed through the phone.

“Guess Dad is pissed off?” she asked, already
knowing the answer.

“Yeah. So are you coming in?”

She sighed. This was not the day she wanted
to deal with her father. Eventually, she’d need to confront him,
tell him she knew the truth. What would his response be? She didn’t
know. He might start screaming or become utterly silent. Either
way, she didn’t look forward to it. And she definitely didn’t want
to face those emotions today.

“You know what? Tell him I’m sick. Tell him
since I’m already late, I’m sick and will call him later to check
in.”

There was a momentary pause, followed by more
banging.

“Are you sure you want to go with that
excuse?” Ben asked.

Ugh. She didn’t need to explain herself to
her brother. She’d done many favors for him over the years,
including covering for him so he could go to a rock concert. High
time he returned the favor.

“Time for some reciprocity, Ben,” she said.
“Give him that message. I need to go.”

“It’s your call. Bye, sis.”

The word sis hung in
the air after she’d snapped her phone shut. Obviously, her brothers
didn’t know the truth either. Half-brother was such a strange term.
Like she was only related to half of Ben, not all of him.

For the next few hours, she ran Google
searches on Rogan O’Quinn. Not much information existed. He’d
driven cross country on his bike once, and his remaining relatives
lived in Europe. She didn’t have any way to find or reach them.
Even if she did, she wasn’t sure she would. Now, almost thirty
years after she was born, show up and say she was the child of
their son? Not exactly a great conversation starter.

Cathleen had been the greatest source of
info.

Kelly’s cell phone chirped once more. When
she looked at the Caller ID, her breath caught in her throat.
Dad.

She’d called in sick. She needed to sound
sick. Coughing, she answered. “Hello?”

“Ben says you’re sick today.” His stern voice
held a hint of questioning, like he was testing her, tricking her
into admitting she’d lied.

“Feeling discombobulated and a bad headache,”
she said. She cleared her throat a few more times for effect. The
statement hadn’t been a total lie. Knowing he wasn’t her real
father and trying to learn about Rogan had
given her the world’s worst headache. That part was true.

“I see.”

“Did you need anything from me today,
Dad?”

The second the word ‘dad’ came out of her
mouth, it sounded foreign to her ears. She’d said it out of
instinct, but what was she supposed to call him now?

“I need you to resubmit the blueprints for
the Portland job. You told me everything was all set, that you had
the historical society on your side. Now I learn we’re behind in
paperwork.”

That’s nothing compared to what I’ve learned.

“First thing tomorrow, I’ll review
everything.”

Her father coughed into the phone. “I’m going
to be going out your way in another hour or so. Client meeting
nearby. I’ll stop by and drop off the remaining paperwork for
you—”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Think fast. Come up with
some reason to avoid seeing him today. “I may be contagious.
I’d hate for you to catch what I have.”

“I’m not worried,” he said. “I’ll see you in
an hour.”

“But—”

The phone line beeped at her. He’d hung up.
Great. He hadn’t even asked to come over. Instead, he’d announced
he would. Typical. He always pulled some stunt to control her and
everyone else.

Time to get herself together. Be strong. She
wasn’t going to be his puppet any longer.

#

Exactly sixty minutes later, precise to a
fault, Kelly’s father knocked on her front door. The forceful,
confident knock sent her pulse into overdrive. Taking two deep
breaths and determined to stay calm, she opened the door.

He wore one of his best suits, and his white
hair was damp from the rain. “You don’t look sick to me.”

She bit her lip. “You’re seeing the improved
me. This morning, the headache was unbearable.”

He stepped inside, automatically forcing the
door open wider to grant him access. No asking, no waiting. Neither
approach had been Chad Habersham’s style. But she needed to talk to
him, set things straight.

“Listen, Dad, about the Portland job—”

“No!” He walked ten paces, turned around, and
shot her a cold glare. “You listen to me, Kelly Marie
Habersham.”

Hearing her full name spoken, in that stern
tone he’d used over the years, immediately transported her back to
when she was eight. How he’d lecture her for not getting all A’s on
her report card. How his tall, foreboding frame looked down on her,
with sharp eyes communicating his disapproval. His angry eyes
cutting like a dagger into her heart, making her do a one-eighty
shift and do things his way. The acceptable way.

Here they were, about to return to the same
old dance. Twisted knots formed in her stomach, and she braced for
anything. Would he lecture her about the Portland job? Yell at her
for faking a sick day?

Wait a second. What the hell was she doing?
He’d only been in her apartment for a few minutes. Already, she was
backing down?

Move forward. Stand your ground. Don’t let him walk
all over you again.

“Do you want something to drink?” she
asked.

His brows furrowed. Then he tossed the file
stuffed with papers on her table. “That’s all your paperwork.
Everything needs to be resubmitted. Care to explain why you lied to
me? Why you said this job was all good, that you didn’t need your
brothers to help, and then I find out we’re back at square
one?”

The knot in her stomach split into two
factions, dredging through her and making her nauseous. She tried
to use the calmest voice she could, even though she yearned to
scream.

“I’d planned to follow up with the historical
society tomorrow. Based on previous conversations with them, I
don’t need to resubmit everything.”

He lifted one of the forms and rattled it in
his hand for emphasis. “Why did you lie to me, make me think
everything was fine?”

Was he really going to play the
self-righteous game? Here, now?

“Lie to you? What about your lies to me, Dad?
Care to explain that?”

He gawked at her. “I don’t know what you’re
talking about.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me I’m not your
biological daughter?” she yelled, unable to keep her voice even
anymore. “Why force me into this family business when I’m not even
in your family?”

He didn’t say a word. Daggered lines formed
between his brows. His pupils enlarged, making his eyes appear
black. She couldn’t tell if he was about to break down or disown
her.

“Where did you hear such nonsense?” he
finally said. Did she detect a bit of shakiness in his voice?

“I met one of my mother’s friends. She told
me everything. How you and her had problems. How my mother
relocated to the Oregon Coast to take some time away from you. How
she had an affair with another man but eventually came back to
you.”

Her father crossed his arms and held a
defiant stare. She had never, until now, seen her own father
speechless. To avoid the stiff silence between them, she continued
talking.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Why were you so
opposed to talking about her, about taking us on vacation to the
beach where she lived?”

He paced the room, back and forth with
repetition. After what seemed an hour, he stopped and looked
directly at her.

“The past is exactly that, Kelly. The past. I
didn’t want you to feel unwelcome by knowing the truth. Of course I
didn’t want to take you kids to the place where someone might
recognize us, recognize me. I thought it better to keep you in the
dark than learn the truth from a stranger.”

“Don’t you understand, Dad? I’ve felt out of
place in this family for my entire life!”

The anger in his glance returned. “I gave you
a place in this family. Don’t be ungrateful.”

“I’m not ungrateful,” she said. “But I don’t
think it’s fair for you to call me a liar. Not when you’ve kept
some big truths hidden from me. Glass houses, you know.”

He shook his head. “I thought I told you kids
to never go to the Coast. Why the hell did you have to go against
my wishes? You weren’t ever supposed to know. Your mother and I did
have our issues, but she would have wanted you to feel a part of
our family.”

Tears began to spill down Kelly’s cheeks. The
salty droplets passed near her lips. “I think Mom would’ve wanted
me to know who she was, what she liked. What she stood for.”

“And now that you know the truth, are you any
happier? What’s changed? I am your father, Kelly. I may not be the
biological donor, but you’re in my family, as are your brothers.
Leave the past where it belongs.”

It became abundantly clear that she was not
blood related to the man in front of her.

“I can’t. I need to figure out who I am,
where I fit in.”

His eyes widened as he gawked at her. “Here,
of course. In the family business, provided you do the
paperwork.”

She shook her head, wishing she could get him
to understand. “You said it yourself. I don’t have the real skills
to manage the projects in your company. You gave me throwaway jobs
where you knew I’d fail.”

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t twist this
around.”

“What? I’m not twisting anything. I’m
reminding you what you and my brothers told me. I don’t fit into
your scheme of real estate.”

Two deep stress lines formed between his
brows. For a split second, he pursed his lips as if to hold back
his initial response. What was he hiding? Why not come clean, now
that the truth was out?

She brushed her hair back, getting loose
strands out of her way. “I need to find my place. Maybe it’s not
with the family business. Maybe it’s doing something else, like
running a B&B. Like Mom did.”

He slammed his hand on the counter with
earsplitting volume. “Stop living in the past! Your mother is dead.
Don’t be stupid and waste your chances now. All this crap you
learned in Newport doesn’t change anything.”

The ache deep in her gut slithered upward to
her throat, turning her mouth into a wad of cotton. “Dad, don’t you
get it? This changes everything.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Kelly splashed cool water
on her face in the bathroom. Amidst the argument with her father,
and using every courageous cell in her body, her cheeks had grown
hot and flushed.

She patted down her face and stared at her
reflection. Haggard. Tired. Confused. Three of the big emotions,
plus others, had left their dirty footprints across her face.

Her father had stormed out, refusing to
believe that anything was different. She needed to eventually talk
to him—when they were both calm—and continue the conversation. Tell
him that maybe the latest obstacles on the Portland project were a
sign. Maybe she was in the wrong career.

Yearning for someone normal to talk to, she
picked up the phone to call Terran.

“Hey there,” he answered.

“Hi.” She tried to think of a way to fill the
silence. “Want to hang out tonight?”

“Uh, I’m supposed to be somewhere, but we
could meet for an early dinner?”

“Anything. I need to talk to someone,” she
said.

Did she sound as desperate as she felt? Her
family pushed her buttons, knew exactly which topics to ignore or
bring up to make her absolutely furious.

“I’m at Powell’s bookstore now. The main
location, close to the Waterfront. Want to meet me upstairs and
grab a coffee?”

“Sure, see you in half an hour.”

“See you then.”

She hung up. Coffee would help, plus Powell’s
would be good therapy. Stacks and never-ending shelves of books
were always therapeutic. Maybe she could find one on how to quit a
family business.

#

Terran bought two light roast coffees and sat
in a corner booth. Powell’s had done everything right. If only
every bookstore could have a coffeehouse inside. The two went
together like peanut butter and jelly. A wonderful partnership, one
Portland had achieved.

A few minutes later, Kelly walked in. She
didn’t even look like herself. Her perfectly-manicured,
always-hold-it-together appearance had vanished. The black Rolling
Stones t-shirt and blue jeans clung to her tiny frame, but it
worked. She’d finally begun to look more like an Oregonian than the
uptight professional he’d come to know.

“Hey,” he said, standing up and pulling out a
chair for her. “I took the liberty of getting you a light roast,
but you can get something else if you prefer.”

“No, that’s great.” She grabbed it and began
to drink. Fast, inhaling gulps.

“Bad day?”

She took another few swallows before sitting
down. Obviously she needed to talk.

“I may not be the headache on your radar much
longer,” she said.

He interlocked his fingers on the table. “You
weren’t ever a headache, but why don’t you tell me what
happened?”

“I’m thinking of quitting my father’s
business. Or, should I say, Chad Habersham’s business? Because he’s
not my biological father and he’s lied to me all these years.”

He reached out and touched her hand. “I know
you met that woman in Newport, but quitting your job so soon?”

She took another gulp of coffee. “Yes. I
confronted him already—”

“How did he respond?”

She shrugged. “He told me to keep the past
where it belongs. Said I’m not allowed to quit, that I’d be an
idiot.”

Terran picked up his coffee and drank several
swallows. “I don’t think it’s stupid to follow your career dream.
But most dads disagree.”

“I’ll bet there are plenty of dads out there
who disagree with you. They probably criticized your appearance,
too. Long hair, the freelance employment, and let’s not forget the
key thing: you drive a motorcycle.”

“You’d be surprised. Some dads think I’m
cool. But I’m definitely not Mr. Corporate.”

“Exactly,” she said, with a gleam in her
eyes.

Uh oh. What was she plotting?

“Someone like you would royally piss off my
dad—”

“Are you planning to use me to get back at
your father?”

Terran didn’t know whether to feel flattered
or objectified. How did humans feel in times like these?

She winked at him. “You game for playing that
role?”

Every part of him wanted to say yes, but deep
within his soul, he knew it would be wrong. Terran needed to stay
out of the public limelight, not draw extra attention from
anyone—even if it was to help Kelly out of her family mess.

“I’m flattered,” he began with a soft voice.
“And while it would help my environmental causes, I can’t become
your source of revenge. This is something you have to handle
yourself—learn to know your father, er, Chad, as an adult. Figure
out what kind of relationship you want with him. Then take steps to
make it happen.”

“I know.” She drank the rest of her coffee,
and then winked at him. “Besides, I figured you’d have a
conscience.”

“You know me,” he said with a wink. “Mr.
Environmentalist, at your service.”

She stood up to get more coffee. When she
walked away, he searched his soul for the answer. Maybe he could
figure out a way to help her reconcile with her father?
Somehow?

#

Kelly downed the third cup of coffee in less
than forty minutes. Her fingers began to shake, as if the caffeine
surging through her veins had to escape. Talking wasn’t enough
activity. All she was doing was talking. She needed to be pulling
weeds or something physical to purge every emotion welling up
inside her.

She recapped the meeting she’d had with her
father. Terran listened to her litany with patience and concern,
then reached out and squeezed her hand.

“Anything I can do to help?” He grinned. “You
know, other than playing the rebel to piss off your father?”

“I’m good. Guess I need to figure out what to
do. Quit my job or stay in the family biz.”

Terran’s glance aimed over her shoulder. He
no longer made eye contact.

“Terran?”

His gaze returned to meet hers. “Sorry, give
me a sec.”

“Sure.” What was on his mind?

He stood up, walked over to another table in
the coffee area. A young woman was attempting to transfer her
elderly grandmother from a chair to a wheelchair.

“Excuse me, miss. Can I help?”

The woman smiled as wide as Texas. “Thank you
so much.”

Terran steadied his grip, eased the elderly
woman from the straight-backed chair and into the wheelchair. Ease
and grace. Watching him, Kelly was reminded of a huge teddy bear,
one who practiced chivalry. He had a caring nature that ran deep. A
special guy, someone she wanted in her life.

Once the women were safe on their way, Terran
returned and sat down. “Sorry. I got distracted by the folks
needing help. You were saying?”

“That was a nice thing you did.”

Color rose in his cheeks. “Anyone would’ve
helped out.”

“No, I don’t think so.” She reached out and
touched his hand. “You’re a good guy, Terran.”

“It’s sweet of you to say,” he said. “But
what were you saying earlier? About your job?”

Kelly released his hand and toyed with her
hair. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now, in terms of
career.”

He grabbed his coffee swizzle stick and bent
it in half. “The question is, what do you want to do?”

“See? No one ever bothered asking me that
question, except you. I grew up in the Habersham family. I became
part of the unit. Real estate and commercial development was in my
DNA.” She took a swig of coffee. “Or so I thought.”

“Your father never asked what you liked to
do? Ever?”

She racked her mind for some memory, some
hope that would prove her father was more decent than he seemed at
the moment.

“I don’t think so.”

“Wow. It’s like you never had a choice.”

“Exactly. And now, after knowing the truth, I
feel like it’s my time to choose. I finally have some say over what
my future will be. I haven’t had that before—ever.”

“Choice is important. Probably the only thing
that keeps humans going.”

“Humans, eh? You’re not an extra-terrestrial,
are you?”

Pink blotches filled his cheeks as he
hurriedly said, “You know, I’m talking about the human race. That’s
all.”

“Fair enough.”

He reached for his coffee and bumped the cup,
spilling half of it across the table.

“Aw, crap.” He grabbed napkins from the
dispenser to soak up the mess. “I didn’t get anything on you, did
I?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Again, I’m sorry,” he said.

Even as he cleaned up the mess, his face
remained beet red. Why had he become so flustered? Perhaps he
didn’t know how to accept a compliment without feeling awkward. She
had to admit, someone with his chivalry and listening skills was a
rare find. If that meant he was an extra-terrestrial or a human or
a robot, it didn’t matter. She sure as hell had never encountered
anyone like him before.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Terran thanked Universe
that nothing happened on the drive back to his apartment. As
disconcerted as he’d been at Powell’s, at least he hadn’t crashed
his motorcycle into something like a cheese truck on the way home.
What a headline that would make. Man smashes into cheese truck,
creates more holes in Swiss.

Crap. Did he really have to spill coffee?
What a moron.

He walked inside, took a deep breath, and
checked his phone messages. First one was from Sadie. Glancing at
the clock, he noticed she’d only called an hour ago. Why not? He
could call her back, maybe have her come over. He didn’t need to go
anywhere else. Not as anxious as he’d been all day. The extra
coffee hadn’t helped.

Reaching for his cell, he dialed her number.
“Hey, it’s Terran returning your call.”

“Hi, sweetie.” Her voice was sweet as honey.
Immediately, a warm feeling spread through him, knocking away all
the anxiety from the day.

“I just got home. Want to stop by? I have a
bottle of wine here.”

“On my way,” Sadie said. “See you soon.”

A grin spread across his face. He hung up the
phone. The day was shaping up.

“What are you doing?” a voice said from
behind him.

Terran leapt up. Turned around. “Holy crap,
Mercury! You scared the hell out of me.”

Mercury took a dramatic bow. “Guess I’m good
at being incognito.”

“I thought we had an agreement,” he said.
“You’d not scare me every time you show up.”

Merc shook his head. “That’s what
you wanted, Earth boy. I never
agreed.”

Terran looked at his watch. Sadie would be
here soon. That meant he needed to figure out what Merc wanted and
get the short little guy out of there.

“Why are you here? I’m expecting
company—”

“So you are, and the wrong woman, at
that.”

Terran rubbed his temples. Now was not the
time to get a migraine. “I like Sadie. Don’t worry, I’ve grown
close to Kelly just like you wanted.”

“Yes,” Merc said. “And good job with taking
her to the Coast. Perhaps she won’t pose a threat to the tunnels
anymore. But about Sadie—”

“What about her?” Terran’s muscles stiffened.
He knew romance with humans wasn’t the best action to take, but
both his Water and Fire Elemental colleagues had done it, and with
Universe’s permission. Wasn’t Terran overdue to get something he
wanted? He’d been kept Earthbound for so long. Didn’t he deserve
something different? Exciting?

“Sadie seems to distract you,” Mercury said.
“Remember, when you’re with her, she keeps you away from important
occurrences at the Waterfront. Don’t let her affect your work.”

“I won’t. You know I’m loyal. Hell, I’m the
most loyal Elemental in a lot of ways.”

Merc tilted his head sideways and stared at
him curiously. “You think so?”

Terran was in no mood for games, or lectures
on the best match for him. “I’ve kept my colleagues away from
trouble. I’ve always helped out whenever needed. I even became
close to the woman—Kelly—that you picked out for me. But I like
Sadie. I want to get to know her better.”

Mercury raised an eyebrow. Then he walked to
the counter, adjusted his snap-brim hat, and grabbed a handful of
Chex-Mix. “Just stay focused. We’re hearing rumors about some big
blitz the Acobi Fallen Angels are plotting.”

Terran felt a surge of self-righteous pride.
“And for your information, Sadie knows some details about a party
on the Waterfront. I think that’s when the Acobi will make their
move.”

“Perhaps. If Sadie can provide useful intel,
then good. Make sure to keep Kelly’s development plans away from
the tunnels.”

“Already working on it. Kelly may quit her
job before that project ever sees the light of day,” Terran said.
“Now, can you take off before Sadie shows up?”

Mercury sighed, took one last look around.
“You may want to rethink that shirt for your date.”

Terran glanced down. After spilling coffee on
himself, he’d grabbed the first t-shirt in the drawer. Looking
down, he now saw it was Buzz Lightyear from Toy
Story. Not exactly the manly image he wanted to portray.

“Good idea,” Terran said, laughing at
himself.

“Keep us posted, Earth boy.” And with that,
Mercury disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.

#

When Sadie knocked, Terran’s heartbeat raced
like a thoroughbred on Derby Day. He hadn’t seen her since he’d
left for the Coast with Kelly.

Kelly. The kiss. No. Stop. You and Kelly are
friends. That’s all you can be. Sadie can be more, no matter what
Mercury says. As long as you get the job done, enjoy yourself.

He opened the door. Sadie threw her arms
around his neck and tugged him closer. The jasmine scent of her
hair wafted up to his nose, hurling his senses into overdrive.
Heavenly.

“Guess you’re glad to see me?” he asked,
hugging her back.

Slowly, she released him from her embrace
until they were face to face. Terran studied her face, memorizing
every angle and dimple in case he ever had to be away from her
again. In the mid-afternoon sunlight, her blue eyes twinkled. Such
a beauty.

“You miss me?” she asked, using her sweet
voice that sounded like choirs of angels.

“Hell, yes.” He leaned in and kissed her. She
tasted salty, like the Pacific air. “You’ve been near the
Waterfront.”

Her pupils widened. Did his comment startle
her?

“How can you tell?” she asked, her voice
quivering slightly.

Terran gave her a quick kiss. “Your lips
taste like the ocean.”

She batted her long, perfectly curled
eyelashes. “Want to go for a swim?”

Every vein and artery pulsed hard, fast,
surging with adrenalin and longing. But sex with a human? Not good.
Then again, the Water and Fire Elementals broke the rules all the
time. Why should he be the only one who followed the rules? Well,
him and Tempest, his Wind Elemental colleague. Tempest never broke
the rules either.

“Let’s open that bottle of wine first,” he
said, hoping to stall. Some distance between them would calm his
excitement, get him back into a good head space.

Her lower lip moved outward, making her
puckered lips form a sexy pout. Lordy, he was almost helpless
against this woman. Stay strong. Think of something non-sexy.
Hamsters. No, that reminded him of guinea pigs. Guinea pigs had
lots of sex, like rabbits.

Coffee. Green beans. Scrubbing the floor. He
shook his head. Green beans? Where the hell had that thought come
from?

Before he could reach the bottle of wine,
she’d moved herself close to him. He backed up a foot or two, and
then he pointed toward the wine bottle.

She stepped forward, pressing into his body
and forcing him against the wall. With her hand placed lightly
against his chest, she reached out and gave tiny kisses along his
neckline.

Heavens above and all that is beautiful. He
tried to swallow. His mouth was dry. His pants were tight. Why had
he picked the pair with the sharp zipper teeth? He’d always been
able to control himself in the past, especially around humans. But
this one? Sadie was in a category all her own.

“Don’t you want to kiss me?” she asked.

Her eyes were so striking, along with her
ruby lipstick, that the rest of her face seemed pale by comparison.
The woman would make a perfect painting. Maybe that’s why he was so
attracted to her. She wasn’t just beautiful; she was like a piece
of art. Something to be treasured, valued.

“I, um...is it getting warm in here? Maybe we
should get that wine?” he asked.

She continued her quest to overpower him.
Right now, he wanted to surrender. But he couldn’t. No going
against Universe. Even if he could get away with it. He was
supposed to date Kelly. Mercury didn’t even want him spending time
with Sadie.

What had Merc said? Something about....

“Kiss me,” she cooed.

Distraction. Not to get distracted. This was
exactly what she was doing. Focus. Get yourself
under control, back away. You’re an Earth Elemental. You have a
job. And it’s not to get laid.

His mind swirled. With knees ready to buckle
under her touch, he summoned all the resolve he had. “Sadie, I need
some space.”

She froze. The fingers she’d been using to
stroke his chest stayed in place. With furrowed brows, she stared
up at him. “Excuse me?”

He breathed in deep, let out a sigh. “We
shouldn’t move so fast.”

Now her fingers pressed into the center of
his chest, hard. “Are you kidding me?”

“No. Let’s just have a drink—”

“Did you get the best part of you blown off
or something?” Her sapphire eyes no longer gleamed, but shot arrows
of hatred. Those ruby lips now tightened, no longer offering a
kiss. “No man says no to me. Ever!”

“Whoa, slow down,” he said. He wriggled out
of her grasp and leaned against the kitchen counter. “I like you.
Let’s have a drink. Go slow.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You do know you’re
living in the twenty-first century, right?”

Terran’s insides clumped together into one
big knot. He knew humans and their sex drives, more from
observation than experience. But he sure as hell hadn’t expected
her to become so angry.

“I’m old fashioned,” he said.

Maybe she would buy his excuse? He couldn’t
tell her the real reason.

Sadie glared at him. “Then go back to the old
days. Marry some prairie girl on a farm. Keep her barefoot and
pregnant in the kitchen. Stop wasting my time.”

Terran’s fingers gripped the counter, the
blood rushing through his body. “There’s no call to be so
hateful.”

She crossed her arms. “How do you expect me
to feel when the guy I like rejects me?”

Maybe the human males had been right all
along. Women were crazy.

“I’m not rejecting you.” He reached for the
corkscrew and wine bottle. A nice Shiraz. “Let’s talk, okay?

Her tight frown didn’t budge. The lovely
blueness in her eyes had been forced out, replaced by a fury-filled
black.

“Aren’t you tired of talking? What is
wrong with you, Terran?”

He didn’t know whether to feel angry or
empathetic. Both emotions churned through his mind. Why was she so
impatient? He hadn’t seen this side of her before. And what the
hell was up with telling him to go find a prairie wife to become
barefoot and pregnant? Did Sadie see him that way, as the male
chauvinistic pig, just because he didn’t want to hop into bed with
her right then?

Women were nuts. And this one had officially
given him the migraine of the century. Time to move forward.

With a resolved breath, he said, “I’m going
to open this bottle of wine. Do you want to join me?”

Sadie turned, glared at him. “And if I don’t
want to?”

“Then I suppose we should say goodbye.”

He hated the words, but they had to be
spoken. If she wouldn’t go slow, wouldn’t allow him to be himself
without further explanation, then he needed to end things
anyway.

Her mouth quivered. She appeared more hurt
than angry now. Then again, who knew? He’d never guessed this was
how the day would pan out.

“I don’t want to say goodbye permanently,”
she muttered. “You rescued me. I like you.”

“I like you, too.”

The blueness returned to her eyes. “You’re
still planning on taking me to that party at the Underground,
aren’t you?”

Good. She would still let him go as her date.
He needed a way into the tunnels without being spotted. Then he
could take down the Acobi once and for all.

He summoned his affectionate voice. “If
you’ll let me. When is the party, again?”

“This Saturday. Tailgating begins at
five.”

Today was Tuesday.

“Why don’t I pick you up around noon? We’ll
have a nice lunch, walk around, and then join the tailgating?”

She frowned. “I may have some other
commitments earlier in the day. Can I meet you there at five?”

He set aside the wine. “Other
commitments?”

Was she seeing someone else? Not likely, with
the way she became so angry at him slowing things down. But she
hadn’t talked much about herself. No info on job, background, or
hobbies. Come to think of it, did he really know much about her,
other than he’d rescued her and she was beautiful? That he could
hardly resist being around her?

With a coy smile, she said, “Yes, other
commitments. I do have a life besides you, big guy.”

He longed to know more, but getting close to
Sadie was a route best performed slowly.

“Fair enough,” he said. “So, meet you at the
Underground tunnels a little before five, this Saturday? Maybe we
could have a nightcap afterward.”

“I’d like that. I’d like that very much.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Kelly put her paperwork in
her office desk drawer, then walked down the hall to her father’s
office. His door was open, and he seemed deep in thought as he
paged through documents.

“Dad?”

He looked up, his face flat. No smile, no
frown. Just...expectant.

“What is it?”

She couldn’t lose her nerve now. “I need to
talk with you for a few minutes. Your calendar showed this
half-hour as free.”

He glared at first. Then, slowly, he sighed
and removed his glasses. “Come in. Shut the door.”

After doing so, she sat across from him.
Summon the words. Tell him.

“Kelly? What do you need?”

With a shaky hand, she gave him a crinkled
piece of paper from her pocket.

He reached for his glasses and began to read.
Seconds later, he looked up, an angry glare shooting from those
ice-cold eyes.

“What the hell is this?”

“It’s my resignation from Chad Habersham and
Associates.”

He slammed the letter down. “I can see that,
Queen Obvious. I’m asking you, what do you think you are
doing?”

Her throat tightened, and she forced herself
to breathe. “I’ve thought long and hard about this. It’s not a
decision I made lightly.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“I can’t work for you anymore, Dad.”

He studied her for a long moment. “And
exactly what do you intend to do for a living?”

“I’m researching a few options, but whatever
I choose, it will be my decision. I’m not having the choice made
for me. Not by you, not by my brothers—”

“Are you doing this because of the crap that
woman at the Coast told you? Seriously, Kelly, I thought I taught
you better. Let sleeping dogs lie. Now go back to work.”

She swallowed hard. She’d known this would be
his reaction, so why did his response still affect her so much? Her
fingers fidgeted, her neck ached, and she could feel the trickles
of sweat dripping down her back. All physical signs that he
couldn’t see, thank goodness.

“I need to find my own way,” she said.

He pointed to his office door. “This is your
place. This is where you belong.”

“No.” She sat up straighter. “This is the
place you’ve put me. And honestly, I think you know, deep down,
what I’m saying is right. That’s why you didn’t trust me enough to
include me on the Seattle job.”

His mouth fell open, but no words came out.
He just stared, his clenched chin and taut face seething with half
anger, half bewilderment.

She needed to keep going, while he remained
speechless. “I want to cash in my share of the company stock,
withdraw my 401-k, and get every asset I have out of this
place.”

“That takes time. I can’t stop you from
withdrawing money that’s yours, but don’t expect me to cover
you—”

“Don’t worry. I’m not expecting any favors.”
She wiped sweat beads off her forehead. “I’m only asking for what’s
rightly mine. Nothing more.”

Sharp creases formed between his brows, and
his shoulders sagged. “Who taught you to become so selfish, to not
care about family?”

“Are you kidding me?” she gasped, unable to
believe just how delusional he’d become. “You taught me those
things, Dad.”

He sat up straighter. “I taught you about the
family business, learning a trade. I showed you how to be part of
something successful, damn it!”

She didn’t know how to respond. On those
three points, he was right.

Thumbing through papers on his desk, he
muttered, “The best schools, the best of everything—”

“I’m not denying you took good care of
me.”

“Then what the hell are you saying?” he
barked, loud enough for half the office to hear.

She didn’t need to be the center of gossip.
Best to lower her voice, remain calm. And hope to hell that her
father did the same.

“Please understand that I’m not trying to
attack you or be ungrateful. You have done a lot for me, but let’s
be honest. My being here isn’t working out. You keep giving me busy
work. When I finally demanded a real project, you said yourself
that you gave me something to occupy my time. You didn’t believe I
could really tackle it.”

He shrugged. “I shouldn’t have done that. But
why leave? Stay, maybe get up to speed on some other proposals we
have coming up.”

A strange emotion went through her mind, and
it surprised even her. She felt pity for him. Pity for the man
who’d built up his business by using the word ‘family’ and then
losing someone. This couldn’t be easy for him. It certainly wasn’t
for her.

“I know you want me to stay.” She reached out
her hand and rested it on his. “But going on my own is something I
need to do. No matter what Mom said or did, no matter whether
you’re my biological father or not, this is something I need to do.
For me.”

The crinkles between his brows lessened just
enough to make him appear young again. Like he remembered how
important it was to go off on one’s own.

“Get me the forms to sign. I’ll get all the
paperwork squared away. But please ask me before you go out and
spend the money buying a coffeehouse or something, will you? No
matter how you feel about me or this business, I do know real
estate.”

She smiled. “Yes, Dad, you do.”

“No matter what DNA might say, I am your
father. And I loved your mother dearly.”

She bit her lip, forced her chin to stop
quivering. The last thing she needed to do was cry.

“I know,” she said. “You raised me. Ben, Ryan
and Josh have always looked out for me. You’re all my family. I
just need to figure out some things on my own. I can’t do that if
I’m tied to the family business.”

He let out a heavy sigh. “You’ll still show
up for Habersham suppers on Thursdays?”

She stood up, walked over and hugged his neck
from behind. “Absolutely.”

Patting her hand, he made gruff noises like
he didn’t like affection, but she knew better. He just needed to
keep his cool at the office. Part of her felt complete relief at
having told him. The meeting could’ve been so much worse.

“Say, one more thing you can do for family,”
he said.

She reached the door but turned around.
“Yeah?”

“There’s some big party shindig with a
concert going on this Saturday night. Location is right near the
tunnels and Underground.”

“I’ve seen a few signs.”

“I want you to take your niece Susan. She
wants to attend, but Josh and Lacy are going out of town.”

“Sure.” It seemed a reasonable enough
request, especially if it meant she could quit the family business
without any further fanfare. Susan tended to be a wild child at
times, but if it meant making peace with her dad, Kelly would do
it.

“Great. Tapas at four, the party on the
Waterfront starts at five. I’ll tell Susan.”

“I’ll see you then.” Kelly opened his office
door to move into her future. “And thank you.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Dimitrov stumbled for his
front door and answered it. “Bastian? What are you doing here?”

“I thought we should talk.” Bastian cocked an
arrogant smile.

Dimitrov wanted to slap the grin right off
the jerk’s face. Oh, if only he could. Lucifer was already angry.
No need to make the Master more upset. For now, Dimitrov would play
nice with others.

“Talk?”

“Yes,” Bastian said, his voice dripping with
disdain.

Dimitrov’s neck began to itch. He hated not
being on top of his game. The anxiety had grown worse, causing some
lapse in judgment. Bastian had caught him in a weak moment, and the
jerk knew it.

“Come, sit down.”

Bastian followed—at least the bastard knew
better than to lead—and they sat in the dining room.

“So,” Dimitrov began, keeping a check on his
breathing. “What did you need to discuss?”

“This upcoming weekend. The party.”

“What about it?”

Bastian stroked his chin with his fingers.
“We need you to be there. Caleb will help set up, but then he’ll
remain on The Damnation during the
reaping. His job is to set sail as soon as the girls are brought
aboard.”

Dimitrov nodded. “Yes, I’ve planned to be
there. Caleb will be safe on the ship, while the reaping takes
place?”

“Yes, which brings me to my point. I can’t
handle the reaping, transporting women, and keeping cops away on my
own. And no offense, but it seems you never want to help—”

“I will be there,” he said, shooting an angry
glance at the little punk. “I’ve contacted the press, made banners
and sent out invitations on the Internet. Don’t worry.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bastian said. He looked at
the computer stand, where ink cartridges were piled high. “We’ve
rented a car, a means to appear normal for our arrival. Should we
pick you up?”

Dimitrov could tell Bastian was enjoying
this. Jerk liked seeing his boss in a weak position. Whatever. That
would soon change.

“Fine. Pick me up that morning. Party starts
at five and we need everything in place.”

“Excellent. See you Saturday.”

“One more thing,” Dimitrov said. He stood up
and led Bastian to the front door.

Bastian opened the door to leave, but turned
around. “Yes?”

Dimitrov leaned in, whispered in the
bastard’s ear. “When the reaping is over, I’m going to make you pay
for being a tattletale.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Terran glanced at the
calendar. Today was Thursday. Two days until he’d see Sadie, when
he’d take her to the big party at the Waterfront.

A nagging thought persisted in his mind. Did
he even want to see her again? She’d acted
so hostile, so out-of-character for the lovely Sadie he knew. All
because he wouldn’t sleep with her. If she became so easily
insulted, and detested him for giving a few bucks to those in need,
then maybe she wasn’t the true beauty he’d thought she was all this
time. And yet, when in her presence, he was inexplicably drawn to
her.

His cell chirped. Caller ID said Kelly.

“Hey,” he answered. “What’s up?”

“Hi, yourself. You busy?”

“Just getting some things done around the
house.”

“How about a drive, and I’ll buy you a coffee
on the way? I need to go look at a property.”

The tingling on his skin, the warm feeling he
had when he spent time with her, suddenly vanished at hearing the
word ‘property.’

“You know I’d love to see you,” he said. “But
you want me to be happy about all the trees you’re going to cut
down to build some condo? Why don’t we just do the coffee and call
it a day?”

“Not this time,” she said, a coy tone in her
voice. “Trust me, you’ll want to come along.”

She offered just enough intrigue to push him
toward going. Besides, if she wasn’t planning on carving out
condos, what could she be talking about? Given his recent tiff with
Sadie, what was the harm in joining Kelly for a drive?

“Sure. When and where?”

“I’ll pick you up in thirty?” she asked.

“A woman who’ll provide the transportation?
Sure.”

“Yeah, yeah. I just....”

Silence loomed between them on the phone
line. He didn’t want to interrupt, but the quiet grew
uncomfortable. He waited another few seconds, in case she
continued.

“Just what?” he asked, trying to sound
gentle.

“I want someone I trust to see this.”

Terran felt the heat rise to his cheeks. He
smiled so wide, his jaw almost ached. Someone she trusted?
Obviously he’d made more progress with her than he’d originally
thought.

“I’m honored.”

“See you in thirty.”

He hung up and stared at the phone for a few
seconds. Well, how about that? Today was full of surprises.

#

Kelly geared down as she drove up the
mountain road. Terran sat in the passenger seat, seeming completely
comfortable with her driving skills. Refreshing, after her brothers
always ragged her.

“Are we mountain climbing?” Terran asked,
giving her a wink.

She grinned. “You’ll see. We’re not going all
the way to the top.”

“You’re being mysterious.”

Terran’s eyes sparkled when he looked at her.
That feeling—that knowing she was someone important in his life,
someone she trusted, someone who knew about her family but didn’t
judge her for her past—was inherent in his face.

“A little mystery never hurt anyone.” She
turned the car off the winding road and onto a paved route through
the woods.

Within another few feet, all direction
disappeared. No more road signs or residential views, only forest
on all sides.

The drive led through a clump of fir trees
dotted with snow. “I love Portland in winter,” she said.

“Really? I see you more as a summer kind of
gal.”

“The firs look like Christmas trees. Makes
Oregon seem festive.”

He looked through the windshield at the
surrounding forest. “My charm worked, eh? I’m turning you into a
tree hugger?”

“Maybe,” she said, smiling wide. “But we’re
here.”

He got out of the car and glanced around. The
land was flat, surrounded by tall firs and a small stream to the
right. A large, cabin style home sat in the center.

“Where are we, exactly?”

She shut her car door and walked to the front
door. “What do you think?”

Shrugging, he nodded his head in approval.
“Nice. Quiet area, good spot for a vacation home. But whose cabin
is this?”

“Mine.”

His eyes widened, and his dark eyebrows rose
in unison. “Yours?”

“Yep,” she said, her cheeks beginning to ache
from the ear-to-ear smile. She’d enjoyed teasing him, seeing his
utter shock when she told him the news.

“How?”

“Some entrepreneur from Silicon Valley built
it as a vacation spot. Then the dot com bust happened. It’s been
sitting here empty ever since. But now it’s mine.”

Terran walked around the front porch and ran
his hands over the wooden posts. “Beautiful. So you’re moving
here?”

“My plan is to turn this into a Bed and
Breakfast. I’ll remodel some, of course. But it’s all mine to
manage. Just like my mom did, only here instead of on the
Coast.”

He walked over to hug her. “That’s fantastic!
I didn’t realize you were moving ahead with that so soon.”

Being in those large bear arms felt amazing.
“Thanks.”

“Wait. What about your dad? The family
business?”

Her eyes gleamed, and she let out a deep
breath that turned to fog in the chilled air. “I quit.”

#

Terran swallowed hard. So much information,
so fast. “Seriously?”

“Yep. Dad and I had a huge fight, but things
are better now. He even gave me some real estate contacts so I
could find this place.”

“I think you’ll be fantastic,” he said. “Wow.
Commercial developer turned B&B owner. I’m proud of ya.”

Her eyes gleamed with excitement. “Thanks. I
wanted to follow my dream, but there’s something else—”

“Yeah?”

“I want you to run the place with me.”

“What?”

He rubbed his ears, unsure if he’d heard
correctly. She was asking him to go into business with her? Run an
inn with her? Didn’t this mean they would live together, become a
real couple? Panic shot through him. She didn’t know he was an
Elemental. This could get complicated. Fast.

“I’m really flattered, but—”

“But what?” she asked, waving her arms to
show off the area. “This is a great place to capture photos of
birds, the stream, and anything in the forest.”

“Well....”

She had a point, but his pulse continued to
do the conga. Was this even allowed? What would Mercury or Universe
say?

“C’mon, Terran. We could even donate a
percentage of our profits to whatever conservancy you want. Stay
the tree hugger you are. This place is only thirty minutes from
Portland. It’ll draw locals and people from everywhere.”

Was she crazy? He’d wanted her to loosen up,
become more environmental. But this was the last thing he’d
expected. She must have been the overachiever in school.

“Kelly, there’s some things you don’t know
about me. I don’t know if I can commit to a full-time business
right now.” He tried to be gentle in his voice, but he could see
the hurt fill her eyes.

“Just think about it. I know I’m springing a
lot on you.”

Not as much as I need to
spring on you. I’m an Elemental. I’m kind of dating Sadie, too. I’m
not supposed to even date humans, but Mercury won’t leave me alone
unless I obey. And it was kind of Mercury’s idea that I start
dating you.

None of those things would be good to say to
Kelly. Not now, not ever. But he had to let her down easy. This was
a huge step for her, one he admired.

He stepped closer, caressed her chin with his
fingers and lifted her face to meet his. “No matter what I decide,
I want you to know how proud I am. You’re a wonderful woman, Kelly.
I’m glad you’ve made peace with your family.”

“Thanks.” She smiled up at him, this tender
and wounded woman. He wanted to protect her, wanted to help her.
But he couldn’t. This was something she needed to do on her
own.

“I think you’re going to do great here,” he
said.

“We could do great,”
she whispered.

The ache in her gaze was too much to bear. He
brought her lips close to his, met her mouth. The air turned
colder, but the heat from her lips surged through him, kept him
warm.

She opened her mouth, flicked her tongue
against his, and then took a nibble on his lip before withdrawing.
“I thought we weren’t going to do that anymore.”

He shrugged. “This place represents you
rethinking your future. Why not rethink our previous
agreement?”

She took a deep breath, one of determination.
“I want you here, with me. I want to know you, Terran. If you don’t
want a romantic relationship right away—”

“It’s not that,” he said. “There are things
you don’t know about me. Things I can’t talk about.”

She lifted her hand and stroked his cheek.
Every muscle in his body turned to goo at her touch. “We all have
damaged pasts, Terran. I’ll forgive you yours.”

When she kissed him again, he lost all
thought. Her mouth was warm, a safe haven away from the cold, away
from evil. In that instant, he knew he could spend more time with
this woman. Just like Mercury suggested.

Mercury. Crap, the party. The Acobi. Terran
couldn’t afford to get distracted. Maybe he could delay giving
Kelly an answer for a few days?

He took her tiny hands in his. “Let me think
on this. Give me some time?”

Hope flickered in her eyes for a moment.
“Sure. I know I’m dumping a lot on you, but I wanted you to be the
first to see it.”

“It’s beautiful,” he said. “Just like
you.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

The following morning,
Terran awoke from a dream. Sweat dripped from his forehead and
covered his legs. His breathing raced. He sat up, took purposeful
deep breaths in and out. Calm down. It was only a dream.

But what kind of dream would make him sweat?
He rubbed his temples, trying to remember. Something about
choosing. Yes. Choosing which way to die. Drown or be shot.

Not much of a choice.

He stumbled out of bed, grabbed some coffee.
Was his subconscious going into overdrive? Messed up because he
liked both Sadie and Kelly? Something deep inside him knew he
needed to choose. Having both wasn’t possible.

Looking at the calendar, he noted today was
Friday. Tomorrow night was the party. He’d take Sadie, find a way
to take down those evil Acobi bastards once and for all.

But he needed to see her before the party,
ensure they were okay. She’d behaved so strangely the other day,
like she’d become a different person. He picked up the phone and
dialed her number.

“Hey, handsome,” she answered.

“Hey. Listen, I know the party is tomorrow,
but I wanted to see you today. Any chance we can meet for
lunch?”

“Took you long enough to call me.”

He stopped pouring his coffee, mid-cup.
“What? You told me you needed space, you’d just see me at the
party. I figured you didn’t want me to call you before then.”

“When women say they want some space, it
means give them some, but then pursue them. Otherwise we think you
aren’t interested any longer.”

Huh? Where was that rule written? He liked to
think he knew human women. He knew enough to give Phoenix, his Fire
Elemental colleague, advice. So how come he didn’t know about this
particular rule?

“I wasn’t aware,” he said. “So that means
you’ll meet me for lunch?”

“How about coffee in an hour? I’m busy most
of the day.”

He lifted his arms in resignation. Was this
entire conversation a ploy to make him beg? Make him give her
attention, only to have her withdraw? Some humans played these
games, but he wasn’t a fan. Still, he needed to get more info on
how he felt around her. An hour for coffee was better than
nothing.

“That’s fine. Meet you at that place on Third
Avenue?”

“See you there,” she said.

He hung up the phone, even more confused than
before. Time to get advice from someone female. Not Kelly. That
would be a bad idea. Brooke, his Water Elemental colleague, was
married and had a half-breed child. She wouldn’t exactly understand
the recent dating scene.

But Tempest, the Wind Elemental, might. She’d
never dated humans either, preferring to stick to her missions and
date other Elementals when they visited San Francisco.

He found her number on speed dial and pressed
the key.

“Hey, stranger,” she said, her voice upbeat.
Not surprising. She’d always been the peacemaker, the positive
thinker in their Elemental foursome.

“Hi. Can you chat for a second? I need your
advice.”

“Sure. Hold on just a minute.”

He waited as he listened to her talk to
someone in the background on the other end. “Use that batch of
yeast. No, for the Cabernet, not the Shiraz.”

“I’m back,” she said. “So, what’s going on
with you?”

“Winery still keeping you busy?”

“Every day, but I love this place. The smell
of the vines, the nature cycle of the grapes, it suits me.”

“Good, I’m happy for you,” he said.

“So what’s up?”

“I need human advice. About a woman.”

“The real estate developer?”

“How do you know about Kelly?”

“Mercury filled me in. Said he’d encouraged
you to date this human. I about stumbled off my balcony when he
told me.”

“Yeah, it shocked me too. But no, my problem
is with Sadie.”

“Who’s Sadie?”

He explained who she was, how he’d rescued
her that night at the Waterfront, how something about her intrigued
him more than any other human he’d known. Then how she’d suddenly
turned on him with her moods, not to mention her lack of compassion
for the homeless guy.

“Sounds like Sadie is far more complicated
than your Kelly.”

The words ‘your Kelly’ rang out in his ears.
Was that how Tempest, maybe his other Elemental colleagues,
referred to the woman Mercury insisted he date?

“She is, but I like her. Trouble being, I
can’t figure her out. And I feel like a heel dating both of them.
Sadie is stunning, and I feel drawn to her. Kelly is beautiful,
too, and I enjoy her company. I could see myself spending more time
with her, but for some reason, Sadie makes me lose all thought.
Kelly doesn’t. So which one is true love, or whatever the humans
call it?”

Geez. He’d been babbling like a teenager on
the phone. “So, what are your thoughts?”

“You can’t have them both, but you know that.
Women are like wine, Terran. Each kind is strong, has its own
strengths and weaknesses. You need to choose which is best for you,
and of course which won’t upset Universe.”

“Mercury said I could date either one, he
just wanted Kelly away from the tunnels. I’ve succeeded. She quit
her job, wants to build a B&B in the woods.”

“Well, congrats on that front.” She cleared
her throat. “You need to pick which woman suits you the most. I see
tourists come into my winery every day. Some love Chardonnay, some
love Shiraz. Red, white, blush, sparkling. Wine has different
varieties. Doesn’t mean one is better than the other. It’s just a
matter of taste, which one the person likes the most.”

Leave it to Tempest to mix work metaphors
with any advice. But she did have a point. In essence, he had a
bottle of red and a bottle of white. And he needed to choose. There
was no mixing them together to make a blush wine. That worked for
wine, not women.

“You’re pretty smart,” Terran said. “Even if
you do talk in wine speak.”

She laughed, a happy, lighthearted sound. “I
find it works for most advice. So take a sampling of each, spend
time with each, and figure out which woman you want.”

“Thanks. Good points.”

He heard a loud noise boom in the
background.

“Dang it, I have to go,” Tempest said.
“You’ll be okay?”

“Yeah. You take care, Tempest. And
thanks.”

“Anytime,” she said, and hung up.

Well, his Wind Elemental colleague was smart.
Time to go spend a little time with Sadie, see if he thought she
was for him. He would make note of the things they had in common,
of conversations, of things to judge relationships by. He’d keep
close tabs on how he felt if she started to pull her manipulative
stunts again.

Then he’d make a decision before his
nightmares grew worse.

#

Terran walked into the older coffeehouse to
meet Sadie. He glanced around, didn’t see her. The place was cozy
with its dark mahogany wood walls and hand-made chairs like
Adirondacks. After ordering a Café Latte, he sat in the far corner.
The spot offered some privacy.

He took a few sips and skimmed through the
newspaper headlines. Hiker goes missing on Mt.
Hood, Crater Lake to Host Fundraiser for Tourism, Portland Real
Estate Skyrockets.

When the door chimed, he looked up. Sadie
smoothed her silver hair, saw him and waved. After ordering a
coffee, she came and sat down.

“Hi. Been here long?”

“Nope,” he said. “How are you?”

She took off her scarf and set her purse on
the floor. “Good, just busy. You?”

“Same.”

He stared at her for a few seconds. Even in
casual clothes, she still looked amazing. Indigo denim jeans, a
hunter green turtleneck and a gray jacket. She could be a model for
any of the big companies, even dressed in sackcloth.

“What do you do for a living?” he asked.

“What?”

He leaned in closer. “You’re beautiful like
the models on TV. Then it hit me: I don’t know what you do for a
day job.”

Her pupils grew tiny, like a cat’s, and there
was too long of a pause before she responded. “Sales.”

“You must be great at your job.” He smiled,
hoping to put her at ease. This wasn’t the Spanish Inquisition.

She lifted one eyebrow. “Thanks? I
guess?”

“I’m being serious. Tell me more about
yourself. What do you think of the environment? Of Portland? Would
you ever move?”

True, his rattling series of questions were
all over the map. Yet he needed some information. Reliable and
basic info on who she was, what she did. The fact that she was
beautiful, that she’d been trapped in the tunnels, wasn’t
enough.

“I believe we should all conserve our
resources,” she said. “Portland is okay, but I wouldn’t mind moving
to Seattle. Or maybe California.”

She took a sip of her coffee, her piercing
blue eyes never wavering. “Why the twenty questions?”

“Humor me.”

“Okay. So when is it my turn?”

“That’s fair. Ask away,” he said.

“I called you at home the other day. It was
pretty early in the morning, but you weren’t home. Where did you
go?”

Terran’s chin clenched. Did she mean the
morning he met Kelly and they drove up the mountaintop to look at
the land? Or was she just trying to get him to stumble so she could
win this ‘game’ that she so loved to play?

“Which day? I don’t remember,” he said.

Sadie leaned in close enough for him to smell
her jasmine perfume. All the intelligence in his mind vanished in
that one sweet instant.

“Thursday. Yesterday.”

“I went to visit some property with a friend.
I was home by lunch, though. Why didn’t you leave a message?”

“Who?”

Okay, games were one thing, but she was being
downright nosy. Why?

“You jealous?” he asked, trying to return
their conversation to low-key and light mode. Her cold stare looked
ready to turn him into stone. He fidgeted in his place.

“I don’t get jealous,” she said. “But when I
call my boyfriend because I need him, I expect him to be available.
Even your cell, you didn’t answer.”

He racked his brain, tried to remember. His
cell phone always displayed missed calls, and there hadn’t been
any.

“Sadie, what’s this about? My cell didn’t say
you called. I only went for a drive. One of my friends is investing
in some property.”

“Is this friend a guy? Someone from work? Or
have you been cheating on me?”

Where was this jealousy coming from? Sadie
had always been more of the hard-to-get type. Had she been annoying
the whole time and he hadn’t noticed because he’d been in utter
rapture by her attractiveness?

“Her name is Kelly. We’re friends, but what
we are shouldn’t matter. I didn’t know you considered us exclusive.
In fact, you’ve never called me boyfriend
until now.”

Sadie’s eyes grew dark, almost black. “Are
you still taking me to the party, or have you invited your little
Kelly?”

“What? No, I’m taking you. At least, I hope I
am.” His brain hurt from trying to keep up with Sadie in a simple
conversation.

“Just make damn sure you go home with me,”
she muttered.

He reached for his coffee cup. Something to
distract his hands, something so he didn’t reach out and strangle
this crazy woman. This certainly helped his dilemma. Sadie might be
lovely, but he wasn’t in the mood for someone related to the
coo-coo clock.

“I’m going to the party with you, like we
planned,” he said.

She plastered a sweet smile on her face,
finished her coffee, and leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
“You’d better,” she whispered in his ear. Then she walked out.

He rubbed the place she’d kissed. It hadn’t
been affection; it had been a personal claim. Why did this lovely
woman he’d rescued suddenly think she owned him? She didn’t.
Neither did Kelly, for that matter.

No one owned him, except Universe. Even if he
entered into a deeper relationship with Kelly, he would not be
owned.

“Guess I like Chardonnay better,” he mumbled,
then walked out to leave.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Dimitrov squeezed the
little stress ball to ease his anxiety. His fingers wrapped so
tight around the object, they started to bleed. When he gave one
more squeeze, the ball burst. Hundreds of miniscule dots of powder
rained down to cover the Shanghai Tunnel floor.

This was supposed to be a simple inspection
tour. Bastian and Caleb led him through the underground labyrinth.
Oil lamps lit the way every twenty feet, just enough to cast
shadows against the tunnel walkways.

Dimitrov dropped the remnants of the ball and
pressed his hand against the tunnel walls. Somehow, his stress
worsened down here, under the Earth. His breathing grew shallow.
His pulse raced faster. How would he be able to manage things come
tomorrow at the party?

“The speakers are hung overhead,” Bastian
said, pointing to the top arch of the tunnel. “When the public
begins to ingest the strong liquors we’ve provided, their
inhibitions will be reduced. Opportunities for sin abound. Those
committing the Seven Deadly Sins will be easy to reap.”

Dimitrov nodded his approval. “And the
trapped girls in the tunnels?”

Caleb stepped forward. “Yes, Master. After we
reap most of the crowd’s souls, they will follow our orders. We
will use their strength to bring the girls aboard The Damnation. I will be waiting to set sail as soon
as we have everyone. Then we leave Portland for our new
destination.”

“Good. We toss the net and catch hundreds of
sinners,” Dimitrov said.

The strategy did seem foolproof. Dimitrov
could handle those odds. Even with a racing pulse and high blood
pressure, he had to win this war.

“Where are the women?”

With a cocky smile, Bastian reached out and
pulled a lever downward. One by one, holding cells on either side
of the tunnel lit up like a wave. In each one, terrified underage
girls. At seeing the light, they began to scream. One blonde clawed
the doorway in her desperation to escape.

“Hello, lovelies,” Dimitrov said, striding up
and down to look at them like they were prized thoroughbreds in a
stable.

“Why are you keeping us here? Where did Kat
and Melissa go? They’ve been missing.”

Bastian sauntered up to her. “Kat and Melissa
are on a ship, bound for a new life.”

The blond reached through the cell bars. “You
bastard! What did you do?”

Bastian grinned ear to ear. “See, Master?
These girls are doing just fine.”

“What did you do?” the girl yelled once
more.

Dimitrov needed to display his dominance, let
his soldiers know he could lead their clan. He walked up to the
blonde, opened the cell door, and gripped her hair from behind
while she screamed.

“You will learn respect,” he ordered. “For
you’re the entertainment for tomorrow night. All of you will be on
display. Naked.”

Gasps and tears echoed through the tunnel
walls.

“Glad to see you’re back on track, boss,”
Bastian said.

Dimitrov hurled the woman back into her cell.
Then he shot Bastian a stern look. “Don’t forget, we have things to
discuss at a later date.”

Bastian nodded and took a step back. Maybe
the idiot had grown smarter.

“Master, what about the Elemental?” Caleb
asked. “If Terran should show up?”

Dimitrov cracked his knuckles. “Then we go
with Plan B.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY

Kelly woke up early on
Saturday morning to finish remodeling paperwork for the Bed and
Breakfast. Everything would soon fall into place.

At least being Chad Habersham’s daughter had
taught her a few things. Since she wasn’t building anywhere along
the Waterfront or other tourist Portland places, the headaches of
permits and city licenses had been cut in half.

With her favorite pen, the one she’d used at
work for years and felt smooth between her fingers, she scribbled
her name on all the papers. “The pen is mightier than the sword,”
she whispered, now understanding how true that quote really was.
Her pen wasn’t just a way to get paperwork done. It was a tiny
symbol of her empowerment, of a new life. One she chose.

Even if Terran chose not to go into
partnership with her, she’d still made the right decision. She
thumbed through the signed permits and couldn’t stop smiling. She’d
wanted to know more about her mother since she was younger. This
business venture was a way to connect to her roots and follow in
her mom’s footsteps.

She placed the documents in the envelopes and
put postage on each one. Now to mail all of these, then pick up
Susan for a late lunch. Later, go to the Waterfront concert.

Her cell rang. Caller ID said Terran. Her
heart raced. Maybe he’d made his decision to run the B&B with
her?

“Hey there,” she said.

“Hi, just wanted to check in, see how things
were going with the property.”

“They’re great. I’m just mailing the final
forms now.” She paused for a minute. No need to pressure him. “How
are you?”

“Good. Just wondering if you wanted to get a
late lunch with me? I have some plans later for work, but I’m free
until three or four.”

“Sorry, I’m on my way to pick up my niece.
We’re going to do lunch and attend a concert later.”

“Concert?” His voice was low, a guttural
sound.

“Yeah, some big shindig at the Waterfront. Do
you want to meet us there? I’m sure Susan won’t mind.”

A long silence followed. Had she said
something wrong?

“Kelly, I need you to listen to me.”

“What’s wrong? You sound strange.”

“Don’t go to the concert tonight. Don’t be
anywhere near the Portland Underground or the tunnels. Just stay
away from the whole area. Period.”

Her neck went tight, and she rubbed the back
of her head to loosen the muscles. Why was he telling her what she
could and couldn’t do? When he hadn’t even accepted her offer to
run the B&B yet? She didn’t know whether to be angry or
curious. Or both.

“I can’t get out of it,” she said. “Taking my
niece to this event was one of the conditions my father insisted
on. He’s calling in a few favors to get me a great price on
remodeling my B&B, even some free advertising. I can’t back
out.”

“Please? It’s important.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

He sighed over the phone, audible enough for
the next town over to hear. “I can’t explain everything. Just stay
away from the tunnels tonight.”

She stood up straighter, looked at herself in
the mirror. “No. We aren’t going to stay super late, but I have to
take my niece to this. My dad is meeting me halfway. Do you know
how amazing that is for him to do? I won’t back out on my end.”

“Then can you at least stay away from the
tunnels themselves? Stick as close to the water as possible.”

“The concert is at the entrance and inside
the tunnels, Terran. I can’t exactly force my niece to be far away
from the stage.”

“Yes, you can!”

She bit her lip. Why was he acting all
secretive? He seemed almost foreboding, yet not willing to give her
any reason why.

“Don’t yell at me,” she said. “Look, I need
to drop off these parcels before the Saturday post office closes.
I’ll talk to you tomorrow? Maybe we can get together then?”

“Maybe.”

Now he sounded even more ominous. But if his
decision to see her and spend time with her was based on her doing
his every request, she didn’t need him anyway. At least, that’s
what she kept telling herself. It sounded good.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said, needing
to take control of the situation.

“Please be careful?”

“I always am.”

“I’m serious, Kelly. Please think about what
I said.”

“And you won’t tell me why?”

Long pause. “Someday, if I’m allowed.”

“Talk to you tomorrow, Mr. Secret.”

She hung up her phone. Whatever foreboding
thing waited at the tunnels couldn’t be as dangerous as he’d led
her to believe. Not if he couldn’t tell her any details. Shaking
her head, she grabbed her purse and walked out the door.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

“Damn it!” Terran yelled
at the top of his voice. Then he thrust his hand across the dining
room table. With several resounding clacks, his pens, stacks of
envelopes, and salt and pepper shakers spilled onto the tile
floor.

He sighed. No sense cleaning up yet. He might
get the urge to shove his first through the wall, too. He needed to
do something physical. Eliminate the frustration pounding through
his body.

First Sadie acts all possessive, and then
insists he bring her to the concert. Now Kelly is going, too?
Disaster. Not only from a romantic perspective, but because he
didn’t want either woman getting hurt by whatever the Acobi were
planning.

Why couldn’t Kelly tell her father no this
one time? Okay, so she wanted to keep her word and get his support
with her new B&B. But if Bastian or Dimitrov wound up hurting
her in any way, there might not be a
B&B to run.

He couldn’t back out with Sadie now. There
was already some doubt as to her mental stability, and she’d acted
crazy the last time he’d seen her. Besides, she was his excuse to
go to the concert. Without her there, the Acobi might recognize him
sooner.

But what if Kelly saw him there with Sadie?
Worse, what if Bastian saw him there with the woman he’d previously
rescued from Bastian’s grasp?

Terran rubbed his temples to ward off the
impending headache. There was no backing out on tonight. He would
just need to make the best of it.

Please, Universe. Don’t let
Kelly and Sadie cross paths.

#

With a gripped fist, Terran knocked on
Sadie’s door. Would beautiful, lovely Sadie answer? Or would psycho
possessive woman answer? No telling.

When the doorknob turned, his adrenaline
raced. Keep cool. Everything will go
okay.

His breath caught short in his throat when he
saw her. Her blue eyes seemed bigger, with the teal and black
outfit she wore. A peasant-type skirt, black boots, a lacey blouse.
For a split second, he forgot all about the insane side to her
personality.

“You look lovely,” he said.

Her ruby red lips curled up when she smiled.
“Thanks. Want a drink before we go?”

Stay focused.
Tonight, he needed all his wits to take down the Acobi. Not get
distracted by the beautiful woman in front of him. Better skip that
drink.

“No, thanks. I’d rather we arrive early so we
can get a good seat.”

Her eyebrows furrowed, but then she shrugged
and locked the door behind her. “Fine by me. Let’s go.”

Once in the car, Terran tried to think of
something to say. He wanted to ask why she’d acted so nuts the last
time he saw her. Why she was being the ideal date now. But doing so
might open a can of worms.

“Ever heard this band before?” he asked, an
attempt to keep the conversation light.

“I love them!” She folded down the visor
mirror and checked her lipstick. “They’re one of those bands that
you never forget.”

“I’m sure I’ll like them.”

She nodded and turned up the radio. Guess
that was his signal to stop the small talk. Best to get to the
Waterfront and focus on his mission. And hope to hell that he
didn’t run into Kelly and her niece.

#

The Waterfront was packed with people by the
time they arrived. Young couples walked along the bike path holding
hands. A few groups of pre-teens chattered away, showing off their
new hair streaks to anyone within earshot.

No sign of Bastian, Dimitrov or Caleb. Maybe
they were closer to the tunnels.

“The concert starts in thirty minutes,” Sadie
said. “Can you get us a couple of drinks?”

Perfect. He set down his jacket next to
Sadie’s chair. This would be his chance to look around.

“No problem.”

He walked along the back of the tents, across
lawns of people hanging out in regular concert mode. Come to think
of it, this was a strange time of year to hold an outdoor concert.
Normally this would be a summer thing, but the cold wet winter had
begun.

He waited until Sadie checked her reflection
in her compact mirror, and then ducked away from her line of sight.
He’d get drinks in a few minutes. Sneaking around to the entrance
of the tunnels, he went inside.

What had happened? The place looked like an
Underground City. Tall sheets of shiny metal covered the walkway
walls, so the place didn’t seem Earthen like it once had. If he
planned to capture and destroy the Acobi, he needed to know a weak
spot in their decoration, a place he could get past the shiny
metallic material and communicate with rock and soil.

He cautiously walked down one tunnel, then
another. Even the holding cells had been covered up. What were the
Acobi planning?

As if his thought conjured up the Fallen
Angels, Bastian’s voice echoed in the lean corridor. “Just be sure
we have everyone in play. All our associates are ready for
tonight.”

Terran ducked behind a wall and listened.

“That Elemental won’t know what hit him,” a
husky voice with a Russian accent said. Dimitrov.

“We’re finally going to defeat the other
side.” Bastian’s voice.

They laughed, and their eerie cackle carried
through the tunnels, surrounding Terran on all sides. No way would
he allow them to defeat him. Good may not eliminate evil, but it
always won.

Once they left, Terran snuck out through the
tunnel exit and walked through the crowd. Acobi voices came from
left and right. When he turned his head to find them, he walked
right into Sadie.

“Where have you been?” she demanded. “I’ve
been waiting for that drink.”

“Sorry, I was on my way.”

“What were you doing?”

He stood taller. He couldn’t tell her that
Fallen Angels were to blame for her capture and tonight’s plans.
But he could use the old protection and safety excuse, an ideal
choice for keeping his mission secret.

“I didn’t mean to worry you,” he said. “I
made sure this area is safe, especially since you’re here. Those
men kidnapped you before. They might appear again.”

“Oh, Terran,” she gushed. She stepped into
his arms and clutched him tight. “Always my gentleman.”

“Your gentleman?” a
voice from behind said. A female voice. Oh crap. Kelly?

He turned, not sure whether he was about to
get the firing squad or just the evil eye.

“Kelly. Hi.” Boy, that
sounded lame.

Kelly narrowed her eyes. The look she gave
had a fierceness he hadn’t seen before now. If only he could start
this entire day over again.

“Terran, who’s she?” Sadie asked, practically
scowling.

“Yeah, Terran. Who am I?” Kelly demanded.

Both women, both beautiful, both wanted his
head on a platter. It was written all over their faces.

“Kelly is a good friend,” he said, pointing
to her. “Kelly, this is Sadie. She’s my, um—”

“I’m his girlfriend,” Sadie said.

Kelly’s lip twitched. “Oh, really? Terran,
you do get around, don’t you?”

Sadie glared at her. “Terran, what is this
person talking about?”

“I have a name. It’s Kelly.”

“Yeah, well I’m Sadie. And I’d like you to
leave my boyfriend alone.”

The lump in Terran’s throat grew so large, he
could barely speak. “C’mon, now. There’s a perfectly good
explanation for all of this.”

“Yeah?” Kelly retorted. “Well, I’m not
interested. Guess you won’t be going into business with me at the
inn.”

“Kelly, listen—”

“No. Is this why you told me not to attend
the concert? So you could bring your other girlfriend with
you?”

A jillion thoughts raced across Terran’s
mind. That hadn’t been the reason. He’d cared about her safety, but
he couldn’t exactly tell her there were Fallen Angels out to harm
humans. She’d make the first phone call to the men in white
coats.

“No,” he said.

Sadie slapped Terran’s arm. “You planned to
bring her to this event? After I asked you to go with me?”

His arm stung from her sharp touch. “No. It’s
complicated.”

Kelly shook her head. “Yes, it certainly is.
Goodbye.”

“Wait—”

“Oh, trust me. I won’t be waiting for you,
ever again! And to think, I thought you liked me after our trip to
the Coast.”

Kelly stormed off, blending in with the crowd
until she became unrecognizable.

He sighed. Great. That hadn’t been the way he
wanted things to go.

“Terran? You took her to the Coast with you? Really?” Sadie said.

“If you remember, I asked you—”

“And I told you I was busy. I didn’t think
you’d just go and ask the first slut you could.”

Terran took a deep breath. All of this was
spinning out of control.

“She’s not a slut. And no, it wasn’t like
that.”

Sadie crossed her arms. “Then what the hell
was it like?”

“She needed to do some family research along
the Coast. I needed someone to go with me so I could get access
photos of family events. It always helps to have a date. But
nothing happened—”

“Yeah. I’m sure.”

“Sadie, don’t be like this.”

With a menacing gleam in her eye, she stepped
toward him. “Then how would you suggest I be, Terran? What would
you do, in my shoes? I thought you and I were good together. Tell
me, who else are you seeing on the side?”

“What? Nobody.”

How did women make such gigantic leaps in
their thought process? And always to the wrong conclusion?

“I don’t believe you.”

He reached out, touched her elbow. “It’s
true. You’re beautiful, Sadie. I like you, but I needed someone
along on the Coastal trip. You weren’t available.”

“And you and her didn’t—”

“No.”

It was mostly the truth. Nothing more had
happened than a kiss. A powerful kiss. He couldn’t think about that
now.

Sadie’s mouth twitched. Her fierce eyes
seemed to scrutinize his face. Now he knew what bugs under a
microscope felt like.

“I’m still angry,” she said.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you.” He reached out,
grabbed her hand. “How about we go get that drink now?”

“Fine.”

He’d never trusted the word fine when it came to women, but from the tight lines
on her forehead, he didn’t think he would get any further than that
monosyllabic response.

“C’mon, I’ll buy us both the best wine they
have.”

“Fine.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Kelly practically pounded
the ground with every step she took. How could she have been so
stupid? To even think that she meant anything to Terran. Obviously
he was getting close to her so she would back off of her Portland
job. Damn it. Why hadn’t she seen it?

“Aunt Kelly? Are you okay?” Susan asked.

“No, but I will be. Did you find us a
seat?”

“In the first section of the tunnel. I met a
cute guy. He said he’d save our seats.”

Kelly shook her head. “Just be warned. Men
cheat. Men are liars.”

“Okayyyy. What happened?”

She filled her niece in with the basic
details, leaving out most of the bitterness she wanted to spew
right about now. Susan was young, still had romance ahead of her.
No sense ruining the entire experience. As long as Susan knew to
guard her heart, everything would be fine.

“Kelly!”

She spun around. “What do you want, Terran?
Shouldn’t you be sitting with your
Sadie?”

Her niece sized him up with a judgmental
glance. Guess he wasn’t too popular with Kelly right now.

“Please listen to me. For a moment.”

Kelly gritted her teeth. “Fine. One minute.
The concert is starting, so one minute.”

“I heard there might be some dangerous events
happening tonight, in the tunnels. I didn’t want you to attend
because I wanted you safe. It wasn’t because of Sadie.”

“Really? Because I think that’s just
something you tell yourself so you can feel all masculine and
protective. Newsflash, Mr. Hippie. I don’t need your
protection.”

“Yes, you do. Against the forces I’m dealing
with, you do. Everyone does.”

“What are even talking about? If you insist
on babbling, how about telling me when Sadie came into the
picture?”

He bit his lip. “I helped rescue her from
some bad men about a month ago.”

“A month? Wow. Do you keep women around so
you can have your pick, depending on the day of the week?”

How could she have been so blind? She’d
thought he was different, sincere, and not like all the stupid
jocks at college. He wasn’t. He was just like all the others, only
he played hacky-sack more often.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t expect your
forgiveness, but I hope for it. I hurt you, and yes, I was being
that asshole guy who liked saving women. I think that’s all it was.
You wanted to be friends, so that’s where things landed with
you.”

“You know as well as I do,” she said, “that
those few kisses were more than friendship.”

He put his hands in his pockets. “I
know.”

“Then why date Miss Beautiful back there? Why
not be honest and tell me? You knew I was trying to figure out how
I fit into the scheme of things. For you to string me along and
not—”

“I never wanted to string you along. Things
got out of hand, but Sadie’s become less and less appealing lately.
I was going to tell you yes, Kelly. Yes I’d go into partnership
with you. Please forgive me for hurting you.”

Her jaw ached, the kind of ache that seeped
through her gums and into her teeth. So he was planning on helping
her run the B&B? He had chosen her?

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said, her hands
fidgeting. “But what happens now?”

“There are some things I want to share with
you, but I can’t yet. Sadie was more than just a date to this
event. She was my way in.”

“What? You like following bands or something?
Are you an ex-Grateful Deadhead?”

“Actually, yes, but I’m not following this
band. I just needed an excuse to attend.”

“You’re talking in circles,” she said.

“I know.” He sighed. “Just trust me. I will
tell you everything when I can. Meanwhile, know that I want to be
with you.”

Her insides grew warmer, despite the cold
air. “You’re being really cryptic, you know.”

He nodded. “I know. But those moments between
us weren’t fake. I meant every word, every look, every
encouragement.”

Susan let out a romantic gasp. “How
sweet!”

Kelly rolled her eyes. Nothing like putting
romance on display in front of relatives. “Okay. So what now?”

Terran scratched his beard. “I need to go sit
with Sadie, but believe me, it’s you I want. Give me until
tomorrow. Trust me.”

“It’s against my better judgment, but okay.
But you better have one hell of an explanation for all of
this.”

He grinned. “I do.”

“C’mon Susan, we should go find our
seats.”

“I’ll walk you,” Terran said. He needed to
return to Sadie before she became suspicious, but he’d stop by the
vendors first. Buy her a t-shirt of the band, make it up to
her.

Kelly’s insides felt warm and fluttery. She
wasn’t sure what was happening, but it’s not like Terran and this
Sadie person could be super-intimate at a crowded concert. Kelly
did trust him, more than anyone else.

But come tomorrow, if he didn’t explain
things to her satisfaction, then she was going to kick his ass.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Terran sighed with relief.
Kelly would give him a chance. She didn’t seem completely on board,
but she wasn’t turning him away forever. For now, that was
okay.

He wandered past the food stands, the young
crowds, all the while chatting with Kelly and her niece. The music
had started blaring, and he needed to find Bastian and the others
before any real damage occurred.

“Where did you say your seats were?” Terran
asked.

“In the middle of the tunnel. That way we’re
close to the stage,” Susan said.

Terran hoped that Sadie wouldn’t see him
leading Kelly and Susan back to their seats. Sadie was already
angry, and he didn’t need her making a scene. Something like that
might even prompt the Acobi to choose her, take her away. The
thought made him shudder.

They walked a few more feet. “Here we are,”
Susan said.

Terran opened his mouth to say his good-bye
pleasantries, but nothing came out. Sitting next to them, with a
baseball cap on to remain incognito, was Bastian.

For a suspended moment, everything vanished
except Terran and Bastian. The roaring din from the music and
people, the young teens clapping and snapping pictures with their
cell phones, even Kelly seemed to fade away. All that remained were
their two kinds, good and evil in a stare down.

“What are you doing here?” Bastian said. He
glanced around, a befuddled look on his face. He seemed truly
surprised, as if he hadn’t expected them to run into each other.
Then he tossed his hair off his shoulders, threw down his cap. “I
thought you were elsewhere—”

“Elsewhere? What’s that supposed to mean? I’m
here to stop whatever you’re plotting.”

Suddenly, the noises returned, as if someone
yanked a cotton ball out of his ear.

“Terran? Who is this? What’s going on?” Kelly
asked.

Bastian smiled wide, like a kid who’d snuck a
piece of candy in his pocket. “Yeah, Terran. Why don’t you tell her
who I am before all of you meet your end?”

Terran clenched his fists. “You know the
rules, just like I do. You can’t take out the innocent. They have
to choose your side, you evil psycho.”

“You still don’t have all the facts,” Bastian
said. “You think you do, but you don’t.”

Terran stood, ready to rip out Bastian’s
throat despite the many witnesses. But he couldn’t. The safety of
hundreds of innocent people was at stake, and Terran needed them to
leave the tunnel. He glanced up. There were gaps in the ceiling,
places he could connect with his Earthen Element and start a
cave-in. That would get the public out in a hurry. Only problem
would be not going too far or risking injury to the innocent. It
was all a matter of balance. A little bit would cause everyone to
run out the tunnels safely. Too much, and they all could be caved
in.

“Excuse me,” Kelly said. “Susan and I will
find someplace else to sit.”

“Great idea,” Terran said. He didn’t want her
anywhere where she could get hurt.

Before she could move, Bastian thrust his
forearm in a grip against Kelly’s neck. With her pressed against
him, he said, “You’re not going anywhere.”

Terran’s irritation, the sense of duty,
turned to rage within an instant. “Let her go, you bastard! If you
don’t, get ready for a war. One you’ll lose.”

Bastian practically choked Kelly’s neck in a
stranglehold. Using his other hand to point, he spat out, “No,
Elemental. You have it wrong. This time, our side wins. Dimitrov
and Caleb are waiting outside, ready to steer The
Damnation away, for us to take up residence in a new city.
It’ll be decades before you find us again.”

In spite of the fueling adrenaline, the need
to rip Bastian to pieces, Terran’s brain automatically
compartmentalized the information Bastian spouted. He needed to
stop the Acobi from ever leaving port. Right now, he needed the
concert crowds gone.

To do that, he needed to stall. Get Bastian
talking long enough for Terran to find a weak place in the
ceiling.

“What makes you think I’ll ever stop hunting
you?” Terran said. It was an open invitation for a verbal
battle.

“Seriously? You know my kind is superior to
yours....”

While Bastian droned on with his many
prideful accomplishments, Terran spotted an open place in the
ceiling. The Acobi had placed walls along the tunnels, but not the
entire ceiling. Terran could still connect with his Element.

Touching the Earth and rock, he closed his
eyes. Earthen Element, I ask for your assistance.
Keep the public safe. Rocks...wobble. Limestone...crumble to dust.
Allow everyone to escape.

The walls shook. Pebbles and dust fell from
above, causing a blur in vision.

“Everyone, get out now!” Terran shouted.

Screams echoed through the tunnel as the
public left in a panic. One woman with a cane stumbled and fell. A
teenager sprained her ankle and shouted obscenities as she tried to
keep up with the crowds without getting trampled.

“Be calm!” Terran called out. “Leave the
tunnels, keep safe.”

The tiny rocks from the tunnel ceiling shot
down like a meteor shower. Men and women dodged the sharp pieces as
best they could, all racing to the exit. A Good Samaritan helped
the woman who fell. Good thing Sadie remained further up. She would
be safe.

Terran grabbed Kelly’s niece, who appeared
too scared to move. “Go. Get out, now.”

“But, Aunt Kelly?” Susan asked, her eyes
wide.

“Now!” Terran screamed, charging after her.
She turned and ran. He could make his apologies later. For now,
everyone seemed safe—except for himself and Kelly.

Kelly’s pupils were dilated from fear.
“What’s happening?”

“Everything will be fine,” Terran
whispered.

“You stupid Elemental! Always butting in
where you don’t belong!” Bastian screamed, his eerie voice echoing
through the labyrinth Underground. “Those hundreds of souls were
mine, not yours.”

Terran stepped forward. Using his Element had
made him weak, but he couldn’t show that to Bastian. He needed to
keep things calm, protect Kelly, and get her out safe.

“You know I can’t let you steal the
innocent,” Terran said. Breathe deep. You’ll have
your strength back soon. “So why don’t you let Kelly go
before this gets ugly?”

Bastian tilted his head to one side, one
eyebrow cocked. “And miss out on taking her soul, considering
you’ve removed all the other souls from the equation? How stupid do
you think I am?”

“You want a whole list, or just the top
ten?”

With completely black and soulless eyes,
Bastian said, “Listen up, jackass. She’s mine, my ticket to getting
out of here and onto the ship. Then it’s off to a new city, one
where you’ll never find us.”

Terran couldn’t let the Acobi leave on the
ship. He’d spent years tracking them down and managing things in
his territory. If the Acobi left, a whole new pack of innocents
were at risk.

The Acobi had shipped women overseas who’d
never been heard from again. No way would Terran allow such a fate
to happen to Kelly.

“Take me, then,” Terran said. “Let Kelly go.
Then you and I can settle this.”

Kelly squirmed, attempting to break free of
Bastian’s tight grasp. “Terran, you want to tell me what he’s
talking about?”

“Yes, Terran,” Bastian cooed in a feminine
voice. “Tell her what I’m talking about.”

This wasn’t exactly the way Terran had
planned to tell her who he was, an Earth Elemental. His image dealt
more with a candlelight dinner, a quiet table for two somewhere
away from crowds.

Not here. Not now.

“Tell her.” Bastian gripped Kelly’s neck
tighter. She yelped in pain under his touch.

Terran didn’t have much choice. “Kelly, the
bastard who’s trapping you is a member of an evil group. I’ve been
fighting him for hundreds of years. He’s a Fallen Angel, one of the
Acobi clan. I’m an Earth Elemental. My kind attempts to protect the
innocent humans before jerks like him reap their souls.”

“Huh? What are you talking about?”

Bastian gripped her chin, forcing her to look
at him. “Terran isn’t what he seems, sweetness. But you and I will
get along just fine.”

Kelly gagged and coughed. “Let me go!”

Terran started to charge toward him, but
Bastian pulled a knife from his pocket and pressed it to Kelly’s
throat. “Don’t even think about it, Elemental.”

Scratch that plan. Come up with something
else. Terran stepped back, looked around. There had to be a way to
distract Bastian, get Kelly to run for the exit. Then he could take
down the evil bastard. Banish him to a remote part of the Earth.
Use Elemental forces to crush his human body. Anything would
work.

“C’mon,” Terran said. “You know Dimitrov will
be happier if you capture me instead of her. Let her go. I’ll
stay.”

Kelly nodded as best she could. She looked
frightened, tense lines dented into her forehead. But to her
credit, she hadn’t fallen apart. When trapped by a Fallen Angel,
the average human passed out or became nearly insane. Kelly had a
strong will. It might get her out of this alive.

Loud footsteps approached, followed by a
bellowing Russian accent. “What’s going on down here?”

Dimitrov. Shit. Terran couldn’t fight two
against one, not with Kelly in harm’s way.

Bastian spun around. “Why aren’t you on near
the Waterfront? Who’s keeping watch?”

“Hundreds of people ran out of the tunnels,”
Dimitrov said. “What the hell happened? It happened so fast, I
couldn’t reap many. The cops began to show up. I told Caleb to
remain on board the ship.”

“Terran happened, but don’t worry,” Bastian
said. “We’ve got Kelly. We’re taking her with us. She’ll spend the
rest of her life on her knees.”

“Dimitrov,” Terran said, “I offered to stay,
to be your captive, if you let Kelly go.”

Dimitrov turned his head, his curled locks
falling past his shoulders. He looked like a 1980s rocker, but with
ferocious eyes. “Is this true, Bastian?”

“Let me go, you psychos!” Kelly yelled,
shifting her feet and trying to kick.

Bastian raised his boot, kicked her in the
shin. She screamed.

“Leave her alone!” Terran demanded, stepping
forward.

Before Terran knew what was happening,
Dimitrov gripped a large hand around his throat and pressed him
against the wall. “Elementals do not give me orders. Not thousands
of years ago. Not today.”

Terran swallowed hard, trying to breathe. He
needed to get out of this, trick them into a bargain.

“Take me,” he said, though the chokehold
Dimitrov used made it hard to hear. “Let Kelly go. You and I will
finish this.”

“No.” Dimitrov pointed to her with his free
hand. “She will meet our every need.”

Kelly’s pupils grew huge. All the color in
her eyes vanished, only fear remained.

“You touch one hair on her head,” Terran
said, “and you’ll have every Elemental on the planet reigning down
on your ass. Trust me.”

Bastian laughed out loud. “You’re kidding,
right? We’re underground, Elemental. No one can hear you, see you.
You may have released all our potential targets, but we won’t
release you. You are, as they say, Earthbound.”

But the Earth works in my favor, dumbass.

Terran racked his brain for a solution. He
couldn’t overpower them both. A cave-in was his only shot. He’d
need a distraction, one that would allow Kelly and him to escape.
If he didn’t plan it just right, he and Kelly would become trapped,
too.

“What do you intend to do? Take us on your
ship? How many have you captured tonight?” Terran asked. Maybe by
stalling with conversation, he could figure out a strategy. The
Acobi—like all Fallen Angels—loved to boast about their many
accomplishments. The sin of pride, one that caused the first fall
from grace.

Bastian leaned in and kissed Kelly on the
cheek. “I can think of so many things. Tie you up, force you to
watch as I ravage your woman until she’s no longer of use to
you?”

Kelly hurled an elbow to Bastian’s ribcage.
He screamed, but gripped her tighter before she could escape.

“Listen to me, sweetness,” he said, his voice
dripping with pure evil. “You’re mine. I win.”

Bile rose into the back of Terran’s throat.
He swallowed, hard. The thought of them harming Kelly while he
watched? Unbearable.

A few pebbles rolled along the floor. Terran
instantly noticed, though no one else seemed to. Was someone
coming? Walking toward them and causing the ground to vibrate?
Maybe it’s help? The police? Dread filled him. More people he had
to save at these poor odds?

Seconds later, he smelled jasmine perfume.
Sadie? Heavens, no—not another woman he cared about putting herself
in harm’s way. But maybe she could help? If Dimitrov and Bastian
were too busy restraining him and Kelly, Sadie might be able to
distract the Acobi just by showing up. Then Terran could elbow
Dimitrov, try to break free.

Terran took a deep breath, ready to move the
second Sadie came into view.

When she appeared, Bastian and Dimitrov spun
around, on full alert. Then they stepped back, ignoring her, with
smiles on their faces.

Smiles?

Terran kicked a medium sized rock toward
Sadie. “Knock one of them out!” he yelled. “Quick!”

But Sadie didn’t seem to be in a hurry. Nor
did she seem intent on helping. Instead, she sauntered forward,
looked deep into his eyes, and gave him a long, wet kiss.

Terran’s mind and body went to war. His mind
saying no, this was not the time for romance. She was risking her
own life for...what? A romantic moment?

His body...well, his body was telling him a
million different things.

Sadie withdrew her ruby lips. “I wondered
where you ran off to.”

Kelly’s eyes practically shot daggers at the
two of them. “What’s going on?”

Bastian stepped forward, moving Kelly’s body
with him. “Watch, my sweetness. This is about to become
interesting.”

Kelly winced as Bastian gripped her tighter.
“Let me go, you psycho!”

“Sadie,” Terran coughed out—Dimitrov’s death
grip began to ache—“Take one of them out. Help us escape.”

Sadie curled her vixen lips into a smile.
Then, turning around, she walked up to Kelly and patted her on the
head like a dog.

“You twisted bitch,” Kelly spat.

“Sadie, what are you doing?” Terran asked.
None of this made sense.

“Show him,” Dimitrov ordered.

Sadie sauntered over to Bastian and kissed
him on the cheek. Then she did the same to Dimitrov. The kisses she
offered them were longer, wetter, than any she’d given Terran.

Terran’s mouth went dry. His legs felt
unsteady, and his vision began to blur. “Sadie?”

With a sexy walk, she approached him. “You
see, sweetie, you really should have slept with me when I asked
you.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kelly
grin—just a little. Relief he hadn’t slept with Sadie,
probably.

“I don’t get it,” Terran said. “I refuse to
sleep with you, so you hook up with Fallen Angels? They’re the ones
who kidnapped you.”

Sadie squeezed his biceps. “That’s so sweet.
You really believed every word I said, didn’t you? It never dawned
on you who I might be working for.”

The cold, hard truth began to sink in.
Terran’s blood slowed to a molasses-like pace. If she worked for
them, then he and Kelly might not make it out alive.

“Who are you, Sadie?”

Bastian laughed. “She’s with us, serving our
kind. See, Terran? I was always one step ahead of you.”

Terran lunged forward. No real plan, except
push Kelly out of Bastian’s grasp. Then rip Bastian’s throat
out.

Dimitrov spun him around, hurled a strong
punch into Terran’s stomach, forcing him keel over. Holy hell, that
hurt. Terran kept breathing, hands on his rib cage. With only a
hint of a wobble, he stood up.

“Stay where you are,” Dimitrov ordered.

Terran glared at Sadie. Beautiful Sadie,
who’d posed as a victim. She’d been playing him all along. He
racked his mind. One big blur, one big amalgam of moments. None
with any substance, now that he remembered. The only thing he could
think about was how utterly beautiful she was.

Beauty was something the Fallen Angels used
to reap souls. How could he not have noticed? Not seen what she was
up to? True, love might be blind. But he was an Elemental, for
crying out loud! He felt like tattooing the word ‘sucker’ across
his forehead, but he had no time for pity parties.

“Why?” Terran asked. “Why work with
them?”

Sadie caressed Dimitrov’s shoulders. “Well,
before I took on the role of victim for you to rescue, I ran a
brothel in a city which shall remain nameless. Dimitrov here
offered me eternal youth, eternal lust, in exchange for serving
them.”

“It’s a deal with the devil, Sadie.”

She popped her red lips into a surprised O
but then laughed. “I know that, Terran. Now be straight with me. My
performance was fantastic, don’t you think?”

“I’d give you the Academy Award for Miss
Diabolical, yes.” He’d never wanted to punch a woman—until now.

Sadie smiled. “But I didn’t count on you
dating two of us, so my mission became to keep you busy, report
your actions back to Dimitrov.”

“You’re not worth the air you breathe,”
Terran said. “But I have to admit, I didn’t see it coming.”

Sadie flipped her hair behind her ear. “No
one ever looks for a female Fallen Angel—”

“Because they don’t exist.”

“They do now,” she said. “Lucifer allowed me
entry into his pack. My being female allowed me to remain hidden
from your Elemental radar. It’s why you were so attracted to me,
why you believed everything I said. You couldn’t see me for what I
am.”

Terran glared at her. “Well, I see you
clearly now. Evil temptress bitch.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Kelly struggled to find a
way free. No use. This guy Bastian—whoever he was—kept her
immobilized.

Everything had happened so fast. At least her
niece had escaped the tunnels when the ceiling began to fall in.
What caused such a sudden quake? Terran hadn’t seemed panicked. He
just touched the ceiling and next thing, the public escaped in mass
exodus. Something about being an Elemental? What exactly was
that?

“We’ve won this time, Terran,” Bastian said.
“There’s no way you can defeat me and Dimitrov. Two of us. And
don’t forget Caleb is still on the ship. If things don’t go our
way, Caleb has instructions.”

“Hey, what about me?” Sadie asked. “I’m on
your team, too, remember.”

Bastian pushed Kelly’s shoulders forward,
shoving her right into that Sadie. “Take her.”

“With pleasure,” Sadie said, interlocking her
fingers around Kelly’s chest to keep her still.

Kelly wriggled to assess Sadie’s strength.
Good. The tramp didn’t have as much upper body strength as Bastian
did. Kelly would wait for the right moment. Thrust her arms back in
a swift motion while moving her hips out. It should buy her a
second or two to break free. Then she’d kick Sadie’s ass up and
down this entire tunnel.

Terran, trapped in a corner, lunged forward
and struck Dimitrov on the head. Without so much as a breath,
Dimitrov spun around. Kneed Terran in the stomach. Terran fell to
the floor, moaning. He gripped his abdomen, holding it so he could
breathe.

“Leave him alone!” Kelly screamed.

Sadie stuck her long fingernails into Kelly’s
neck. “Shut up.”

Kelly shut her eyes tight for a second. She
refused to show any pain.

“Listen,” Kelly said. “You and I can still
get out of this. Let the men fight. Let’s leave. The police have to
be gathering around by now. Girls leave, guys stay. What do you
say?”

From the ground, Terran shot her a dirty
look. Kelly winked. Her question was just a trick to get Sadie
away.

Along one wall, Bastian and Dimitrov
continued to speak in hushed tones. Sadie held Kelly restrained on
the opposite wall, and Terran lay on the ground.

Bastian turned away to look toward the tunnel
exit. Terran regained his balance, kicked Bastian in the shin.

Dimitrov used his big hands to yank Terran up
by the ponytail. Terran yelled as he stood up, and then ducked
under Dimitrov’s clumsy hand. Came up with a snapping left hook
that caught Dimitrov in the ear.

Moaning for only a second, Dimitrov kicked
Terran in the kneecap—so hard she could hear the bone crack. Terran
screamed as he fell.

What now? She couldn’t fight these men alone.
Terran was the one who seemed to know what he was doing. Her
stomach flooded with nausea and adrenalin, simultaneously.

Bastian pressed his foot on Terran’s
shoulder, keeping him on the floor. Dimitrov took deliberate steps
over to Terran.

Suddenly, some pebbles on the ground began to
move. Were the walls shaking? Vibrating? She swore she felt
something. Maybe what they said about being an Earth Elemental was
true? Could Terran get them out of this?

“The pebbles can’t help you,” Dimitrov said,
chuckling. “You’re mine now, and it’s time to set sail. Sadie,
bring the girl.”

“With pleasure.”

Kelly locked her feet on the ground, refusing
to move. Sadie struggled to move her.

Just then, Terran gripped Bastian’s foot,
twisted it backward. Bastian collapsed.

“Are you okay?” Kelly asked. She would not go
on that damn ship, become a sex slave. Never.

“Dislocated my shoulder.” Terran stood,
kicked Bastian in the head. “But now I feel better.”

Then he gripped Dimitrov by the hair, slung
the jerk across the far wall of the tunnel.

For the next few seconds, the kicks, punches,
screams and grunts continued. Terran looked like he’d begun to get
the upper hand, but suddenly Dimitrov pushed him to the ground,
stepped on his stomach with a large snakeskin boot. Terran gasped
for breath.

“Take him down, Dimitrov!” Sadie cheered.

Kelly could feel Sadie’s grip on her loosen.
The witch was too busy watching the fight to remember to keep a
tight grasp.

Seconds passed, Sadie laughed when Dimitrov
kicked Terran in the kidneys. That was it. No more. This woman
needed to die. When Sadie leaned back, laughing, Kelly dropped her
hands downward with a forceful push, forcing Sadie’s arms to
release her. She elbow-jabbed Sadie’s ribcage, stepped hard on the
top of her right foot, then hurled a pointed elbow into Sadie’s
nose.

Sadie screamed, reached out to grab Kelly’s
arm. Perfect. Kelly gripped Sadie’s attacking arm, held it outward
while she spun around and power-kicked Sadie in the knee. Sadie
fell to the floor, writhing and screaming.

“Take that, traitorous bitch!” Kelly
yelled.

Growling, Sadie stood up, wobbling on her one
knee but determined to fight. Fine. Kelly was ready. She flattened
her palm, thrust it upward into Sadie’s chin. Sadie’s head bobbled
backward, blood gushed from her nose.

Kelly grabbed Sadie’s hands and shoved them
behind her back. Sadie coughed, tried to yell. Kelly delivered the
final blow: a sharp, spin-kick with the leg Sadie hadn’t managed to
touch. With one fading scream, Sadie crumpled to the floor and
didn’t move.

Kelly spun around, ready to take these evil
men down. But for the moment, Bastian, Dimitrov, and Terran had
stopped fighting. The three of them just gawked at her in
amazement.

“Three brothers. A girl’s gotta know how to
defend herself,” she said with a smirk.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Terran could hardly
believe his eyes. Kelly, the junior Judo master? Since when? Her
persistent and accurate moves had provided the perfect opportunity
to escape.

Bastian and Dimitrov stood momentarily
stunned. Before they could return to their evil plan, Terran hurled
two kicks to each groin. They immediately collapsed to the ground,
writhing and yelling in pain.

Perfect. Now to act quickly, get him and
Kelly out. Make sure the tunnels collapse on Bastian, Dimitrov, and
Sadie. There had to be some sort of wall to keep good and evil
separate.

Touching both pebble and dirt, Terran sent
out an Elemental request. Universe, I need help
here. I don’t have access to Wind and Air Elemental talents.
Tempest is in California. Please, grant me some of her power, or
send your help. I can use Earth to crush evil while the wind holds
them back.

Terran reached for Kelly’s hand, kept it safe
in his. “We’re going to be okay.”

Dimitrov wiped his brow, struggled to stand
up. He managed a decent kick to Terran’s ankle, which hurt like
hell. Terran kneed him in the gut. Bastian bolted toward them, when
Kelly did a sharp karate kick into his face. Bastian’s hands flew
to cover his nose, but it was too late. She’d jammed it pretty damn
hard. Good girl.

She started to run for the exit. “We need to
get out of here.”

“Wait. Stick close to me. You might get
caught in the fallout.”

“But these twisted people might wake up—”

“When I say run, then high-tail it as fast as
you can for the exits.”

With furrowed brows, she nodded. She
did trust him. This was the woman he
wanted to be with. Sadie had been a beauty, but she’d been a
fantasy. Her goodness, her lovely charms—all lies. She had used
beauty to create ugliness.

“Get ready,” he whispered. “We’re going to
backtrack.”

Dimitrov struggled to stand, got on two feet.
“Get up, Bastian.”

Bastian moaned. “My nose is broken!”

“Stand up now, you vain little child!”

Terran knew the tension between the two Acobi
would help him. When they stood up to fight, Terran leapt backward
with Kelly in tow.

Then he ripped off one of the wall coverings,
revealing a dirt and sandstone wall underneath.

“No!” Dimitrov yelled, lunging toward them.
“Stay away from earthen substances!”

“Now!” Terran yelled, keeping his hand on the
pieces of Earth. “Run!”

Kelly bolted past him toward the exit. He
followed. The place they’d just stood began to erupt like a
pissed-off volcano. Rock slithers flew off the walls like shrapnel,
striking the Acobi. Chunks of sandstone fell from the ceiling, a
never-ending shower of earthen elements.

Wind gusts swept dust and rock away from the
walls and created a protective shield, one from which evil couldn’t
escape. The Acobi’s horror-filled cries echoed in the air, slowly
becoming fainter.

Terran gripped Kelly’s hand, didn’t let go
until they reached the exit. There, to his surprise, stood Tempest,
his Wind Elemental colleague. Relief washed over him just as the
exhaustion began to kick in full gear.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” Terran said.
He reached out and hugged her. “I wasn’t sure if Universe would
help with Wind but—”

“Mercury said you could use some help,” she
said.

Terran laughed. “Remind me to buy that little
dude a ton of plaid golf outfits!”

“He’d love it,” Tempest said. “C’mon, let’s
go.”

They exited the tunnel, with Tempest
following behind.

Up above, in the real world, the crowds had
begun to disperse. Nighttime had fallen, and hundreds of white
stars peppered the dark sky. Police officers interviewed the
remaining stragglers in the area.

“Tempest, do you have a cell phone with you?
The Acobi took ours.”

“Sure.” Tempest handed him a sleek phone with
a wine bottle cover photo. “Why?”

“You’ll see.” Terran dialed information,
which connected to the local police. This way, his call would
remain anonymous.

“Fifth precinct. How can I help you?”

“Yeah, there’s a killer on the loose. He’s on
a ship, The Damnation, at the Waterfront.
Cops are searching the area. Don’t forget to check the ship.”

“Who is this?”

“Just do it!” Terran hung up the phone. “That
will take care of Caleb.”

“Good thinking,” Tempest said, smiling.

“Thanks again. You’ve been a big help.”

“You’re welcome.” Her cheeks filled with
color, making her look younger and more alive than ever.

“I used the Earth powers, but your Wind
kicked ass,” he said, grinning.

“I was in your neck of the woods anyway,”
Tempest said. “Winery meetings in McMinnville. Everyone in Napa
talks about the Oregon wine. Thought I’d check it out for
myself.”

“I can vouch for that,” Kelly said. “The
Pinot Grigio is fantastic.”

Terran watched his two favorite people.
“Tempest, this is Kelly. Kelly, this is Tempest.”

Kelly nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

Tempest arched an eyebrow. “Does she
know?”

Terran nodded. “Bastian forced me to tell
her. So I don’t know how Universe is going to react.”

“You saved the day, saved the girl, and
prevented disaster,” Tempest said. “That’s what counts.”

Kelly interlocked her fingers in Terran’s.
“So, are they gone for good? Did they die?”

Terran and Tempest exchanged knowing glances.
“It’s a long story,” Terran said.

“And I best be getting back,” Tempest said.
“You all take care. I’ll talk to you soon, Terran.”

“Thanks again,” he called after her.

Once she’d left, he turned to Kelly and
planted a long kiss on her lips. She responded, putting her arms
around his neck and playing with his hair. The sensation was
amazing.

Slowly, Kelly released her lips. “So, Mr.
Earth Elemental, or whatever you are. How about a drink? You can
tell me that long story.”

Terran nodded, but his adrenaline picked up
speed. This was not going to be your everyday kind of
conversation.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

In the warm atmosphere of
Gustav’s restaurant, Kelly ordered cheese fondue and drinks. She
twisted her hair into a ponytail. Now was the time to focus all her
attention on Terran’s explanation.

Terran fidgeted in his seat. They’d picked a
corner booth. The tiny lights in the table’s center were the only
thing revealing his reddened face.

“Why don’t you start by telling me who those
evil men were?” Kelly asked. “How you know them, and what happened
to them at the end?”

His brown eyes were warm, but she could see
the wheels turning.

“It’s complicated—”

“Try me.” She dipped a piece of dark brown
rye bread into the sharp cheese fondue, swirled it around, and
popped it into her mouth. Delicious. She loved this place, like
visiting a foreign country within Portland.

“I’m not really...human. Neither is
Tempest.”

Kelly waited. “That begs the question, what
are you?”

“Elementals have been part of societies for
centuries. We have specific...gifts that
allow us to protect innocent humans in our midst. I’m Earth. That’s
why I was able to reach out, touch the rocks and soil—both Earth
Elements—to cause the cave-in.”

Kelly took a swig of her beer. “And
Tempest?”

“She’s a Wind Elemental. Her cover job is
running a winery in Napa Valley. Mine is as a photographer.”

“Cover job?”

Terran wiped his face with his hands as if
trying to think of another way to explain himself. “Elementals
exist in groups of four. Each of us has a region, and each set of
four Elementals have a country. To blend in, we each have what you
would call, human jobs. You met Tempest. Brooke is Water. She lives
in New Orleans and runs a Mid-City bar. Phoenix is Fire and resides
in New York City, works as an EMT. The four of us handle the United
States.”

Kelly took another bite of bread and tried to
digest what he was saying. Even though his words sounded
incredulous, she’d seen too much today to discount his story.

“You’re saying that there are more Earth
Elementals, like you, in places like Prague? London?
Australia?”

“Yes. Though I don’t see them much.”

“So how do you know, well, what to do? Who to
protect? How do you communicate?”

She couldn’t help her fascination. Good thing
he hadn’t told her any of this earlier. She’d have dismissed him
and thought he was crazy.

“There are messengers, who gather the list of
what Universe wants, and then communicate it to us. I also have my
Elemental colleagues on speed dial. I talked to Tempest on the
phone about a week ago.”

Kelly chuckled. “So you have your own
personal...messenger?”

Terran groaned. “Yes. His name is Mercury. He
shows up at random times, usually to scare me out of my wits. I
never see him coming.”

Okay. Terran. Earth Elemental. Groups of four
to form the Four Elements. Cover jobs. Messengers. What about the
bad guys?

“So who were those guys back there? And that
slut Sadie?”

Terran picked up a piece of bread, swirled it
in the cheese for what seemed a long time. “Sadie is another story.
Somehow she started working with them. Elementals can usually spot
Fallen Angels. There was some kind of block on her, because I never
saw it.”

“Ah. You weren’t thinking with your
brain.”

He blushed. “Yeah, okay. But the others,
Bastian, Caleb, and Dimitrov, I’ve known for a long, long time.
They’re evil, part of the Acobi group of Fallen Angels.”

“Yeah, you mentioned something about Fallen
Angels earlier. Are you talking about the beings that fell from
Heaven, tossed into Hell, Bible verses stuff?”

“Yes.”

Kelly thought a moment. “So Bastian, that
creep who pressed a knife into my neck, was an actual Fallen
Angel?”

“Yes, in human form. Just like Elementals,
they live amongst society without humans knowing. While they can
reap those souls who commit the Seven Deadly Sins without issue,
they have to persuade the innocent to choose their side. But they
can kidnap, torture, and imprison humans all they want. Bastian was
running an underage sex trade ship out of the Shanghai Tunnels,
just like in the 1850s.”

She studied Terran’s face, his sincerity, the
fear lurking in his eyes when he spoke about Fallen Angels reaping
human souls.

“Wow.” She leaned back into the booth. “So,
are they gone? Dead? Sent back to Hell? What?”

“Fallen Angels can’t be killed. Not in the
traditional sense, anyway. They can be banished by us to remote
areas of the planet, or they can be slowed down.”

“What kind of world is that, where the bad
guy doesn’t get his comeuppance?”

Terran smiled. “The real one, unfortunately.
The best we can do is protect the innocent.”

“But all the heavy rubble, rocks—”

“Their human bodies were crushed, so they’ve
returned to Hell. Lucifer can deal with them from there. Anything I
could do to them isn’t comparable to what Lucifer will do, once he
learns his soldiers failed to reap all souls at the concert.”

She rubbed her temples. All of this was so
frightening, yet confusing at the same time. Heaven. Hell. Fallen
Angels. Elementals.

“But those guys won’t bother me again?”

Terran shrugged. “I don’t think we’ll see
them for quite some time. The police should arrest Caleb, if they
haven’t already. The other two are in hell. When Lucifer becomes
angry, he tends to be...thorough.”

“Wow.” It was all she could think to say. So
many thoughts raced through her mind, none of them making
sense.

Keeping an eye out for the fondue, Terran
leaned his hands across the table and touched her wrist. “That’s
why I went all Save-the-Earth on you. Had you built condos and torn
down the tunnels, you—and your family—would’ve been more at risk
from Bastian and Dimitrov. They weren’t about to let you destroy
their plan.”

Fear shot down her spine. If only she’d known
this at the time. “So by being a pain in my ass, you were
protecting me.”

“Yes.”

Her mind raced with thoughts, events.
Recalled all the meetings, the Portland Council headaches.

“I wish I’d known.”

“I couldn’t tell you. I’m not supposed to be
telling you this now. Elementals and Fallen Angels need to live in
total secrecy amongst humanity. Neither side is supposed to use
their powers in front of humans, and especially for grandiose
events. But, as you were in the tunnels with me—”

She scooted the fondue pot down some, and
then leaned across the booth. Then she kissed him. “Thank you for
trusting me.”

His eyes beamed. “Speaking of trust, is your
offer to help you run the Bed and Breakfast Inn still open?”

Butterflies swirled in her stomach. Her heart
skipped a beat. He wanted to help her? Contribute to the business
she wanted to run to honor her mother?

“It’s yours if you want it.” She took his
hand. “I don’t know all the rules of your Elemental world, but I do
know one thing. I want you with me.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Terran’s insides warmed at
Kelly’s invitation. She wanted him with her, to help her run the
Bed and Breakfast in the woods. He had to admit, the nearby getaway
lodge would be the perfect place to work. With the snow covering
the ground, the nature photos would be breathtaking. Maybe he could
diversify and get some freelance jobs with travel magazines. He
could learn the basics of carpentry, help her fix things.

Though he would need to check in with
Mercury, make sure everything was approved.

“Let me get you safely home,” Terran said. “I
have some things to finalize, but let’s meet up for dinner tomorrow
night?”

Kelly smiled, her eyes sparkling. “Sure.”

After seeing her back to her place, he didn’t
go straight home. Instead, he walked the Waterfront, looked at the
glints of light on the Willamette River current, the leafless
cherry trees in winter, the reflections of street lamps in the
water. The place he’d been protecting for so long.

When he passed
The Damnation, cops hovered around. Yellow
crime scene tape had been strung around the ship’s entrance. Had
the cops encountered Caleb? The one Fallen Angel who hadn’t been in
the tunnels?

One cop sprinted out to his car.

“What’s going on, Officer?” Terran asked,
playing the ever innocent bystander.

“Some freak tried to set sail with underage
girls. We got an anonymous tip to check the ship.”

“Are the girls safe?”

“Yep, their parents have been called. That
nut-job attacked my men, who returned fire with a vengeance. The
man is dead.”

The man’s human shell is
dead, you mean. There wasn’t a way to kill evil, not
completely. But at least for now, Caleb had returned to Hell.

Tomorrow, Terran would be prepared for
whatever the Fallen Angels had up their sleeve. Maybe Caleb and the
others would wind up in another city. Maybe new evil would come to
Portland. No matter what, Terran would be ready. The days of
Bastian trapping girls for the sex trade were over. The public was
safe.

But tonight? He’d left a text message with
Mercury that he needed to talk. Finalize his intentions with Kelly
and the future.

When Terran walked to the farthest point of
the South Waterfront, he spotted Mercury standing under a street
lamp. The halo-like lighting made Mercury’s green plaid clothes
even greener.

“Great timing,” Terran said.

Mercury stepped down off the raised concrete
near the base of the lamppost. “As always.”

Terran put his hands in his pockets. He knew
he needed to have this conversation, but he hadn’t exactly planned
what to say.

“You’re wondering what Universe thinks of
your intentions with Kelly, the human,” Mercury said,
matter-of-factly.

“Yes. And before you start on how humans are
supposed to be off limits—”

“We protect humans, they aren’t off
limits.”

“I just want to say, for the record,” Terran
began, “that both Brooke and Phoenix have managed to get around
this rule. I don’t even know if it is much of a rule anymore. Maybe
it’s more of a suggestion? But I think Kelly and I could do some
good—”

“Will you be quiet for two seconds so I can
give you the message Universe sent?”

Terran bit his lip. Part of him wanted to
keep talking, never stop. If he never gave Merc a chance to speak,
then he’d never have to hear Universe’s reaction. If Universe said
no, then that would be a completely unfair sense of justice since
both Water and Fire Elementals had hooked up with humans. But if
Universe said yes, wouldn’t that be going against the main decree
in place for centuries?

“Yes, I’ll be quiet,” Terran said.
Here it comes. Get ready.

Mercury took off his snap-brim hat and held
it in his hands. “We like Kelly.”

“You do?”

“Just because you think you know Universe’s
intentions—and mine—doesn’t mean you’re always right,” Merc
said.

“I’m just surprised. So you’re okay with me
running the B&B with her, having a future with her, if that is
what’s in the cards?”

Merc pressed his fingers to his hat’s brim.
“Yes. You chose the right human, Kelly has learned who she is, what
her purpose must be. Together, you’ll both work well. Much like
Brooke and Alex, Phoenix and Abby.”

“What about the no mating rule?”

“Still in place,” Mercury said. “I’m not
saying it will ever be off the table, but for now, that rule
remains. Ella is the only half-breed. Until we learn more about the
effects and what she can bring to the Elemental cause, we want to
limit the number of half-breeds.”

“Fair enough, just asking,” Terran said.
“Tell Universe thanks.”

Terran had hoped this would be the end
result, yet he knew better than to presume.

“You’re a stable force,” Mercury said. “Just
like the Earth, which consists of many Elements—soil, air, trees,
forests—you’re something that connects all the other Elementals.
Universe thinks you will be even better with Kelly—the right human,
as opposed to Sadie—by your side.”

Terran clenched his jaw at the mention of
Sadie’s name. “Don’t worry. No more temptresses with evil
intentions for me. I’m with Kelly.”

“Good.” And with that, the plaid-wearing
messenger stepped away into the darkness.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Dimitrov slowly opened his
eyes. By his side, Bastian’s crumpled body lay unconscious on the
fireproof slate floor. What happened? Were they still in the
Shanghai Tunnels? He glanced around. Flames arose from the ground,
licking every wall. The scorching heat shot straight through
him.

No. The cave-in must have crushed their human
shells to death, sending them straight back to Hell. Shit. This
meant Lucifer knew they had failed.

Dimitrov coughed, trying to breathe as his
throat constricted. “Bastian, wake up!”

Moaning, Bastian opened one eye. “What?”

“We’re not in Kansas anymore.”

With both eyes now open, Bastian sat up and
took in their surroundings. “Oh, shit—”

“An accurate deduction,” Lucifer said,
sauntering into the room. He wore a long black and crimson robe,
with ornate designs sewn in the fabric.

“Sir,” Dimitrov began. “We must
apologize—”

“Shut up, you pathetic excuse for a
leader.”

Bastian opened his mouth to speak, when
Lucifer reached out and slapped him. “Don’t. Don’t even say one
word to me.”

Dimitrov knelt down, bowed his head. Humility
and guilt surged through every vein in his muscular form. A second
later, he tugged on Bastian’s arm and forced him to bow, too.

“That’s better,” Lucifer said, pacing back
and forth in front of them. “Now, I’m afraid we have a very
regrettable situation on our hands.”

Dimitrov darted a glance up, only to meet
Lucifer’s wrathful glare. He immediately bowed his head once more
and stared at the floor.

“Since the Elemental won this round, I’ve
been pondering what to do to both of you.” He sighed. “You may
speak. Any suggestions, based on your actions?”

“Suggestions, Master?” Dimitrov swallowed
hard. Lucifer wanted him to choose his own form of torture, his own
punishment?

“I’m curious what you both have to say for
yourselves,” Lucifer said, glancing at his manicure like he had
become bored.

Dimitrov racked his brain for the right
words. What was he supposed to say? Choosing something less than
horrible would meet with Lucifer’s anger. Yet Dimitrov knew Lucifer
would not show mercy. Why would he?

Lucifer never tolerated failure. Previous
Fallen Angel leaders who’d fallen short of their goal had been
punished in the worst possible ways.

“Sir,” Dimitrov said. “If I may ask, where is
Caleb? Does he remain on Earth?”

With a tilted glance, Lucifer smiled wide.
“No, he is here as well. At least he fought back, managed to reap a
few souls for me before he was shot.”

“And we failed to do so.” Dimitrov looked up
into Lucifer’s intense, diabolical eyes. “I...I don’t know what to
say, Master, except that we can do better. We can make this up to
you.”

Lucifer rolled his eyes, and then looked to
Bastian. “What about you, Skippy?”

Bastian’s pupils were so wide, they looked
ready to explode. “I...I am sorry. Dimitrov is right, we can remedy
our mistakes—”

“Do you know what the worst part about being
me is?” Lucifer asked.

“No, sir,” Bastian and Dimitrov said in
unison.

“My lack of resources. It’s like a chess
game. Always needing to keep enough pawns in place, with enough
rooks and bishops, to achieve a win.”

“I don’t understand,” Dimitrov said, as
reverently as he could. To say he was on thin ice was a complete
understatement. Not to mention ironic, considering he was in
Hell.

“Of course you don’t.” Lucifer sighed. “It
means that as much as I want to formulate some fantastic and
creative way to punish both of you, I have to put that on hold for
now and continue using both of you.”

“What?” Dimitrov asked. The reverence had
left his voice. Only surprise remained.

“The Elementals keep taking all my foot
soldiers,” Lucifer said. “But they think you’re gone. They think
you were buried under the rubble.”

“We were,” Bastian said.

“Two points for you, Mr. Brainiac,” Lucifer
said.

“Sir, what is it that we can do? Anything. If
you would allow us the pleasure of making this up to you.”
Dimitrov’s excitement rose. Maybe this wasn’t the horrible
situation he’d presumed.

“Enough with the ass-kissing, Dimitrov,”
Lucifer said. “What I propose is that I send both of you back. A
new city, a new agenda. One that will be on a large scale, but
easily managed. It will be practically impossible for you to
fail.”

“Excellent, Master,” Dimitrov said. This was
a better deal than Cristos and Carlyle had received, and he
intended to remain thankful for the rest of his days. “When?”

“Thirty days from now.”

A month?

Dimitrov thought hard for a minute. Would he
and Bastian spend the time training? Fighting battles and ensuring
their strategy, or something else? Fear shot through him. Maybe
something worse?

Bastian, being the dimwit he was, asked the
question outright. “What are we to do for the next month, sir?”

Lucifer sat down on his throne, crossed his
legs, and smiled wide. “Well, there is one little thing we need to
get out of the way.”

“What?” Bastian asked.

Damn fool. Dimitrov
already knew the answer before Lucifer spoke. He knew this scenario
all too well.

“Dimitrov knows,” Lucifer said, smiling. “Why
don’t you clue in your younger soldier?”

Bastian’s wide eyes turned to Dimitrov. “What
is Master talking about? What happens in the next thirty days?”

Dimitrov glanced up into Lucifer’s knowing
eyes. There was a wicked gleam in them, one filled with imagination
and eerie creativity—two traits Dimitrov feared the most.

“Well?” Bastian asked, now sounding
impatient.

Dimitrov cleared his throat, the words
wanting to come out. He didn’t want his voice to tremble. But no
matter how much effort he used, the words still quaked when he
uttered them.

“For the next thirty days, we will be serving
our punishment. In Hell.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Four Months
Later

Terran put the final nail through the
Grand Opening: B&B in the Woods
banner, attaching it to the portico. He stepped down the ladder and
admired his handiwork. Perfect. Everything was ready for the
opening party.

“Kelly. Come look.”

She walked outside, dressed in an amber
turtleneck and looking beautiful. Or maybe he just noticed her
beauty more these days.

The last four months had been a whirlwind of
setting up the B&B, getting closer to Kelly, and finding a way
to balance work and his personal life. He had taken down the few
remaining Fallen Angels in Portland. The Acobi had vanished, but he
would continue his vigilant watch. No innocent would be reaped, not
in his territory.

“You okay?” Kelly asked.

“Better than okay,” he said with a wink. Then
he leaned in to kiss her. Her lips felt warm, inviting. Just like
the cherry blossoms in spring. Everything ready inside?”

She nodded. “Refreshments set out, coffee
ready, brochures set up in the main lobby.”

“Good. My colleagues should be here soon. I
told them to come an hour early, just so we could tell them the
news.”

“Anything I should know before I meet other
Elementals?”

He shrugged. “Just be yourself.”

Kelly took small steps in the fresh grass,
creating a path of prints from outside up to the door. She was
probably a fun kid in the springtime, running barefoot on the lawn
and jumping through the sprinkler’s mist.

“Didn’t you say both Phoenix and Brooke had
human significant others?” she asked.

“Yes, though I’m not sure if they’ll make it.
Phoenix’s girlfriend Abby is an Emergency Room doctor, and Brooke’s
husband Alex is a New Orleans cop. Not sure if they were able to
get off work.”

“What about Tempest? She doesn’t see anyone?”
Kelly asked.

Terran picked a pink flower off a bush and
handed it to her. “Tempest is sort of like me. She never became
super close with any human. Even I didn’t, until you.”

Come to think of it, Tempest lived in Napa
and frequented San Francisco. Both locations had ample dating
opportunity.

Maybe she would eventually find someone. Or,
more likely, she would be the only one who never went against the
grain, never saw the need. Only problem was, when and if the
opportunity to fall in love came her way, she’d probably fall
harder than any of the three of them previously had, just because
she kept herself so closed off around humans.

“Hey, look,” Kelly said, pointing toward the
road. “Someone’s here.”

Terran saw the fiery red Corvette with ghost
flame accents. “That’s Phoenix. He’s a bit...um, well, he’s an
acquired taste.”

The car door opened and Phoenix stepped out,
shook Terran’s hand. “You telling your human woman stories about
me?” he said with a wink.

Terran slapped his buddy on the shoulder.
“Oh, Phoenix. There are so many to tell, where would I start?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Phoenix turned to see Kelly and
offered a handshake. “You must be the famous Kelly. Nice to meet
you.”

“You, too,” she said. “Welcome to the B&B
in the Woods.”

Phoenix glanced around, seeming to admire the
architecture and location. “You ever want an ongoing fire in your
fireplace, just call me,” he said, a mischievous grin on his
face.

Kelly looked like she didn’t know how to
respond. Terran couldn’t blame her.

“Don’t let this one have any control over
indoor fire,” Terran joked. “He’s a show-off.”

“Could Abby not come?” Kelly asked.

“No, she’s pulling a double shift this
weekend. But she sends her congrats. I think this B&B is a
great idea.”

A light blue car approached. Tempest. She
always chose the color blue.

Opening her car door, she said, “Hi everyone.
Wow, the place looks great.”

Terran hugged her. “Tempest, Kelly, you met
at the tunnels.”

They exchanged pleasantries while yet another
car drove up.

“Brooke’s here,” Phoenix said. “Looks like
Alex isn’t with her.”

“Hey y’all,” Brooke said, using the standard
Southern greeting. She did well in New Orleans, the city surrounded
by her own Water Element.

“Welcome, everyone,” Terran said. “Let’s go
inside, get some coffee. We have an announcement to make.”

Once everyone was inside the main lobby, he
stood beside Kelly. With his hand clasped in hers, he said, “I
wanted to invite you all here an hour before the official opening
reception, because we have some news to share.”

Phoenix, Tempest, and Brooke exchanged
knowing glances.

“We’re engaged,” Terran said, barely able to
say the words without grinning ear to ear. “And we wanted to
celebrate that along with the grand opening.”

Warm congratulations, hugs, and toasts with
coffee went on for at least ten minutes. When the phone rang, Kelly
excused herself, leaving Terran alone with his Elemental colleagues
for a few minutes.

“Congrats, man,” Phoenix said. “Universe was
cool with this idea?”

“Hard to believe,” Terran said. “But
yes.”

Brooke shook her head, a knowing grin on her
face. “You can all thank me for this. I was the first to break the
rules. Universe seems more lenient towards human interaction
now.”

“So it seems,” Tempest said.

Tempest offered her congrats, for she
remained gracious in all situations. But something about her
far-away glance got under Terran’s skin. Did Tempest never have the
feeling of attraction toward a human? Or had she, but she’d always
obeyed the rules and never tried for more of a relationship?

“I have to admit,” Terran said. “I wasn’t
sure how any of you would react. I knew you’d like Kelly, but the
news of our engagement—”

“Humans can be good for us,” Brooke said.
“Someone special, someone significant, often helps with the
missions. You’ll find your battles won’t be easier with the Acobi,
but you’ll have someone who loves you to talk to.”

Brooke jabbed Phoenix in his ribs. “Yeah, we
all know Abby has a heart of gold for putting up with your
antics.”

Phoenix jabbed her back, both of them
mimicking two childhood siblings.

“C’mon, you two,” Tempest said, ever the
peacemaker. Or was the conversation awkward for her, since she
didn’t have a significant other?

Tempest rubbed her forehead like she had a
headache coming on. “What’s the latest with the Acobi?”

Terran shrugged. “I’ve kept a diligent
lookout, but haven’t seen or heard much. That day, at the tunnels,
their human bodies were buried under the rubble. A cop told me
Caleb was shot multiple times. His human shell is dead, too.”

“So they’re in Hell.” Tempest bit her lip.
“That doesn’t mean they’re gone forever.”

“I know,” Terran said. He wasn’t sure if
Tempest was trying to put a damper on things or if she was just
being cautious. “Bastian mentioned going further north, toward
Seattle. I’m sure Mercury will have an update for me soon. For now,
I’ll take things one day at a time.”

Brooke stepped in and rubbed Terran’s
shoulder. “And we’re confident you will handle it, right
Tempest?”

Tempest smiled. “Of course. I’m only saying
that we should always be on our guard. Mercury has warned me about
some things the Ubel Fallen Angels might try in Napa, and I’m
always watchful. I just want all of you to do the same. Stay
safe.”

“Yes,” Terran said, giving Tempest a brief
hug. He heard Kelly’s footsteps approaching. Time to change the
subject. “Let’s talk about other things for now, okay?”

“Sounds like a great plan,” Brooke said.
“C’mon, show me the rooms in this B&B. Alex and I want to take
a trip for our anniversary.”

#

Kelly gave Terran’s Elemental colleagues the
grand tour. “And you all can stay for the special discount price
whenever you want,” she said.

“Hey, Terran. Kelly comes with perks!”
Phoenix said.

He reminded her of those fun-loving boys in
junior high. Maybe it was his boyish grin.

“I know,” Terran said. He walked up behind
her and embraced her in a hug. His touch was a source of eternal
comfort. She could get used to this, to all of this.

“So do you have any rooms booked yet?” Brooke
asked.

“Six out of the seven rooms are booked on the
weekends for the next month,” Kelly said. “My dad and brothers let
me use their advertising agency to garner up more business.”

“They were great,” Terran said. “Her family
has contacts everywhere.”

Kelly blushed. “Yeah, my family came through
for me, so I could follow my dream.”

Phoenix poured each of them a coffee. “To
Terran and Kelly. May your future together be special and
rewarding.”

“Here, here,” the Elementals said in unison,
lifting their glasses.

Terran put his arm around her. “Kelly
Habersham, this is going to be one grand adventure.”

 


THE END
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CHAPTER ONE

As the morning sunlight
swept over the vineyard, Tempest picked up her pace. She’d walked
amongst the grapevines at daybreak for months now—but this time was
different.

This time, she could sense someone watching
her.

The crisp autumn air cooled the nape of her
neck, where tiny hairs stood erect. Darting her gaze in all
directions, her head started to ache. Someone, or something, was in
her vineyard.

Her pulse raced as she took quick but
deliberate steps between the Cabernet and Pinot Noir vines. Harvest
season hadn’t yet begun for the reds, so every vine contained plump
grape clusters that offered extra camouflage.

A rustling sound echoed through the nearby
Merlot vines. Footsteps? Who could be in her vineyard? The sound
couldn’t have been the wind. She was a Wind Elemental and could
recognize the sound of her own gifts. Universe had created her to
be capable of perceiving and harnessing the power of Wind for the
good of humankind.

Suddenly, a shadowy blip appeared in her
peripheral vision. Dark hair, dark clothes. Then the image
vanished.

More sounds reverberated across the large,
green leaves, causing them to move. Without hesitation, she ran
toward the noise. Either this was a spy from a competing winery, a
person trying to destroy her livelihood, or—

Her feet skidded to a stop. “What the hell
are you doing here?”

Lynk stood tall and confident, offering a
cunning smile. He was a high-ranking Fallen Angel from the Ubel
clan, and her archenemy for more years than she could remember.

“Lovely vineyard you have,” he said. Then he
reached out, laced his fingers around her prized Merlot grapes.

“Don’t—!”

“Don’t what, Tempest?” he asked in an eerie
voice, barely above a menacing whisper. “Don’t squeeze the life
away?”

“Please. Don’t.”

Saying the words sent nausea into the pit of
her stomach, but his large hands were ready to kill. Even if she
summoned her Wind Element, he could choke her vines for fun before
any gust of air subdued him.

“Oooh,” he said. “I like it when you say
please.”

Damn sadist. She needed him to leave. “What
do you want?”

He released the grapes and moved closer, his
long, black coat touching vines that wilted in his path. “What does
anyone want? Good wine, a great night with a lover, money.”

She adjusted her stance, ready to fight if
need be. Focusing was essential. Like all Fallen Angels, Lynk had a
striking appearance: wavy dark hair, intense gray eyes, and
muscular arms. But she knew better than to admire the physical.
Those arms could snap a neck like a twig. Even hers, if she didn’t
stand her ground.

“How’d you even find me?” she asked. “No one
knows about my cover job at the winery except my Elemental
colleagues.”

“Tempest, do you really think I wouldn’t do
my homework on you?” His voice had turned sweet, an alluring but
twisted lullaby.

She clenched her fists. How had he
learned her location? Her colleagues were loyal and dwelled in
hidden locations of their own. Besides, the Ubel Fallen Angels
tended to congregate in large cities where more sinners abounded.
Why come to Napa Valley?

“Stay away from this winery, Lynk.” She
stepped forward, ready to summon a windstorm to knock him down if
he veered toward violence.

He cocked a half smile. “Not very polite. You
won’t let me have a glass of wine?”

“It’s seven in the morning.”

When he laughed, the dimples in his cheeks
softened and revealed just how attractive he could become. “Well,
you know what the inferior race says. It’s five o’clock
somewhere.”

She shook her head. “Stop insulting humans.
Your kind is no prize.”

Lynk shrugged. “Humans have an abundance of
material to make fun of.”

“You want souls to hunt? Go to San Francisco.
Plenty of people in big cities who commit the Seven Deadly
Sins—those humans I can’t save.”

“Not much of a challenge, is it? Nah, I
prefer Napa.”

Her adrenaline surged through every vein. “If
you think you’re going to come onto my winery and hunt the
innocent, you are sorely mistaken.”

“Am I?” The bluish gray in his eyes shifted
to an icy glare. “Don’t presume you can defeat me just because your
Elemental colleagues have lucked out in the past.”

“Lucked out?” she repeated, her voice
straining. “My kind defeated the most powerful Fallen Angels in the
United States, all while preserving innocent human life.”

“That’s your side of the story.”

His arrogance made her skin crawl. With every
second the adrenaline shifted into anger. Unable to restrain her
Element, she summoned a hurricane-worthy gust of air in his
direction.

His eyes narrowed as he strained to stand
firm, but the wind pummeled him to the ground like a swift kick.
Standing up, he dusted off his coat. “That was unnecessary. Be glad
I don’t have a temper like some of my brethren.”

“Your temper led to fires in San Francisco,
mudslides on the Pacific Coast Highway. Shall I go on?”

He shot her a dirty look. “You’re different
than your colleagues.”

She wanted to ask how, but that would only
prolong his stay. The exhaustion from using her Elemental powers
had kicked in. Universe had created things that way so there would
be no abuse of power. Just once, she wished she could use her
powers without the aftereffects. She’d send a windstorm with enough
strength to wallop Lynk off the globe.

“Just because you’ve discovered my winery
doesn’t mean you can saunter your way in here—”

“Oh, contraire. The Ubel clan is better than
the clowns you Elementals have been chasing all these years. I can
send in any victim I reap—man, woman, or child—to your winery for a
tasting. You won’t see me coming, sweetness.”

His words sent a chill down her back. In the
past, she could recognize any Fallen Angel victims. Now Lynk was
saying she wouldn’t be able to? Was that just him trying to get
under her skin, or was it the truth?

Either way, best to keep her poker face. “You
Fallen Angels and your little privileges,” she said. “Lucifer will
never win and you know it. It’s why you try to reap souls like
there’s no tomorrow.”

Lynk leapt forward. He stood inches from her
faces, his cold glare locked with hers. “Don’t talk about my
Master, if you know what’s good for you.”

“Fine,” Tempest said. “Leave my winery if you
know what’s good for you.”

“This isn’t technically your winery, now is
it?”

Anger surged through her veins. “I manage the
place well enough. May as well be mine.”

His lips curled into a smile. “I’ll be seeing
you again.” Then he strode away like he didn’t have a care in the
world.

Message received. She had to be vigilant, had
to be ready for anything and anyone that stepped foot into the
winery.


CHAPTER TWO

Carlo Reyes sat at the
mahogany table and used his favorite pen to sign the documents. The
time had finally come, the chance to change his future. No more
playing chemist for saddle-bagged women wanting the latest
fountain-of-youth compound to spread on their face. Those glowing
California complexions sure didn’t come cheap.

“You’re really getting out of the game?”
Kevin asked, sitting across from him.

“And not a day too soon,” Carlo said. “I’ve
wanted to be my own boss for a while now.”

Kevin handed over the remaining documents to
be signed. “But buying major stock in a winery with your retirement
money? I predict you’ll become bored with this venture.”

“You’re my friend as well as my lawyer,”
Carlo said. “Trust me. It’s time.”

“You’re a chemist. The celebs love you. Are
you telling me you’re going to give up all that money just to
invent wine recipes?”

Carlo scribbled his name on the last piece of
paper. “You know what? I’d be okay with that. I got into chemistry
to help people, like my niece who has a rare blood disorder.”

“Commendable.”

“Yeah, but thanks to bureaucracy and lack of
funding for real causes, I spent years creating compounds that I
don’t care about.”

“So why not work for a hospital?”

He shrugged. “These days, hospitals are more
about liability and paperwork than patients anyway. It’s a small
step. My aunt always talked about the California wineries. She
taught people that having a glass of wine is not just about the
drink. It’s about relaxing, taking the few minutes out of the
hectic day to reflect and appreciate the small things.”

Kevin grinned. “You’ve become very Zen,
Carlo.”

He shrugged. “I want to do this.”

“Your choice,” Kevin said. “Well,
congratulations. You’re now the majority stockholder of Life’s a
Breeze winery.”

“Thanks.” Carlo reached for his things and
stood to leave. “Once I get the place modified, feel free to come
by and have a glass of vino. On me.”

“You got it. Maybe with you involved, wine
can change the world.”

“That’s my hope, my friend. That’s my
hope.”

#

After putting the original documents into his
safety deposit box and taking the photocopies with him, Carlo drove
over the Bay Bridge from San Francisco, past Oakland, and into the
Napa Valley.

The lanes narrowed down to two, with colorful
flowers lining both sides of the road. Apparently the rich soil
that contributed to the grapes also produced amazing roses. Tall
vines of dark pink, red, and yellow roses adorned every home and
inn. On every street corner, there was a gourmet pizza place. Each
one trying to outdo the other, he guessed. He liked Napa already.
Things were quieter than San Francisco.

He steered around the next corner where
several signs appeared for various wineries. Some wineries looked
like ancient castles. Others resembled a lighthouse. Midway up on
the right, he found the one he was looking for and parked.

Life’s a Breeze had a unique look too. Like a
villa in Tuscany, the walls were a balmy yellow with hunter-green
slatted shutters. A small courtyard with tables for people to drink
their wine sat near the main building. Nice. There would be no need
to modify the outside, except maybe add a fountain to enhance the
atmosphere.

When he walked in, the air smelled crisp and
cool. Vibrant colored paintings of wine hung on every wall. An
attractive young woman—long brown hair, big brown eyes—stood behind
the bar.

“Hello,” he said.

“Welcome. Here is our menu.” She handed him a
list of reds, whites and sparkling varietals. A printed menu in a
basic font, matted against a black background. Nice, but could be
improved.

He thought it best to not give away who he
was, not until he saw how the place had been operating. For now, he
could play tourist.

“Wow, so many choices.”

In a robotic, almost memorized tone she
added, “We can customize a wine sampler list and price the tasting
accordingly, should you wish to mix and match.”

“Really?” Good so far. At least the place had
flexibility.

The woman smiled. When she did, her warm eyes
twinkled in the natural sunlight coming through the windows. Her
presence made the winery more attractive. Good. He had made the
right decision.

“We’re one of the few wineries in Napa that
cater special menu options for tasting,” she continued. “Most stick
to a formula.”

“I know how that goes.” Literally. I’m
tired of following strict formulas in chemistry.

“Which wine would you like to try first?”

He read through the tantalizing choices.
“Everything sounds appealing. To be honest, this is my first wine
tasting. I just moved to the area.”

The earlier gleam in her eyes vanished in a
split second. Her black pupils widened like a scared cat, and her
smile disappeared. Was she angry? Frightened? He couldn’t read her
like he could other women, yet she seemed to be studying his face
with an intensity that admittedly, made him squirm.

“Did you say you were new to Napa?” she
asked.

“Yep.” He sat down on one of the stools at
the bar. “I’m originally from San Francisco.”

“What do you do?” she clipped.

Instinctively, Carlo’s muscles tightened.
There was no logical reason for her to be this rude to him. He
would need to talk with her about her intense glare. Besides being
unnerving, it could turn off potential customers. He ran his
fingers along the wine menu. Maybe if he broke eye contact, she
would back off.

“I’m a chemist,” he said.

“I see.” She pushed her hair behind her ear
and glanced at the large sun clock on the wall. “I need to take
your order and then close out. We’re doing inventory today.”

He looked at the crimson sun clock too. Only
4:30 p.m.? Why take inventory during prime tasting hours? Was this
normal, or had he offended her in some way?

“I’ll take the number three sampler,” he
said.

With robotic motion, she placed five wine
glasses on the counter in front of him. Then she gripped two Pinot
Noir bottles and three Cabernet selections. She poured a small
amount into each glass.

“Enjoy.”

He wrapped his fingers around the stem of a
Pinot Noir glass and swirled the wine to release the flavor. He
took a deep sniff, letting his sense of smell prepare the palette.
Now to taste. The nectar slid over his tongue. Nice. Not too
flabby, not too tart.

“One of the best I’ve had,” he said as he set
down the glass.

The smile returned to her face. “Thanks. It’s
my own blend.”

“Interesting. I thought people either created
the wine or ran the tastings, but not both. Guess you wear a lot of
hats in this place?”

Maybe if he could figure out her
responsibilities, he would know who he was up against. This woman
definitely lit up a room.

“I run the place,” she said. “My assistant,
Megan, normally handles the tasting crowd, but she’s out
today.”

“Lucky you.”

“Right,” she said, her voice monotone. “Lucky
me.”

He eyed her nametag. “Tempest? Interesting
name.”

“My mother had her eclectic tastes.”

Picking up the next wine glass, he took his
time and sipped. “I’m Carlo.”

“Hi.”

“Hello, Tempest,” he said in his best polite
voice. Why did she change from hesitant to charming in the blink of
an eye?

“So,” he began. “Tell me what it’s like
working at a winery.”

The color drained from her face. “What did
you say?”

He finished the second wine choice. “I asked
what it’s like to be in the wine business.”

“Who are you? What do you want here?”

Irritation prickled through him. Despite her
lovely appearance, there was no cause for rudeness. Especially in a
place of business that he’d just bought.

“Have I offended you in some way? Because if
this is how wine country treats its customers, then I’ll go
elsewhere.”

Her jaw tightened, and stress lines creased
her forehead. “I’m doing my best—”

“I’m not trying to criticize—”

“Of course not. Please enjoy your wine. I’d
be happy to sell you a bottle to go.”

“Trying to get rid of me, I guess,” he said,
mainly to gauge her reaction.

She studied him for too long of a moment.
“You’re working with them, aren’t you?”

What was she talking about? “Them?”

She bit her lip as the color returned to her
face in full force. “I’m sorry. I’m having an off day. I thought
you might be with—”

“With who? The cavalry? The aliens? Because
you certainly don’t know me.”

She grabbed a few extra wine glasses. “I
apologize. I’m going to give you a bonus of two extra glasses with
your purchase.”

Guess he was getting the crazy discount? He
didn’t know. Yet strangely, he wanted to see her again. At least
she held his interest more than all the scientific metrosexual
types he’d met at chemistry conferences.

“You don’t have to offer me anything,” he
said. “But I appreciate it.”

She opened and poured him two more glasses
with such ease and grace, he found it difficult to believe she’d
just acted like a crazy person. It was like she’d flipped a
switch.

“I’ve had some intruders into my business,”
she explained, never dropping eye contact. “And I’m a bit defensive
today.”

“Intruders?” Had he just bought majority
stock in a crime area?

“Don’t worry about it.”

“You sure? Because I might be in a position
to help—”

“I’m fine. Tell me, how is the Merlot?”

He inhaled the smooth red scent and sipped.
“Delicious.”

She pointed to a bottle with an ornate label.
“It’s a favorite with the customers.”

Taking another taste, he relished the flavors
on his tongue. “It’s lovely. Being a chemist, I know about mixing
things in the ideal ratios to produce a quality product. Takes time
and patience.”

Like a butterfly that couldn’t decide where
to land, she moved back and forth behind the counter. Seeming
uncomfortable in her skin.

“So how did you decide to go into the winery
business?” he asked. Perhaps she would open up and not be so
nervous if she talked about the winery?

“I love California.” Her eyes gleamed once
more. “Figured this area and San Francisco would be the ideal place
to live.”

He smiled, knowing she hadn’t answered his
question. “Tell you what. I’ll come back tomorrow and buy a
bottle.”

“You don’t want one now?”

“No. I’ll see you again. Don’t worry.”

She started to put the glasses away. As he
stood up to leave, he could hear her voice whisper, “That’s what
I’m afraid of.”

 



CHAPTER THREE

Tempest slid to the floor
and hugged her knees like a child. No sense mincing words. Today
had been a disaster. First Lynk found her, then she’d run off a
customer. Maybe the handsome man had been an associate of Lynk’s.
Or maybe not. Either way, she hadn’t been professional. Her curt
attitude had been inexcusable.

“Hello? Anyone here?” a voice called out.

“Megan?”

“Yep. Tempest?”

Tempest slowly stood up and faced her
college-aged assistant. “Hi.”

“What were you doing?”

“Wallowing in my bad day memory?”

It seemed the best answer, and she couldn’t
let Megan know about Lynk. Fallen Angels and Elementals had
co-existed for centuries because humans weren’t aware of their
existence. If they stepped into the public eye, all Hell would
break loose. Literally.

“What happened?” Megan asked, setting down
her purse and reaching for the Pinot Grigio bottle. “Want
some?”

“Yes. Make it a double.”

“Ooh, you got it, boss.” She poured them both
large glasses and they sat on the stools.

“I was rude to a new customer today, so if he
comes in tomorrow you have my permission to give him some free
samples,” Tempest said.

“You’re never rude,” Megan said. “I’m sure it
wasn’t bad.”

Yeah, it kind of was. Tempest
shrugged. “Maybe not.”

“C’mon, I’ll set up the prep for tomorrow.
Why don’t you go home and relax?”

“Good idea. Maybe the guy won’t return.”

Megan straightened out the corkscrews and
glasses. “I’ll handle things if he does come back.”

“Appreciate it. What am I going to do when
you go off to college this fall? I’m seriously going to miss having
you here to help.”

Megan smiled. “Just remember you promised me
a recommendation for the horticulture program.”

“Absolutely.”

Tempest strolled around the corner to her
loft apartment. She would need to eventually start interviewing
people for Megan’s job. If only things could stay the same, but
they never did.

#

The following morning, the sun shone bright
across Tempest’s bedroom carpet. She squinted and groaned. What a
night. Many strange dreams, the kind that made her feel like she’d
been in a boxing ring all night long.

She flung off the covers and went into the
bathroom to brush her teeth. For some reason, the image of Carlo
popped into her head. Stop. Focus. Maybe he would return to the
winery and Megan could smooth things over in a professional way. No
reason to worry about the past.

Besides, she had a winery to run and a wine
competition to prepare for. The California wine tasting connoisseur
event was coming up. She needed to get everything ready so there
would be time to determine the best bottle to enter in the
competition. Winning that contest would put her winery on the
map.

After grabbing breakfast and coffee, she
walked to the vineyard. The white and red varietals looked healthy.
No diseases or bugs near the base of the vines. Last year’s crop
had been almost destroyed by bugs. This could be her prime
year.

She went inside the fermenting room and
inspected the containers.

“Have you met our new boss yet?” Camille, one
of her employees, asked.

“What do you mean, new boss?”

“You remember how Don had been a silent
partner, owning fifty-one percent of the stock?”

Tempest nodded. Don had been the ideal boss.
He kept his distance.

“Well,” Camille said, “someone bought out
Don’s share.”

What? Why hadn’t anyone told her? Things at
her winery had been working efficiently; she had prep down to a
science. Another employee, especially a boss, would shake
everything up.

“Who is it?” she demanded.

A deep male voice spoke up behind her.
“Me.”

Tempest slowly turned around. No. Please no.
The customer from yesterday, the man who she’d been so
unprofessional with. Not good. Not good at all.

“I’m sorry, what?” Tempest muttered. When did
the Earth shift beneath her feet?

“I’m the new silent partner,” he said with a
charming smile. “Carlo. Remember?”

Clearly, he enjoyed making a spectacle of
her. The heat spread up her neck and across her face until she had
to wipe her forehead. Of all the damn luck.

“Um, can you come with me to my office? We
should talk,” she said. Though she had no idea what to say, other
than apologize.

“Sure.” He followed her, almost walking with
a spring in his step. “I take it you didn’t know who I was
yesterday.”

Tempest bit her lip. How to apologize without
sounding like an idiot?

She led him into her office and shut the
door. “I know I behaved strangely yesterday—”

“Nah, not you.” His eyes beamed in full-gloat
mode.

“I apologize if I was rude.”

“Tell me something,” he said, getting
comfortable in the spare chair in her office. “Why did you treat me
like you did? That’s all I want to know.”

Because I thought you were working with a Fallen
Angel gang to ruin my winery?

No. Not the best answer to give anyone.

“I...I wasn’t myself.”

He pointed toward the main room where they
racked the wine. “You have a nice setup here. The makings of a
great winery, but you need a little help on the customer service
end. We can’t be treating our customers like they’re
criminals—”

“Trust me. I won’t behave that way
again.”

He tilted his head, a charming but quizzical
look on his face. “I believe you.”

For a split second, she couldn’t speak. If
the situation were reversed, would she believe herself? Probably
not, but he seemed willing to give her a chance.

“So,” she finally said in a scramble for
conversation. “What made you buy out Don’s share?”

“I wanted to become my own boss.”

She reached for a pen and jotted down some
notes, mainly an effort to keep her hands busy. “Don was the type
who remained a silent partner, preferring to let me run
things—”

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen with
me.”

She sat motionless for a second, taking in
the meaning in his words. Did this mean she’d now have a
micromanager breathing down her neck every second of the day?

“Maybe we should discuss your expectations of
me,” she said in a respectful tone. “If you intend to change
things.”

He briefly narrowed his eyes at her. “Change
is good, it means things are progressing.”

Not always.

“You have an efficient winery here,” he
continued, “but Megan needs to handle the customers. She’s
excellent with the public and you…well, you…”

The lump in the pit of her stomach grew
exponentially. How dare this guy come in and redo everything she’d
worked so hard for! She leaned forward across her desk, trying to
appear intimidating.

“Do I understand you right? You don’t want me
to interact with the customers?”

He shrugged, apparently not intimidated at
all. “Relax. You run a decent business, but Megan is better with
people.”

Tempest opened her mouth. Nothing came out.
This human wanted to come in and turn her world upside down?

True, she had been rude. However, she’d
adhered to the rules of her mission by attempting to stop evil from
entering the winery. Lynk’s threat had taken her aback and she
overreacted, but so what? Following the rules was a good thing. No
chemist having a midlife crisis was going to march in and cause her
to fail at her cover job.

“If I’m not allowed to handle the customers,
what else am I not allowed to do?”

Her voice betrayed her by cracking slightly,
but she swallowed hard and recovered. She wouldn’t let this guy get
under her skin.

Carlo reached into his pocket and took out a
small notebook. “I’m a chemist. Your blend of wine yesterday was
delicious. I hoped you would help me create a new wine that would
allow us to enter the California wine contest. From what I hear,
whoever wins that gets a ton of business and promo.”

She stared at this reasonably handsome human
sitting across from her. He wanted the same thing she did? Even if
he was the new boss, maybe he wasn’t so bad.

“You’re right on the contest. I’ve been
planning to enter our Sauvignon Blanc if we can be ready in
time.”

“Great,” he said with a big smile. “Let’s get
to it.”

“Your chemistry background will give us an
edge.”

“I have a former lab north of here, with two
of the best guys I know. I’ll hire them to do any yeast formula
modifications or anything else we need. Tell me your best tips for
making that fantastic blend of wine I tried last night.”

Tempest cleared her throat. “I’ll need to
meet your lab staff. Our winery is efficient because we all have a
say about potential employees—”

“Don’t worry about my guys. They’ve been with
me for ten years. Best crew I could ask for.”

“That being said, I’d like to meet them. Don
always—”

“Tempest,” he said gently. She could see the
warm brown in his eyes. “I’m not Don. I want to work with you on
this, but I’m not going to do everything the way he did.”

The back of her neck grew hot. If only she
was alone, she could summon a draft of air to cool her down. Carlo
was already getting under her skin.

“I didn’t mean to question your business
practices—”

“Then we understand each other. My guys will
run the lab. You and Megan can run things here, but Megan works
with the public.”

“Um, sure.”

What else could she say? Obviously he was
taking charge and she had no choice in the matter. If he wanted to
use his men, then fine. She would simply need to keep an eye on
them—and everything else—in the winery.

“Excellent,” he said. “Email me your
suggestions on creating that delicious wine and anything else you
think would be helpful to my guys.”

“Sure,” she muttered.

He offered a polite smile before standing up
and leaving her office. Once the door shut, she sighed. The day was
just getting started. What other changes were ahead?

 



CHAPTER FOUR

Lynk skulked along the
narrow streets south of Napa. Pizza kitchens lined every corner.
Didn’t the finer wine connoisseurs know that pizza goes with beer?
Every business, even the dry-cleaning stores, seemed out of place
here. Napa looked like someone had placed a life-size Christmas
village in northern California.

Where were all the sinners? Not the ones who
told little polite lies or kept the extra five dollars a clerk
mistakenly gave them. He longed to find those who committed the
Seven Deadly Sins: Pride, Envy, Gluttony, Lust, Anger, Greed, and
Sloth.

This couldn’t be the only town in America
where no one had an evil desire. But so far? Everyone behaved like
this was Mayberry.

Hunger pangs ached deep inside his human
body. Shit. Time to eat again. The one problem with human shells
was the daily need for food, water, and sleep. So much wasted
time.

He stepped into the pizzeria at the next
corner, ordered a cheese and sausage slice.

“What to drink, sir?” the employee asked.

Lynk glanced up at the wine menu. “Surprise
me.”

“This pizza pairs nicely with a Sauvignon
Blanc.”

“Fine.”

As he sat and ate his lunch, an idea formed.
The Sauvignon Blanc grapes were the ones that Tempest had panicked
over when he threatened to squeeze the life out of them. Perhaps
she treasured those grapes more than the other varietals?

Hmm. He would need to plan something to
destroy her. Once and for all.

The wine was cold, lovely. No wonder little
Miss Wind Elemental wanted to ensure her grapes were safe.

But not for long.

#

Ten minutes later, he grew tired of walking
the Napa streets. Perhaps there would be better sinners in the Bay
area.

He lifted the Scissor door on his black
Lamborghini and sat down. Revving up the engine, he blasted out of
his parking space in less than two seconds. Time to get the hell
out of this small town.

Halfway to San Francisco, the air grew foggy.
He rounded the next corner and slammed on the brakes. What the holy
hell? A young man, dark skin with green eyes, early twenties by the
look of him, stood still in the middle of the road. Waiting.

Lynk’s car skidded across the pavement until
the brakes finally worked. He pushed the car into park, got out,
and slammed the door. “What the hell are you doing, standing out in
the middle of the road?”

“Sorry, but my car broke down—”

“And you thought getting yourself killed
would help the engine start again?” Lynk shook off the adrenaline
still surging through every extremity. “I knew humans were stupid,
but I think you take the cake.”

“I didn’t mean to...huh? I mean, can you
help?”

Lynk let out an exasperated sigh. “No. I
don’t help. That’s not my thing.”

The guy’s eyes narrowed. “Then why didn’t you
just hit me with your car, instead of stopping?”

“You’re no use to me dead.” Lynk shot the guy
a long look. He stepped closer, stared into the lad’s intense eyes,
a bright lime green set against his brown skin. There was something
different about this kid. Sinners all had the same aroma, but Lynk
couldn’t determine which of the Seven Deadly Sins this kid was
giving off.

“Why were you out here?” Lynk asked. “Before
your car broke down?”

The kid put his right hand in his back
pocket, then pulled out a gun. “Stay where you are!”

“Seriously?”

The kid’s eyes clouded. “I have a gun here.
Give me your money.”

A slow smile crept across Lynk’s face.
“No.”

“No?”

“No. Shoot me if you want,” Lynk said, using
his matter-of-fact voice. “You’re nothing but an amateur.”

With a shaky hand, the kid pulled the
trigger. The shot reverberated in Lynk’s ears as he looked down at
his chest where he’d been shot. Now the sweet smell of sin filled
Lynk’s nostrils. Yep, he could use this kid. He didn’t have any top
soldiers he could trust, not since Azazel was banished a decade
ago.

“Like I said, amateur.” Lynk withdrew a
tissue and cleaned off his shirt.

The kid’s eyes grew wide in disbelief. “What
the hell are you?”

“I’m your new master. You’re my slave.”

Lynk tapped the kid on the shoulder with a
deliberate press of his fingers. He had to earn the souls of the
innocent, work to get them to embrace evil. But those souls who
already had the Seven Deadly Sins on their agenda? All Lynk had to
do was a little tap.

“Yes Master,” the kid said in a monotone
voice.

“Good. What’s your name?”

“Mark.”

Lynk groaned. “You can’t have a biblical name
if you’re in my employ. We must call you something different.”

“Something cool?”

“Fine. Rance.”

“Rance? Do I smell rancid to you or
something?”

Lynk smiled. Trick question. “That’s your
name, now come with me.”

Rance glanced back at his car. “Where are we
going?”

“To wreak havoc, my friend.”

 



CHAPTER FIVE

Tempest woke up with a
pounding headache when the phone rang. Her hand fumbled around the
nightstand until she found it.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Tempest. It’s Carlo.”

She bolted upright in bed. As if he could see
her still sleeping at this hour on the weekend.

“Yes?”

“I know it’s Saturday, but I thought you
might want to visit some wine tastings with me. Check out the
competition for the upcoming wine entries.”

“What?” It was the only word her tongue could
form.

“Remember we talked about the wine
competition?”

“Yes.” At least she was able to answer one of
his questions with a semblance of intellect.

“I’ve heard a few other Napa wineries will be
entering the contest too. I thought we could check out their
wineries, see what they have to offer.”

“Know what we’re up against,” Tempest
said.

“Exactly. We need to get working on a new
yeast. May as well start by tasting what others have to offer.”

“Okay—”

“How about I meet you in the parking lot at
noon? My car’s a restored Mustang. Convertible. We may as well go
wine tasting in style.”

“Sure, I’ll look for you then.”

“See you then,” he said.

“Bye.”

She hung up the phone, befuddled. He’d
sounded nice, warm, like inviting a close friend out for the day.
But he wasn’t a good friend. He was Carlo, her new boss, and the
man who could make her life a living hell.

#

Tempest picked a lavender sundress to wear
with a light jacket. The outfit was nice, professional, and yet not
too dressy. Besides, was Carlo considering today’s outing a
business venture only? Or a date?

Humans had strange ideas about dates. Some
men and women would consider a casual work lunch together a date.
Not her. A date was something more serious, something
forbidden.

How would Carlo view today? Whatever his
view, she needed to ensure things remained professional.

At precisely five minutes till noon, she
entered the parking lot. As promised, Carlo sat in his
cherry-colored Mustang with the top down.

“When you said Mustang convertible, you
weren’t kidding,” she said.

He flashed her one of those charming smiles
with dimples. Oh heavens. Why did her knees just turn into jelly?
She wiped the sweat beads off her palms. Humans were off the table
when it came to romance, even if her boss, Universe, the creator of
Elementals and rule maker, had grown more lax about relationships
with humans. That was no reason to change things. Elementals and
humans didn’t mix. That had been the original rule, and one she
would follow.

So why had her heartbeat become a pulsing
beat in her ears? Why this flutter of excitement every time she
looked at Carlo, who was admittedly, very attractive.

“I love restoring old cars,” he said. “This
one was a favorite.”

To avoid his intense stare, the kind of look
that could see through her very soul, she strolled around the car
to admire the paint finish.

“Very nice. 1965?” she asked.

He arched an eyebrow. “A woman who knows her
cars. I’m officially impressed.”

She felt the heat rise to her cheeks. “It’s
no big deal.”

“Are you kidding? Most women I meet don’t
even know car models and makes. You can spot the year. That’s a
giant leap from what I’m used to.”

She smiled at him as she continued to inspect
the car’s exterior. If only he knew. Elementals didn’t age, and
she’d been protecting humans for centuries. She’d met Lee Iacocca
in person, back when she worked as a sales rep. He’d told her wild
tales and shared his excitement with her.

Not that she could tell Carlo any of
that.

“So,” Carlo said with a wink. “You going to
admire the car all day or get in?”

She opened the passenger door and sat down.
“Which winery first? I can recommend a few...”

“Are there any that have some crackers or
something we could get with our wine?”

“I know one that serves lunch with the wine.
They have picnic tables on the grounds.”

He put on his sunglasses. “Perfect.”

Secretly, she was glad he’d agreed. Her
stomach had begun to growl and that sound wasn’t attractive to
anyone, be they Elemental or human.

“Then Sattui Winery, here we come. Turn right
at the red light.”

As he drove, the gentle California breeze
reached out and kissed her skin. Connecting to her own Element sent
a burst of renewed energy through every vein, every capillary.
While she never bothered much with human luxuries like pedicures or
spa days, riding in Carlo’s convertible on a gorgeous day was one
thing she would definitely need to repeat.

He turned around a corner. Up ahead on the
left was a large piece of land with tables and buildings.

“Is that Sattui?”

“Yes,” she said. “Park along the outer edge
so you won’t get blocked in.”

The engine rolled to a halt and they got out
of the car. Tempest took in a deep breath of warm air. She’d seen
Sattui a thousand times. The stone fountain, the two-story building
covered in bustling ivy that looked like it belonged in a European
village rather than California, and the log cabin looking buildings
where the wine tastings were held.

“We can do sandwiches in here—” She stopped,
pivoted around. He wasn’t by her side, but back by the fountain.
“Carlo?”

He hadn’t moved, but nothing seemed wrong. In
fact, there was a complete aura of awe and bliss on his face as he
took in the entire scene.

“Carlo?”

He turned his head, returning back to
reality. “Yeah?”

“You okay?”

“Fine.” He took small steps toward her. “This
place is absolutely breathtaking.”

She turned to look at the sight she’d seen so
many times before, trying to remember what it had been like to lay
eyes on it for the first time.

“Sattui is larger than our winery,” she said.
“They have weddings, formal events, everything is on a larger
scale.”

“I can see why. Man, if I were to get
married, this is where I’d want the reception.”

The word married hung in the air,
enough to make her skin itch. Things had suddenly become too
intimate. She needed to move on, focus on something tangible.

“We can get lunch in there,” she said,
pointing. “Get it to go and we can have a picnic at one of the
tables.”

“Yeah. Absolutely.”

He followed her, his eyes still large and
round, taking in the view. She never knew a winery could affect
someone so much. If only hers could do that. Maybe with his help,
they could both create something that would match his first
awe-inspired glance.

The main room to order lunch resembled a
European bakery. Perfectly-shaped baguettes behind glass display
containers, big scoops of chicken and tuna salad, all the deli
meats and cheeses anyone could want. Behind an adjacent counter
display were rows of deep red tomatoes and olive varieties to
choose from.

“This place is amazing,” Carlo whispered, as
if he were in a church. “I’d love my winery to look like this.”

Tempest’s breath caught in her throat.
His winery?

“Don’t focus on getting too big,” she said.
“This place on weekends is wall-to-wall people. We want our winery
to be more welcoming, not exclude those patrons who don’t like
crowds.”

Not to mention large wineries also had the
potential for large downfalls. Lynk and the Ubel Fallen Angels knew
where she worked. Growing too big too fast would mean she would
become more vulnerable to Lynk’s attacks.

Carlo leaned in and inspected a Greek salad
dish. “I’ll have that, please.”

The woman behind the counter began to fix his
lunch.

Tempest eyed the tri-colored pasta salad.
“Can I do a combo of what he’s having and pasta salad?” she
asked.

“Of course.” The woman began prepping the
food.

Carlo’s gaze swept the room. “Maybe there’s a
happy medium for the winery. Grow more than we have, but not become
too large.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Tempest said. “I want
more customers too, but don’t sacrifice quality for numbers. Sattui
has the staff, the money, the means to keep a large place like this
going. We’re just a small winery south of Napa.”

He shrugged. “Point taken.”

He paid for their lunches and they walked
outside to one of the picnic tables. When he took the first bite,
he made a happy groan. “Scrumptious.”

“Mine too.”

They ate for a few minutes in silence,
enjoying the lush landscape.

“What other ideas do you have?” he asked.
“For the winery?”

“Maybe one or two days a month, we could
cater food like this. Just not every day.”

His entire face lit up as he took a bite of a
purple olive. “If I had this every day, there would be nothing else
to look forward to in life.”

She smiled. “I see Sattui is having an effect
on you. You haven’t even been to the tasting room yet.”

“Then I stand corrected. That I can look
forward to.”

“This is a must-see for anyone coming through
Napa,” she said. “The same owner also has a castle winery on the
north end.”

“A castle? Really?”

“Yep, complete with ornate chairs and
dragon-shaped outdoor lamps. It’s quite something.”

“Maybe we could add an upper deck to the
winery? Someplace for people to look out over the vineyard?” he
asked. “Do you think that’s feasible?”

Warmth fluttered up through her. “I’ve
actually been making that suggestion for a long time now, but
finances always held us up. We have the second overlook level, but
if we created a place for special visitors to go, or for weddings
to be held—”

“We could personalize the experience,” he
said.

She took a bite of tomato-based pasta,
strangely unnerved by his understanding. No other human had been
able to finish her sentences before. Not in hundreds of years.

 



CHAPTER SIX

Lynk opened the door to his
San Francisco apartment and dropped the mail on the entry table. He
deliberately avoided facing the large, oval mirror that hung in the
foyer.

“Nice place,” Rance said, taking notice of
his own reflection. Obviously the kid had no problem admiring
himself.

“I do all right,” Lynk said. “Have a
seat.”

Rance glanced from the egg-looking chair to
the comfy couch. “May I?”

“Sure.”

Lynk poured them two shots of whiskey and
plopped them on the table. “Enjoy, then we work.”

“Tell me what you need me to do,” Rance said.
“I’m an expert at the broken-down-car scam, but I don’t have the
powers you do...”

“Of course you don’t.”

“I only meant—”

“Find sinners for me. The more souls I reap,
the more powerful I become.”

Rance narrowed his eyes, then his mouth fell
open. “Holy hell, I didn’t see that scar before.”

Lynk clenched his teeth. “Excuse me?”

The kid pointed to Lynk’s neck. “There, that
burn mark—”

“I suggest you steer clear of subjects such
as that.”

“Dude, you could make an awesome tattoo from
it. It looks like a purple spider web on the side of your
neck—”

“Enough!” Lynk’s hand flew swift and hard,
knocking Rance off the couch and onto his back. Lynk pressed a
steel-toed boot against Rance’s chest.

“I...I didn’t mean...”

“Of course you didn’t, but you’ll never
mention my scar to me again. Do you understand?”

The lime green of Rance’s eyes turned dark.
“Yes.”

Lynk narrowed his eyes. “Yes, sir is the
preferred response.”

Rance glanced around the room, seeming to
comprehend the hot water he’d gotten himself in. “Of course. Yes,
sir.”

“Good. Now, the basics. I’m a Fallen Angel,
and your soul belongs to me. You can, by extension, go out and
garner more souls for me.”

“How?”

“Focus on those humans who commit the Seven
Deadly Sins. Look in places known for debauchery. All you need to
do is tap them on the shoulder. With my authority running through
you, you will be able to reap them.”

“That’s how you took me?” Rance asked.

“Yes.”

“Why can’t we try for everyone, not just the
Seven Deadly Sinners?”

Lynk admired the kid’s forethought, but he
wasn’t about to unleash a newbie onto the innocent world.

“I’ll handle the innocents. They take a
little finagling.”

“Will I be able to eventually?”

“Yes. But not now. Understand?”

Rance smiled. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.”

“One thing,” Rance said.

“What?”

“What are the Seven Deadly Sins again? My
Catholic schooling is a little blurry.”

“Greed, sloth, wrath, pride, lust, envy and
gluttony,” Lynk recited as he had so many times before. “If you
forget, just Google it.”

“What scam should I try?” Rance asked.

Lynk rubbed his temples. “Not everything has
to be a scam. There is skill involved in being a Fallen Angel, in
being part of my army.”

Rance nodded. “And you’re going after the
innocents?”

“Yes, once I finish some important
business.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Lynk said. “Just go
forth and conquer.”

Rance took one last glance around, then
nodded. “You won’t be disappointed.”

“Let’s hope not,” Lynk said, ushering the kid
out. “Contact me if you need anything.”

“Will do.” With that, Rance strutted out the
door and toward Fisherman’s Wharf.

Finally, some privacy. Lynk turned out the
lights and lit a candle in the center of the room. Three breaths
in, three breaths out. Closed eyes. Summoning Home.

The TV turned on by itself. Loud static
blared through the speakers.

“Master?” Lynk asked. “Do we have a clear
channel of communication?”

A few seconds passed, with salt and pepper
shaded lines blipping on the TV screen. Finally, the resolution
cleared.

“What do you want?” Lucifer asked. He wore a
burgundy robe and sat on a gold chair. Beneath him, kneeling on the
floor, five slender beauties caressed his feet. One brunette arched
her back and provided a foot rest for Lucifer.

“Sorry to bother you, Sir—”

“My massage starts in two minutes, so make it
quick, soldier.”

Lynk cleared his throat. “I have my strategy
in place to take down Tempest, the Wind Elemental.”

Lucifer barely looked up from the lovely
women surrounding him. When he did lift his fingers, it was to
stroke their shapely bodies.

“Good. And?”

“You assured me that I would be granted that
extra special power we discussed?”

Lucifer’s icy blue eyes turned a dull gray.
“Right. Because none of you ever has enough talent to do things on
your own without my help.”

Lynk clenched his jaw, enduring his boss’s
cruel words. “I thank you for your abundance, Sir.”

With a dismissively waving hand, Lucifer
said, “Granted. Now, go do your worst and let me get my
massage.”

“Begging your pardon, Master, but I did have
one more question.”

Lucifer groaned. “What?”

“Have you reassigned Bastian and Caleb, from
the Acobi Clan? Or perhaps Braden from the Infernal League? At one
point, you mentioned—”

“What I do with my soldiers is my choice, not
yours.”

Heat flared in Lynk’s cheeks. He hadn’t meant
to offend.

“Of course, I just thought if you had
reserves, we could really make this plan work in California. Send
Braden to Los Angeles and Bastian to San Diego—”

“They’re busy at the moment, but we shall
see.”

“But they’re no longer in Hell?”

Lucifer shot him a cold glare. “Not that it’s
any of your business, but no, they are not.”

“Forgive me,” Lynk said. “Once I’m finished
with that wind-ridden bitch, there will be plenty of opportunities
throughout California for others. Hollywood is ripe for the
taking.”

“Fine, Captain Obvious,” Lucifer spat. “Keep
me informed. I’m out.”

With that, Lucifer clapped his hands and the
TV static arose again, followed by the box shutting off. As if on
cue, the flame of Lynk’s candle blew out.

Mission accomplished. Now all Lynk had to do
was put his talent into practice. Tempest would fall, and fall
hard. He couldn’t wait to see her pathetic face when she’d be
forced to look up at him. From her knees.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

Carlo ran his fingers
across the ornate gold trim on the high backed chair. “You were
right, this castle winery is fantastic. They have different wines
than Sattui, even though they’re under the same ownership?”

“Yes,” Tempest said, grinning. “So you can’t
get any Gamay Rouge here.”

“Remember,” he said in his best flirtatious
voice. “I bought a bottle for each of us.”

“Yes, we can drink it later.”

He glanced around at the black ironwork on
every stone wall. Dragon-shaped lamps, ornate cathedral ceilings,
and great wine? The place was as amazing as Sattui.

“This is what I want for my winery. Something
unique that the people will remember.”

“Carlo,” she said, and then hung on the
word.

“Yeah?”

Her lips twitched before she bit the bottom
one. With the setting sunlight coming through the castle window at
this angle, her hair could be spun gold.

“What’s bothering you?” he asked. “I can tell
something’s on your mind.”

“I know you’re the majority stockholder, but
when you call Life’s a Breeze your winery—”

“I sound like a pompous ass, don’t I?”

Her eyes twinkled. She seemed surprised he
would admittedly be self-deprecating. Stick around sweetie. I
have lots of surprises.

“Not an ass,” she said with reassurance. “I
just want you to think of the place as our winery. I’ve been a big
part of running it for decades now. I want the same improvements
you do—”

“Say no more. Point taken.”

Now those lips curled into a sweet smile.
“Thanks.”

“C’mon. I want to taste the reds.”

“This way.” She led him into the tasting
room, which was reminiscent of an old dungeon.

“Taste the white Pinot Grigio,” he said.
“Incredible.”

Lifting the glass to her lips, she smelled
the wine before taking a slow, small sip. In that instant, Carlo
wondered what it would feel like to be that wine. To be the
moisture meeting her lips right at that second.

“Is something wrong?” Tempest asked.

“Not at all. I’m just thinking about how much
we have to do for the contest, how exciting this plan will be.”
How much I will enjoy working with you.

“Napa is always abuzz with the winning
wines,” she said. “How can I help?”

“You’re already doing it. I can handle things
on the chemistry end with my lab guys. The blend of yeast that goes
into wines is the signature, right? Like what goes into KFC’s
chicken or Coca Cola’s products?”

“Yes.”

“So I’ll talk with my guys about improving
the yeast and you can teach me more about the competition, about
winemaking, about the area.”

“You want to change the yeast?” she asked,
her voice quivering.

Change the subject, downplay that part.

“Maybe, but I need an education in winemaking
and our competition first.”

She sighed. “That’s why I brought you to
Sattui and here.”

“Sattui has a good thing going here,” he
said. “Those Rieslings and Gamay Rouge were my favorites.”

“Most men don’t like the sweet taste.”

He winked at her. “Guess I’m different than
most men.”

“That you are.”

#

Carlo propped his feet up on the footstool in
his apartment and paged through his old chemistry notes. The
solution had to be somewhere. He just couldn’t see it.

Why not? He never had trouble focusing
before. Then again, he’d never experienced wine country like he had
with her. She knew so much about the land, the grapes, and the
history of each winery. No wonder she’d managed to get Life’s a
Breeze up and running this far.

He could take it further. Now, where was that
damn set of notes? Dread filled his stomach. Please don’t let the notes be in that one place...

He flipped through pages, slicing a paper cut
on his thumb in the process. Damn it. How could tiny paper cuts
hurt worse than a big gash?

His notebooks showed nothing. Botox
compounds, skin conditioners, medical jargon. Nothing for the
enhancing or flavoring of food or drink.

Glancing at his cell, he debated whether to
press speed dial number three. If he wanted to get his hands on his
notes, there was only one more place where that information could
be. But her? To deal with the crap she would spew his way?

Oh, screw it. He’d deal with the awkwardness.
With a precise push, he pressed her number.

“Hello?”

“Don’t hang up,” he blurted out.

“Why would I do such a thing?” Susan asked.
“Just because I haven’t heard from you in over five years?”

He gripped the phone tighter. “I wrestled
with calling you today.”

“Sounds like your conscience talking, maybe
telling you that you should’ve taken the business deal I offered
you. If you had, you’d be a millionaire by now.”

“You were the one interested in monetary
status. Not me,” he said. “I wanted to use my knowledge to help
people in need. Not Hollywood.”

Loud laughter roared through the phone.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t you work in a Botox clinic now?
There’s not much difference between us, Carlo.”

“The Botox clinic was supposed to be for
needy patients with nerve problems,” he said, righteous indignation
coursing through his veins. He could hear his pulse thundering
away.

“But you wound up giving it to Bel Air
housewives,” she said.

He sighed. She was right. And he hated it
with every fiber of his being.

“You know I’m right,” she added, just to get
the last word.

“And you wonder why it’s been five years
since I’ve called,” he said, unable to stop himself from chuckling
at the irony.

“Okay. Truce. Why did you call?” she
asked.

“I need to ask you something.”

“Oooh, intrigue.”

He smiled. She always did have a flair for
the dramatic.

“I’m trying to create a compound that will
enhance the flavor of—”

“Of what?”

He thought better of telling her the details.
Knowing her, she’d try to turn his request into another business
deal.

“Of a new beverage,” he said, hoping his
answer was generic enough.

“So why call me?”

“Do you still have those old boxes from
college? One of my notebooks from the old days was in there. It had
recipes for compounds and enhancing herbs. I think it’ll help my
current project.”

“I might,” she said.

“Yeah. That means you do.”

“I don’t suppose I could talk you into
sharing your venture with me, say, for thirty percent profit
share?”

He laughed. “Some things never change, but
no, no thank you.”

“Just asking,” she said, a light tone in her
voice. Maybe she’d moved past all the bad blood they’d had years
ago, too. He hoped so. She’d been a decent mentor until their
partnership went sour.

“I can drive to San Francisco today. Meet you
at The Brazen Head. You know, the place with the green awning.”

“Sure. Noon?”

“See you there.”

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

Carlo drove over the Bay
Bridge on the way to San Francisco. Today, the sun dappling on the
water made the whole area picturesque. He headed southward and to
Cow Hollow, a little area that had its charms. It was close enough
to Fisherman’s Wharf, but far enough so that only the locals knew
about the gems of the neighborhood. The Brazen Head didn’t even
have a sign on the door. The owner had been successful with other
dining ventures and had opened the restaurant and bar just for the
friends, locals, and worth of mouth clientele.

As a result, the place was a nice place to
eat, talk, and enjoy life a little. The kind of atmosphere that
Carlo wanted to put in the winery.

When he opened the door, his eyes had to
adjust from the bright sunlight to the dim inside. From behind the
bar, Kevin’s face lit up. “Well, look who is back in town!”

“Hey, man,” Carlo said. He glanced around the
place. Susan hadn’t arrived yet.

“What brings you back?”

“Meeting with Susan.”

Kevin arched one eyebrow in a classic Are
you kidding? pose.

“Yeah, I know. But she has my notebooks for
something I need,” Carlo said.

“Well, I haven’t seen her in quite some time
either.” Kevin grabbed a cold mug from beneath the bar. “You want a
Dos Equis?”

“Sure. Small one.”

“You got it.”

Carlo sat on one of the stools, waiting for
his former colleague. “Strange that she hasn’t been by much,
either. There was a time when she was in here all the time.”

Kevin shrugged. “You know how it is. Busy and
successful. People find new haunts.”

“Well, I’ll never forget this place,” Carlo
said.

“Speak of the devil,” Kevin said, his eyes
gleaming as the door opened and she walked in.

“You telling Carlo bad things about me?” she
asked. “Don’t forget, I eat bartenders for lunch.”

“What can I get you?” Kevin asked. “Good to
see you too.”

She smiled in jest. “Pinot Grigio.”

Carlo turned his head and had to force
himself to remain silent. The brand Kevin poured was from Life’s a
Breeze winery. Tempest must have contacts up this way too.

“What do you think of the wine?” Carlo asked,
keeping his voice as casual as he could.

“Delicious. It’s one of my favorite
brands.”

He turned away, glanced at the updated wall
of photos behind the bar.

“Carlo?”

“Yeah?”

“Look at me.”

Keep a straight face. He did. “What?”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing, why?”

“All the years I’ve known you, you’ve never
asked me how my drink was. Now you’re back in town and you do. Your
venture of a beverage wouldn’t happen to be wine, would it?”

Shit. How could he have forgotten Susan’s
innate ability to read minds?

“Actually, I’ve bought some stock in a Napa
winery—”

“You did what?”

“Bought a majority stockhold in a Napa
winery. The same one that makes your Pinot Grigio.”

She sat there, completely speechless.

“I don’t think I’ve ever known you to be at a
loss for words,” Carlo said, smiling.

“I don’t know what to say. First you leave my
Hollywood venture, then you get into Botox, now you’re a wine
connoisseur with stock in a winery? What’s going on with you?”

He took a sip of his beer. “I got tired of
the Botox business. Figured Napa would be an alternate retirement
plan.”

Her eyes narrowed as she watched him. “But
you’re not retiring. You want your old notebooks back with chemical
compounds so you can enhance a beverage. Maybe wine?”

“Okay, yes.” He spilled the beans on his
plans, the wine contest, and why he needed his notebooks.

“You sure you don’t want a financial backer?”
she asked. “Some ingredients can get expensive.”

“I’m fine, but thank you.”

She dug into her purse and pulled out two old
Mead journals. “Then here you are, but I wish you’d
reconsider—”

“You know me better than that, Susan.”

With a charming smile, she nodded. “That I
do. So I guess this is where I say good luck?”

“Thanks.”

He put the notebooks on the counter and
thumbed through a few pages. Yes, this was exactly what he was
looking for.

She slipped a business card into his line of
vision. “Call me if you need financial help with the ingredients.
Remember, I always did back your plans.”

“You always back your plans,” Carlo said,
teasing but not. One thing about her, she always had a motive for
everything.

“Too bad you two never dated,” Kevin said as
he set out silverware for both of them.

“Not for lack of trying,” Susan said, using
her best cooing voice.

“Trust me, man,” Carlo said. “It’s called
self-preservation.”

She playfully slapped his arm. “What
gives?”

“Nothing. You and I both know that you have
the ability to eat people alive with your business plans.”

She tilted her head, and for a second he
didn’t know whether she was amused or angry. Then she smiled and
his muscles relaxed. Same old friend he remembered. At least some
things didn’t change. In a way, that was comforting.

After a fabulous lunch portion of steak with
drizzled blue cheese, Carlo gathered his notebooks and flipped some
cash on the table. “Thanks again for meeting me.”

“Remember my offer. I’d love to help. Maybe
see the winery one day.”

“You’re welcome to visit anytime,” he said.
“I’ll even have Tempest give you the grand tour.”

Susan’s face fell only slightly when he
mentioned Tempest’s name. He kept a poker face, not letting on that
he knew. He knew better than to get romantically involved with an
ex-business partner, but the two of them did enjoy sparring on
occasion.

“Maybe one day I’ll show up and surprise
you,” she said, with traces of hope in her voice.

“You do that.” He smiled, shook hands with
Kevin before walking out the door. “I’ll be ready.”


CHAPTER NINE

Tempest tossed and turned
most of Saturday night. The day spent with Carlo had been nicer
than she’d imagined. At the crack of dawn on Sunday, she couldn’t
take it anymore. She needed to walk, to do something to expel this
excess energy.

She sprinted down the rows of vines, now all
bursting with dark purple grapes. Once the light shifted over the
mountain, Tempest picked up the pace and went back inside. Today
was her day off, so no wine tastings. Carlo had gone to San
Francisco for the weekend. Something about trying to get old
recipes, whatever that meant. She could only hope he wouldn’t
damage the winery in his eagerness to do everything so fast.

Regardless, she had some time alone with no
cover job duties. Today would be the ideal time to check around
Napa and ensure Lynk wasn’t up to his typical evil doings.

Two hours later, she drove halfway up through
the Napa Valley. California Winery was one of her favorites and she
wanted to do a tasting. The outdoor building looked like a
lighthouse, and the indoors had a room filled with chairs made
solely out of wine barrels. Stains from the red wine were inked
into the seat and arms, making for a unique dining look that
complemented the setting.

Strangely, the place was almost empty even
though weekend crowds were usually out by this hour. A few
employees and one other person sat across from her. She began to
taste their five-wine collection, when a young teenage girl ran
inside screaming.

“Please? Anyone!”

Adrenaline pumping, Tempest did a quick
once-over of the room. Where was the girl’s family? Other patrons
appeared concerned but didn’t move.

“What’s wrong?” Tempest asked. She clicked
off symptoms. No blood, no defense wounds. Just a freaked out teen.
Strange occurrence for Napa, where no one could drink underage.

“A man tried to grab me, out near the
vines—”

“Breathe,” Tempest said. She turned toward
the staff area, but no one was there. “Excuse me?” she yelled, her
voice sounding shrill even to her own ears. “We need help!”

A female wine rep came out. “Yes?”

“Can you alert your staff that there’s a
strange man approaching teen girls outside?”

The woman quickly made a call to her manager
and put a resolution plan in place. Meanwhile, Tempest got the girl
some ice water.

“You’re fine,” Tempest said in a calming
voice. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“I...I was walking outside to look at the
grapes, when this man appeared out of nowhere. He reached out,
grabbed my throat…I yelled and kicked him in the knee so I could
get away.”

Tempest darted her gaze around the room.
Appearing out of nowhere sounded like Lynk or any of the Ubel
Fallen Angels, but she couldn’t be certain without more info. The
guy could’ve just been a jackass.

“What did he look like?” Tempest asked.

“Dark skin, greenish eyes. Like he was from
the Islands.” The girl trembled as she reached for the water
glass.

“Take your time.” Tempest reached out and
patted her arm. “What else? Any kind of distinguishable feature
like a scar or tattoo?”

“No, not that I remember.”

So the evil man hadn’t been Lynk. It could
just as well be one of his latest zombie slaves. Tempest picked up
the menu and began to fan herself. She couldn’t summon a cool
breeze in front of a human, but she could try and get her skin to
cool down.

Tempest put her arm around the young girl.
“What’s your name?”

“Danielle.”

“Hi, I’m Tempest. I run a winery not too far
away, and we are going to find whoever did this so he doesn’t harm
anyone else.” She handed Danielle a napkin to dry off the
tears.

“Thanks.”

“Is anyone here with you? Your parents?”

“My mom was here, but she got an emergency
call. Said she’d be back in an hour but I can’t wait around here
that long with that creep nearby!”

“I could give you a ride,” Tempest said. “Why
don’t you call your mom and ask?”

“That would be great.” The girl reached for
her cell and her shaky fingers dialed. “Mom? I’m going to get
another ride...no, I can’t wait here, there’s a strange man...the
winery is looking into it...just trust me, damn it!” With that, she
snapped off the phone.

Tempest bit her lip, didn’t want to lecture
the poor kid. Then again, now was not a time to be excluding
family.

“What hotel are you staying at?”

“The Palisades.”

“I know right where it is,” Tempest said.
“C’mon, let me get you safely home.”

Silence filled the car for the fifteen minute
drive. Danielle sniffled and took deep breaths, becoming calmer as
the miles clicked away behind them.

“Are you feeling any better?”

“Yes, thanks. I didn’t know what to
do…nothing like that happens in my hometown.”

Ah, to be young and naïve. “Just be careful.
You were brave to kick him in the knee and then yell for help.”

“I guess.”

Around the next curve, an El Camino blocked
the road.

Standing in front of the car stood an
attractive dark-skinned man with green eyes.

Danielle froze. “Tempest. That’s him. That’s
the man who tried to grab me.”

Tempest slammed the car into reverse, but
other cars were approaching and turning around. Not enough room for
her to back up. Okay, nothing like facing a problem head on.

“Wait here.” She got out of the car, ready
and able to kick the guy’s ass for scaring the young girl.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Road closure. Waiting on a tow.”

Her skin felt hot, the type of intense heat
that flared up and made her skin feel like a sauna. The kind of
reaction she normally had when encountering evil. This guy didn’t
look like Lynk in disguise, but maybe he was one of Lynk’s
slaves.

“I need to get this girl safe. You’ll need to
move,” Tempest said.

“I don’t think so.”

Something in the kid’s tone sounded like
nails on a chalkboard. He was definitely under the influence of
Lynk, no matter what his rank.

“Move!” she said. “Or else.”

The kid tilted his head and studied her. “Or
what?”

“Or I’ll do this.”

She lifted her arms, swept up a vortex of
wind, and blew sand in his face until he was forced to his knees.
Tempest looked upward, seeking creatures of the air.

“Please help,” she whispered.

Seconds later, a flock of Canadian Geese
arrived in a swarm, all of them crapping over the stranger’s car
and onto his shoulders.

“Yuck! What’s your problem, lady?”

“You can’t stop me. You can tell Lynk
that.”

“Tell him yourself. He will rule your kind
one day, you know.”

Tempest stared at the young punk. Obviously
Lynk’s narcissism was contagious and this kid was drinking the
Kool-Aid.

“Leave!” She pressed the wind against him
harder. Each goose formed a circular flight pattern, dove down and
pecked his head with their beaks.

“Fine!” The kid stumbled to open the car
door, now covered in poop, and sped away in a cloud of dust.

She knelt down, took several deep breaths. A
car horn blared behind her. Holy hell! She spun around, collapsed
on the pavement with her legs going every which way. Struggling,
she gasped for air.

Danielle sat in the front seat, she had been
the one to blow the horn. Crap. Tempest had forgotten a human was
there. She shouldn’t have used her powers, but the circumstances
had been dire.

“Just a second,” Tempest choked out. The
words hurt to say. Any movement hurt. Elementals had been created
to suffer exhaustion after any public display of power. It kept
public displays to a minimum and restored the balance of
things.

But it sucked.

Deep breaths. Count. One, Two, Three...

Danielle got out of the car and ran over.
“What happened? How did you do that?”

“Help...me to the car.”

Tempest stood. As she set her weight on one
foot, it buckled. Danielle caught her arm just in time.

“Something is wrong,” Danielle said. “Should
we get you to a hospital?”

“No.”

“But—”

“Just get me to the car.” Tempest hoped her
voice sounded firm, but she couldn’t judge anything at this point.
All she wanted to do was sleep.

“Easy,” Danielle said, helping her put one
foot in front of the other. With a flailing hand, Danielle opened
the driver side door and helped slide Tempest inside.

Tempest gripped the wheel to sturdy herself.
She needed to rest, but how to explain to Danielle what had
happened back there with Lynk’s latest victim?

Once Danielle returned to the passenger seat
and shut her door, Tempest turned on the air conditioning but kept
the car in park.

“What’s happening to you?”

“Just...give me a minute.” Tempest ran her
fingers along the steering wheel. “Open the glove box.”

“Okay.” Danielle looked up expectantly. “What
do you need?”

“Grab that piece of paper. Fan me with
it.”

Danielle’s eyes grew dark, but she obliged.
“Are you suffering heat exhaustion?”

Tempest soaked up the breeze. Let it join her
skin cells so they would rejuvenate. Only a few more minutes
now.

“Thank you.” She returned the paper to the
glove box.

“Are you sure we don’t need to go to a
doctor? Twenty-four hour clinic?” Danielle asked. “I don’t know
what’s wrong with you, but—”

“No doctors,” she whispered. “The fanning
helped. Sometimes, after a lot of exertion, I need to regroup.”

The expression on Danielle’s face shifted.
Her eyes grew brighter. Maybe she was glad she could be of help? Or
was it something else? Tempest’s instincts were too confused, too
exhausted to differentiate.

“As long as you’re okay,” Danielle said,
offering a smile.

“I am. Thanks again. We can get you back to
your hotel.”

Slowly, Danielle pulled the seatbelt back
across her chest. “Now that you’re fine.”

“Right.”

Tempest struggled to breathe and continued to
calm her pounding heartbeat. Things were far from being fine.


CHAPTER TEN

Lynk turned his shower
valve all the way to hot. The intense heat reminded him of Hell,
reminded him of the home he’d once known.

Steam rose from his body, laced with a
peppermint scent. Probably residue from the prostitute ring he’d
reaped earlier in the evening. At least he had a band of women
nearby to cater to his every whim.

The door slammed hard. Who could that be?

“Rance? Are you back from hunting
already?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Give me a minute to get dressed, then give
me a report.”

Lynk let the suds flow over the dark hair on
his chest before rinsing himself off. The hot pulsing water
massaged his chest. Ah, wonderful.

Minutes later, he’d pulled on a pair of black
jeans and a t-shirt and stepped into his living room. Rance sat in
a corner chair, his eyes filled with glee.

“I thought you’d be out longer,” Lynk said.
“Did your hunting spree for souls go well?”

Rance nodded. “Yes, and I have good
news.”

Lynk grabbed an energy drink from the fridge
and sat on the couch. “Do tell.”

“I captured about twenty people for you, and
the last one was a young girl—”

“Oooh, yummy.”

“She ran inside to get help from Tempest.
Then Tempest confronted me, accused me of working with you.”

Lynk’s muscles tightened up. “Did she say
anything else? Try to knock you down with one of her gusts?”

“Yeah, but no biggie.”

The impatience was getting too much to bear.
“So what’s this news you’re so happy about?”

Rance leaned back in his chair and smiled.
“After using her Element, she almost collapsed. They thought I
drove off, but I parked behind a nearby hill and watched them. The
young girl had to practically carry Tempest to the car. It was like
she’d experienced sudden lack of energy after trying to use Wind
against me.”

Lynk stroked his chin, a knowing smile
forming on his lips. “Well, well, well. Little Miss Elemental has a
weakness.”

“One you’ll need to exploit,” Rance said with
a grin.

“Absofuckinglutely.”

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

The next day, Tempest
slept later than usual. By the time she woke up, the sun had
covered the vineyard and the shadows were miniscule. Meaning it was
close to twelve noon. Too late for a walk, and she needed to check
on things in the winery.

Dressed and ready for whatever the day might
bring, she entered the main tasting area. Megan was busy serving
the early-birds. Carlo sat in his office.

“Nice of you to join us,” he said.

Inwardly, she cringed. She hadn’t meant to be
late for work, but she had to ensure Lynk’s latest slaves weren’t
out wreaking havoc again.

“Sorry, I haven’t felt well since last
night.”

Carlo studied her for a long moment, then
shrugged. “Well, since you’re already late, why don’t you head out
to the doctor? I’m reading up on yeast formulas and Megan has
everything else covered.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I can go and come
back—”

“Take the day, Tempest.” He picked up his
pen. “I don’t have a problem with sick time. I want my employees to
be well, feel well, so they can make this winery an ideal place for
the public.”

She smiled at him. “Okay.”

“But do me one favor.”

“Yes?”

“Next time, if you’re able, call in earlier
so we know not to worry about you.”

“Sure,” she said.

He scribbled a number on a piece of paper and
handed it to her. “My cell number. Text me if you’re sick
again.”

“Okay.”

He nodded. “Good. Now get to the doctor.”

She gave him a warm smile and left. Maybe he
wasn’t such a bad boss after all. His comment had been warranted,
sure, but he didn’t give her grief like some bosses would and he
seemed more concerned with her health than anything.

He might be a true rarity—a nice guy.

 



CHAPTER TWELVE

Carlo had a spring in his
step when he walked into the Life’s a Breeze winery the following
morning. Tempest stood at the serving bar stacking wine glasses;
Megan prepped the menu inserts for their newest specials.

“Tell me about your yeast,” he said.

Tempest had a blank stare for a moment.
“That’s one I’ve never heard before. By the way, I meant to ask you
yesterday before I left. How was your San Francisco meeting?”

“I got my notebooks back, yes. Even ran into
an old business partner—”

“Sounds ominous.”

“You have no idea, but she got me the
notebooks.”

“She?”

Did he detect a bit of disappointment in her
voice, or was that wishful thinking?

“Don’t worry, I don’t date my business
partners,” he said.

The gleam in her eyes faded for a second.
That’s when he realized he’d just cast a spell against the two of
them ever becoming more than friends. Damn, why hadn’t he kept his
big mouth shut?

“At least I don’t date those who could bite
my head off with one gulp,” he added, trying to keep the
conversation light. “So, tell me about your yeast.”

Again, a blank stare from Tempest.

“I presume you’re talking about for the wines
we create?” she said. Finally.

“Yes. What’s in it? I have some ideas about
how we can modify it to elicit more flavor in our wine.”

Megan and Tempest exchanged glances.

“What?” Carlo asked.

“That’s been a winery secret since the
beginning,” Tempest said. “I know you’re the newest business
partner, but—”

“Yes, I am. And the majority owner.”

She cleared her throat but said nothing.

“Therefore,” he continued, “I am eligible to
know the contents of what makes this winery tick.”

“Can’t you just tell me what modifications
you need made?” Tempest asked.

“No, I told you, my former lab guys are the
best. Besides, it’s not like I’m going to spill trade secrets. Is
that what you think?”

“Of course not,” she said, avoiding eye
contact. The truth hit him like a ton of bricks.

“You don’t trust me?” He shook his head.
“Wow. Talk about lack of respect for the boss.”

“Business partner,” Tempest said. “Look,
you’re new to the wine business. I enjoyed showing you around so
you could check out the competition, but—”

“But nothing.” He stood up and stormed away.
When he reached the door to the stairs, he spun around. “I want the
ingredients and info on that yeast on my desk within the hour.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tempest stood dumbfounded,
two wine glasses in her hand as if she were a frozen statue for
Bacchus. What was all that crap from Carlo about? He buys into a
majority stock share of her winery and then expects to know
everything?

Not going to happen.

“Did you hear that?” she asked.

Megan began to wipe down the counters. “I
know. He is the boss, though—”

“On paper. He’s a nice guy, but he doesn’t
know anything about running a winery. Why should we disclose our
secret yeast formula that’s been the foundation of our
success?”

“What are you going to do?” Megan asked.

Send a windstorm to carry him away? No, not
the best option.

“Talk to him, I guess.” She set down the wine
glasses and went down the hall to Carlo’s office.

Knocking on the door, she said, “Hello?”

He sat behind the desk, seeming calm as ever.
“Come in.”

She stepped inside the doorway. “Listen,
about what you said—”

“You fancy yourself the owner of this place,
don’t you?” His warm brown eyes narrowed at her, waited for her
answer.

How could she let him, a human, throw her so
far off her game?

“Not the owner, obviously, but I’ve been
running things since your predecessor was a silent partner…”

“And I’m not silent.”

She shifted her weight from her left foot to
her right. Something about his demeanor let her know that she
shouldn’t sit down and make herself comfortable, unless
invited.

“The formula for the yeast has been secret
for decades,” she began. “We’ve always had a very limited pool of
people who knew the recipe. Even Don didn’t.”

“I told you before. I’m not Don.” He leaned
forward, his hands clasped in front of him on the desk. “Sit down,
if you wish.”

She inched toward one of the chairs and sat
down.

“I’m a chemist,” he said. “That means I have
experience putting mixtures and compounds together to achieve
various results that I want. When I came to this winery, you said
you wanted to win the wine contest. Right?”

“Yes. I thought such an award, even if we
place second or third, would bring the winery a lot of
business.”

“I can, provided I know the details of the
existing yeast, use my special team of people I trust to create a
new compound. Something we can add to the yeast to make it stand
out, be better than any other winery in Napa.”

She nodded, unsure what else to say. He was
the owner. She didn’t have the right to deny his request. But what
about her duties? This had been her cover job for decades. She
needed to manage things, keep the winery functioning like an
efficient machine. All while keeping humanity safe.

“Modifying our yeast recipe will have a
substantial effect,” she said. “We’ve used the same perfected
strain for at least sixty years.”

He sighed and wiped his eyes. “How about a
truce? You keep a baseline sample of your yeast in case anything
goes wrong. Then for the Sauvignon Blanc grapes, which I’d like to
use to make our contest entry wine, let’s use the new formula my
guys create. Besides, the new yeast won’t work for any of the reds
right now. They need longer to age.”

Tempest thought a moment. His idea wasn’t a
bad one. Besides, she’d want to try the new yeast strain on some
wines before changing everything over.

“If we let your team use your new formula,
the only person who will know the yeast recipe is you. No one on
your team learns the other ingredients. They can do all their
scientific stuff, but they don’t get the entire recipe.
Agreed?”

He nodded. “Yes, absolutely.”

“Then where do we begin?”

He flashed his warm smile at her once more.
“Tell me about your yeast.”

“Well…”

She fidgeted in her chair, knowing she
couldn’t avoid his demands for much longer. She would need to tell
him the secret to the winery she’d been running for years.

Only one question remained: Could she trust
this human to keep her secrets?


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Back in her office,
Tempest clutched her arms across her chest. She might as well be
naked, for Carlo now knew all the winery secrets. Knew the ins and
outs of what made the yeast. He seemed to know her more too, which
sent a twinge of regret through her. Now that he was in-the-know,
he could get rid of her if he wanted.

Part of her wanted to go to Universe, ask for
another cover job. It would be easier than dealing with this
attraction to Carlo, yet having to keep him at a distance. Was this
strange, exposed feeling what it must have been like for her
co-Elementals to tell the humans they were with about their
supernatural powers?

Tempest never told anyone about her powers,
not even the girl she’d saved the other night. Keeping her powers
hidden had been the steadfast rule. She obeyed the rules; they
existed for a reason. Only her colleagues broke them. Not her.

Her phone rang and she put it on speaker.
“Hello?”

“You okay?” Carlo’s voice said.

“Fine. Why?”

“You look nervous.”

Adrenaline surged through her body. She spun
around, looking in all directions. He was watching her? Her office
only had one glass pane, but apparently he could see her.

“I...um...I mean...”

Where was he? She looked everywhere, even
toward his office, but couldn’t see him watching her.

“Do you have those papers to register for the
wine competition?” he asked.

Good thing he changed the subject to
something of work. “Yes.”

“Can you drop them by my desk before you go
to lunch?”

She glanced at the clock. It was almost noon
and she hadn’t even noticed. How did a human make her lose all
track of time?

“Sure, I’ll bring them by now.”

“Thanks,” he said before hanging up.

She gathered the files and walked out of her
office. Carlo’s desk was situated down the hall. How could he have
seen her, seen whatever her expression had been?

“Knock knock,” she said in his doorway. He
sat behind his desk surrounded by papers.

“Hey, thanks.”

“Question for you,” she began.

He didn’t look up, just scanned the papers
she handed over. “You want to know how I knew you looked
nervous.”

How did he do that? No other human knew how
to read her. This was unnerving, to say the least.

“Yes,” she managed in her most professional
voice.

He took off his glasses and looked up at her.
“Simple.”

“You can’t see my office from your chair, and
I think you’ve been here all along, so I don’t understand how—”

“I didn’t have to see you. You’re always
flitting about and acting nervous, but the part that gave you away?
Your voice.”

“But—” She swallowed part of the large lump
in the back of her throat. This human was criticizing her? Reading
her?

“I don’t see how that’s appropriate,” she
said. At least some words came out. She felt like she could barely
speak at all.

“Not my intent to offend you.” His warm smile
soothed some of her nervousness. “We have a lot of work to do, but
we’re in the business of helping people relax, enjoy the finer
things. That starts with our staff.”

“I...I mean, I guess I’ll try more...”

“You’re doing a great job, Tempest.”

Now he was complimenting her? Why did his
opinions vary with every breath?

“Thank you.” She needed to get out of there.
Get a break. “Didn’t you say you needed those financial papers from
our bank vault? I’d be happy to go pick them up.”

With an arched eyebrow, Carlo met her gaze.
“You’re okay driving to San Francisco in rush hour?”

“I’m okay. I need to run a few errands
anyway.”

“Okay.” He handed her a key. “Get the two
main folder files labeled legal. Call me if you have any
trouble.”

“Sure.”

She bolted out of there as quickly as she
could.

#

Behind a long line of car brake lights,
Tempest inched along toward San Francisco. At least she wasn’t back
in the office. Where Carlo might guess her mood with terrifying
accuracy.

She glanced at her watch. Nine thirty. Her
stomach began to growl. She should’ve grabbed something before
leaving Napa. Traffic had always been congested, but today seemed
worse. Had there been a horrible accident or some lane
closures?

Nausea punched her in the gut. A strong,
almost kicking feeling of dread. The kind of dread she sensed when
Lynk or the Ubel Fallen Angels were near. No. They couldn’t be.
They didn’t waste their time on traffic incidents.

She turned on the radio, shifted to the
traffic talk station. A calm, radio-style voice spoke. “If you’re
on the roads this morning, you’re going to be stuck for quite some
time. Authorities believe a young man in his twenties,
five-foot-eleven, dark skin, green eyes and wearing a Rolling
Stones t-shirt is standing on the bridge, threatening to jump.
Police have surrounded the area. If anyone knows this young man,
please come forward. Police say his name is Rance.”

Rance? Lynk’s main guy? If Rance had the same
powers as Lynk, he could have disguised himself to look like a
Bible salesman for all she knew. Meaning this entire setup could be
a trap. Oh no. What if Rance’s intent was to reap all police and
fire rescuers who came out to stop him from jumping?

She had to stop it. Without blinking, she
unhooked her seatbelt and practically leapt from the car. People in
stopped cars gawked at her. Others raised their arms, questioning
her actions.

By the time she reached the bridge, the kid
was on the very edge.

“Keep calm!” a police officer said. “This
doesn’t have to end badly.”

“Excuse me, Officer,” Tempest said,
deliberately using her calm breezy voice. Her Element came in handy
when needing to talk people off ledges and bridges. “I think I can
help you. His name is Rance, correct?”

“Yes.” The cop gave her the once-over glance.
“You a shrink?”

“No, but I’ve worked with troubled youth
before.” It was over a century ago, but experience still counts
on the resume, right?

“Our hostage negotiator is stuck in this
mess. He’s at least four miles away, and this kid won’t talk to
anyone on the phone.”

“No phone!” the kid screamed. This human
shell had lighter skin, fair hair, and blue eyes. The generally
attractive and empathetic combo. Lynk knew how to manipulate
society for certain.

“If I come up there,” she said, “will you
talk with me?”

In her peripheral vision, she noticed the cop
clear his throat and tighten his jaw. “Miss, I don’t know that
that’s a good idea.”

“Let her come up,” the kid said.

Tempest smiled. “I’m on my way.”

“Listen, Miss,” the cop said, then lowered
his voice. “Just be careful. Talking to someone about to jump is
all about what not to say, as much as it is about what to say.”

“I’m aware, Officer.”

“Best of luck. We’ve got this area covered if
anything happens.”

“Let her up!” the kid yelled again. “Or I’ll
jump!”

“I better go,” Tempest said. She sprinted to
where the bridge began, bypassed the cops who barricaded it from
traffic, and walked to the middle where Rance stood.

Now time for a Come-to-Jesus meeting. Though
she gave the kid credit for such an evil plan. Reap the brave
firefighters and cops by bringing the victims out to stop a fake
suicide threat.

She would protect these public servants from
the Ubel clan.

“Rance,” she said. “I’m Tempest, but I guess
you know that.”

Confusion flickered in his gaze. “No, not
until just now.”

She narrowed her eyes. This kid was clever,
just like Lynk.

“I think you Ubel boys have outdone
yourselves,” Tempest said. “Time to stop wreaking havoc and come
down with me.”

“Lady, I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

She walked closer, without hesitation.

“Stop!” he cried. “Don’t come any
closer.”

“Or what? You’ll trap these innocents and
make me appear the fool? C’mon Rance, give it up. You couldn’t even
use another name like Mark or Jack? No, you used Rance. So stop the
charade. Tell me where Lynk is.”

“Who?”

“You know, kid, I’m getting tired of your
cluelessness. I’m an Elemental. I can feel these things, sense
these things. I know you’re part of Lynk’s games. Stop playing
drama queen and holding up traffic. Come with me.”

Rance’s mouth twitched.

“Now! I’m so done with your kind,” Tempest
said. She reached for the kid’s arm.

He recoiled from her touch. Stuffed his hand
into his pocket and pulled out a gun.

The crowd below began to whisper. She gasped
for breath. “What are you doing—?”

“Stop. Don’t come any closer.”

“Rance, I know being reaped and enslaved must
be…confusing. Let me help you. Come with me. Lynk can’t win at
these games. You know that.”

For a brief moment, he hesitated. His mind
seemed to be listening to reason.

BANG!

She jumped, checking her body for injury. No
wounds. The loud pop caused an awful ringing in her ears.
Adrenaline surged into the back of her mouth, tasting like copper.
Oh no. The air, the Wind, smelled coppery—and filled with blood.
Rance had shot himself right in front of her. The light gray gun—a
Judge 45 by the looks of it—now lay by Rance’s side.

She stared at his frail body, the dark blood
seeping from his scalp. Even in their human shells, Fallen Angels
didn’t bleed the same color as humans. Yet this kid had to be on
Lynk’s team, right? He even had the same name.

No. She had not just witnessed an innocent
person shoot themselves. If that were true, she would be a complete
failure at her job.

The air went quiet, save for the residual
gunpowder floating in the air. It seemed to fill the air, fill her
insides, as if every time she called on her Wind Element from then
on, it would be corroded with gunshot residue.

How could he—?

“What the hell happened?” the cop from below
bellowed. “I thought you had experience with these kinds of
cases.”

“I...” she choked back the bile rising in her
throat--“I do, but he grabbed the gun. No one said he was
armed.”

The cop shook his head. “I don’t see how this
could have been more fucked up.”

“I...he didn’t say he had a gun...you didn’t
say he had a gun...”

“We didn’t know, but aren’t you supposed to
use real soft language? Get his mind off of violence and hurting
himself?”

Tempest’s chest went tight. She choked for
breath, began to hyperventilate. Need air. Need wind. Only
gunpowder filled her nostrils.

A giant lump formed in the pit of her
stomach. That’s when the thought hit her. Had this just been an
innocent kid, someone who had the exact same name? A rare name, in
fact, but one identical to one of the Ubel Fallen Angels?

What were the odds? This couldn’t be
coincidence.

No. Lynk had to be behind this. She did not
just cause someone innocent to die.

Did she?

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

After an agonizing two
hours spent answering police questions, assuring them she had done
everything she could, they released her. Told her not to leave
town, they might need to question her later.

Wonderful. She’d done her job, tried to
protect people from Lynk. Now she might be named in a wrongful
death lawsuit if the kid’s parents decided to file.

Even worse, she couldn’t rid herself of the
guilt. How could she have been so blind? What had Lynk done? She
remained convinced that he had orchestrated the entire thing.
Meaning he would answer for her actions.

She decided not to return to the winery. Best
to call Carlo and tell him, though. She pressed the speed dial for
the winery.

“Hello?” Megan answered.

“It’s me,” Tempest said.

“Where are you? You should’ve been back hours
ago. Carlo is pissed.”

Tempest let out an audible sigh. “I got stuck
in an interstate shutdown.”

“The kid who was trying to jump off the
bridge?”

“Uh, yeah. How’d you know?”

“It’s all over the news,” Megan said.

“Well, I tried to save the kid.”

“You’re the woman the cops questioned?” Megan
said, her words loud and surprised. “They said they’d interviewed
several bystanders. I didn’t know it was you.”

“Just tell Carlo that I can’t return to the
winery today. Have him call me if he has any questions, otherwise
I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

There was a moment of silence, followed by
an, “Okay. Your funeral.”

“Let him be angry. I have to deal with this
right now,” Tempest said.

She would deal with Carlo later. He couldn’t
just enter her life and change things around. The best part about
the winery for her cover job was the option to make her own hours
so she could protect humanity the rest of the time.

Everything had changed when Carlo took over.
When he bought majority stock from the silent partner and decided
not to be silent.

“I’ll do my best to cover for you,” Megan
said.

“Thanks.” Tempest snapped her phone shut. No
matter what, there would be hell to pay.

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Carlo stared at his desk
and tried to make sense of all the incoming accounts payable. Damn
it, where was Tempest? She was the one who made sense out of all
these things so he could concentrate on the yeast formula.

He stood up, walked to his office door and
opened it. “Megan?”

A startled Megan turned around from her desk
area. “Yes?”

“Have you heard anything from Tempest? She
should’ve been back hours ago.”

Megan’s mouth twitched. “Um...”

“Where is she?”

“She just called in and said she got stuck in
that interstate shutdown.”

“So how much longer?”

“Um, she’s not coming in until tomorrow.”

Irritation spread through his veins, making
his skin hot. “What? She can’t get out of there? I thought they
cleared the roadway.”

“They’ve begun to, but she…”

“What?”

Megan appeared flustered, like she was
searching for the ideal lie. Not good. Maybe he could let her off
the hook and fuel his frustration at Tempest, who was the one doing
the disappearing act anyway.

“Is she reachable by phone?”

Megan’s facial features relaxed. “Yes. She
said you could call her, otherwise she’ll be here early in the
morning.”

“Thanks. I’ll call her now.”

He paced back to his office and shut the
door. A bit too loudly, he admitted. He needed to keep his cool,
but why the heck was Tempest just taking off for the rest of the
day without asking him? After she’d just taken an entire day off to
be sick recently? He wanted to be a nice boss, a decent guy, but
did that mean he had to be a doormat? Is that how Tempest saw
him?

He had to put an end to that assumption.

Dialing her number, he sat down and took a
deep breath. Time to act like an owner.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Tempest, it’s Carlo.”

Pause. “Hi.”

“Megan tells me you got caught in that
interstate mess, but I hear it’s clearing up.”

“Yes.”

He decided to take a chance, let Tempest
explain things from her perspective.

“So you’re on your way back now?” he asked,
as calmly as he could.

“Um, no. I’m sorry Carlo, I have to take care
of some things.”

He sat still a moment, letting her words sink
in. Had he imagined it, or had her voice cracked when she’d
answered him?

“Are you okay? I mean, I don’t
understand…”

“I can’t come back there today, Carlo,” she
said. “I need a few hours of personal time to take care of
something. I’m sorry, but I’ll be in first thing in the morning to
catch up.”

She was hiding something from him. It was
obvious.

“I’m fine if you need a few hours for
personal business, but you understand that we are in a
time-sensitive situation to get the yeast updated for the wine
competition.”

“Yes. I promise I’ll come in at daybreak and
start work. I just can’t come in right now.”

He lowered his voice. “We should talk about
your absences, Tempest. I’m not trying to be the jackass boss here,
but you’re not giving me much choice.”

“I know it looks like that,” Tempest
said.

“It doesn’t look, it simply is,” he said.
“Tell you what. Take the day. Meet me back here at the winery at
five. We’ll have a glass of wine and discuss the things we need to
do.”

“I…I don’t know if I’ll be back. The San
Francisco traffic…”

“It’s not a request, Tempest. See you at
five.”

Then he hung up and stared at the phone for a
long moment. Now what?

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Tempest drove southward
toward San Francisco. She could get lost there, and lost was
exactly where she wanted to be.

The young man’s face flashed across her mind
once more. Before getting smeared in blood from the bullet.
Granted, it had been his choice—Universe and Lucifer allowed free
will in their chess game called Earth—but one thought pushed at the
very fiber of her being.

What if she could have prevented it? Somehow,
someway. A gentle word, instead of accusation. If she couldn’t
prevent someone from killing themselves, how was she supposed to
continue her missions to protect all innocents from the Fallen
Angels? What possible good could she do?

Tears formed in her eyes. She bent the visor
down and kept going. Past Berkley, past all the bridges over water.
To the lovely city of San Fran.

She parked near the Wharf and started to walk
through a nearby park. An older man, thin, led a Tai Chi class on
the soft green grass. His fluid movements had a mesmerizing
quality. He seemed to be filled with peace. Something she lacked at
the moment.

From behind a large tree, a man stepped out.
“Hello, Tempest.”

Adrenaline shot through her, and she could
feel the metallic taste on her tongue. No. Not now.

“Aren’t you going to follow through with the
social pleasantry of saying hello back to me?”

She turned, knowing full well it was Lynk
before her eyes confirmed it. With the smug tone, it had to be
Lynk. This time, he actually looked like himself.

“What do you want?” she asked, clenching her
fists.

His dark blue eyes held his intense stare.
“To make sure you are all right.”

What? Tempest dug her nails into her palm,
making sure her visual cues weren’t seen by Lynk. The last thing
she wanted was to give him the satisfaction of seeing her panic.
Most days she could deal with him, but now, after the kid shot
himself, she was off her game.

“Why do you care?”

Lynk’s brows furrowed. “Because we are in
this together. I know you’re upset over that human who shot
himself—”

“I am,” she admitted. “But you and I aren’t
together. Not in any way, shape, or form.”

A cunning smile spread across Lynk’s face.
“One day, you’ll see my point.”

A loud noise came from her left side. She
darted her gaze to the area, only to see some young children
playing.

“So happy, aren’t they?” Lynk said.

Her neck tensed. “Don’t you dare go after
them. There are rules, damn it—”

“Don’t you get it?” he cooed. “Rules are
meant to be broken.”

“No, they aren’t. Leave them alone.”

Something inside her sent out pleading vibes.
She wasn’t up to fighting him. Not when she’d lost all confidence
in her abilities. If he made a move for those children, or anyone
innocent, she knew she’d have to step in. Even if the mood wasn’t
there.

Lynk let out an audible sigh. “Lucifer won’t
let me leave you be, Tempest, but I will do you a favor.”

“Why would you do anything for me?”

He stepped closer, his beautiful yet evil
face only inches from hers. “Call it a gift. Quid Pro Quo.”

“I don’t want anything from you.”

She turned to walk away. Five paces later, he
called out, “The man who committed suicide was going to find a way
to kill himself, one way or another.”

She spun around. “I was making contact with
him. If only he’d listened—”

“No, Tempest. That poor soul has been within
my grasp for years, leading up to the culmination of him taking his
own life.”

Inhaling a deep breath, she hated to admit it
but Lynk’s words provided a teeny ounce of comfort.

“Why do you say his soul had been yours? That
I couldn’t have saved him?”

Lynk smiled. “Because I knew his heart. He’s
always waffled on suicide, and today he actually listened.”

Tempest ran through the details in her head.
“If he was innocent, there are rules—”

“I told you, rules don’t apply anymore. You
and your Elemental colleagues rely on all these rules. Lucifer no
longer cares. He will use any means necessary to gain souls.” Lynk
smiled at her, with a flash of understanding in his eyes. “In case
you haven’t noticed, we’re in the midst of a final war between good
and evil.”

She stared at him for a long moment. Nothing
he said made sense. The rules had been in place for generations;
that is what has kept the balance all this time. Now, not only was
he saying rules were out the window, but that there was a new
war?

“I could have stopped him,” Tempest said,
with as much assurance in her voice as she could muster.

“No, you couldn’t. If you want something to
tell Universe, or yourself, for your failure, then tell them the
truth. The man wasn’t innocent. He proved that with his final act
of suicide.”

Without realizing it, Tempest noticed that
her hands had unclenched. Could what he said be true, that she
couldn’t have made the suicide outcome different?

“That’s my favor to you, Tempest. You
couldn’t have made one iota of difference. That soul belongs to
Lucifer. The man had committed a few of the Seven Deadly Sins in
his life, but taking his own life, well, even the Catholics abhor
that one.”

“And you want a favor in return,” Tempest
said. “What? When?”

Lynk’s eyes twinkled. “You’ll see. In
time.”

She opened her mouth to respond, but he
disappeared as quickly as he’d come.

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tempest walked up Lombard
Street in San Francisco until her shins ached. She loved the
jig-jog pattern of the street, how it curved through the city like
a serpentine river. At the top of the hill, she had the perfect
view of the sunlight hitting the Bay with the mountains in the
distance.

The streetcar slammed on its wooden brakes,
making a shrill sound echo in the air that hurt her ears. Sometimes
the streetcar’s brakes actually smoked from the friction of
stopping. Wood on wood, going downhill.

After a brief visit to
Ghirardelli, words rattled inside her mind like magnets being
attracted to four different walls. Bouncing back and forth,
analyzing the meaning, trying to figure out what to do next.

An hour later, she managed to avoid being
seen by Carlo and entered the loft apartment around the block from
the winery. She set down her keys and let out an audible sigh.

“Hello, Tempest.”

Her arms flew out instinctively, ready to
defend herself. People had been sneaking up on her way too often.
However, it was only Mercury, the messenger amongst Elementals.

“You scared me to death,” she said. “What are
you doing here?”

He stood tall despite his foot-four-eleven
frame. Today, he sported bright green pants with a
greenish-yellowish plaid shirt. The Leprechaun golf pro.

“A little birdie told me you screwed up.” He
began to fidget with the décor on her countertop. “Got any
peanuts?”

She opened a bottom cabinet and pulled out a
container of slow-roasted peanuts. “Enjoy.”

“I love you women Elementals. Phoenix and
Terran never keep snacks on hand.”

“Yeah, well, I guess you’d call us more
organized.”

“Yet more trouble.” He cast a long glance her
way.

She ignored his comment and asked a burning
question instead.

“What’s this latest giant war that Lynk spoke
about?”

Mercury popped the plastic lid open and
tossed a few peanuts up in the air, into his mouth. “We need to
talk about that.”

“We do. Because Lynk now expects a favor from
me.” She walked over to the fridge, poured herself a glass of Pinot
Grigio. “Want some?”

“Not with peanuts,” Mercury said. “I don’t
suppose you have any lemonade or tea?”

She wriggled her nose. “Lemonade and peanuts?
Yuck. I work in a winery, remember?”

“Water, I guess.” He frowned.

She made a mental note to buy lemonade mix.
“So, talk to me. What’s going on?”

Mercury let out an audible sigh. His breath
smelled like peanut butter.

“I only hear rumors—”

“But you’re correct ninety-nine percent of
the time. So what’s the rumor?”

“The Ubel Fallen Angel clan has negotiated
more power with Lucifer than ever before.”

“Lynk hinted as much. What do we know?”

“Lynk can change his appearance into anything
and anyone just by touching it with two fingers.”

“How did he ever get the power to take over
someone who is innocent?”

“He doesn’t have that much power.”

“Then how—?”

“He can borrow, for lack of a better word,
someone’s appearance for a period of one hour. In a sense, he can
clone the person and use their outer appearance. The regular human
goes on and lives their life, but the clone...well, that’s all
Lynk.”

Tempest sat down and rubbed her temples. What
a freaking day.

“Are you okay?” Mercury asked.

Tempest shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know.
Everything is different. Why are things changing now, and how am I
supposed to stop Lynk and the Ubel Clan if they don’t abide by the
rules?”

Mercury made a concerted effort to grab as
many peanuts as his tiny hands could grasp. He looked like a
squirrel packing away food for the winter.

“I agree,” he said. “Following the rules of
the past isn’t going to work anymore.”

Tempest took a large sip of her wine. “So
what do I do? The rules are what keep things functioning, Merc.
Without them, it’s a free for all.”

Merc nodded. “True, but Universe has
become...shall we say...adaptable to the situation.”

“Adaptable...” The word hung in the air. “You
mean, how Brooke, Phoenix, and Terran all managed to hook up with
humans and have a happily ever after?”

“Partially. Obviously Universe adapted to
those situations because the pairing with humans brought about a
greater result, a better outlook for our side. But the latest
circumstances, what Lynk is referring to—”

“Is different,” she said.

“Yes.”

Tempest took a deep breath, then fanned the
back of her neck. Air and Wind would make her feel better, would
help calm the stirring unknown inside of her. Elementals had
operated a specific way for centuries because that is how things
worked. Now Universe and Lucifer were throwing in the towel and
changing all the rules? Just when she’d gotten used to them?

“What do we do, Mercury?” she asked. “How am
I supposed to fight if everything has changed?”

“Being an Elemental, with your powers and
strength, may not win this battle over evil anymore.”

“What?” It was unlike Mercury to be so glum.
He was Mr. Positive in all situations, almost to a fault.

His pensive stare seemed to bore a hole
through her. “We need an edge. Being a Wind Elemental, even getting
the four of you together in the States—Brooke, Phoenix, Terran and
you—might not be enough. Then there’s the fact that your colleagues
are knee deep into their own missions.”

Tempest let the words wash over her and stick
to her like molasses. “Then what do we do? There has to be a way to
keep fighting for the innocent, Mercury. I won’t settle for
anything less.”

“I’m glad you said that.”

“Because?”

Damn it, Mercury was being too evasive and
talking too slow. Maybe she should’ve given him a high energy drink
instead of water.

“Universe thinks there might be one
solution.” Mercury took a sip of his water and grinned. “It’s kind
of ironic, really.”

“And it is?” Getting info out of him was like
pulling teeth.

Mercury set down his glass, walked over to
her front door and opened it. “Time to come in.”

Who was he talking to? Tempest stood up
taller, ready to face whatever might be behind the hidden
doorway.

“Thanks,” a female voice said. A young
voice.

Mercury brought her in and shut the door.
“Tempest, you remember Ella. Right?”

“Of course,” Tempest said.

Ella was the half-breed, the daughter of
Water Elemental Brooke and her New Orleans cop husband, Alex. Ella
had the option to decide to become an Elemental or remain fully
human on her sixteenth birthday, and she’d chosen the life of an
Elemental. As far as Tempest knew, the girl had been in training
ever since.

“Nice to see you again,” Ella said. She still
looked just like her mother, but the youthful rebelliousness so
prevalent on her face years ago had long vanished. Her cheeks has
grown more angular, her eyes brighter. She was growing up.

“You too,” Tempest said.

“Anyway,” Merc said. “We’ve discovered that
Ella being half Elemental, half human has powers we never imagined.
The mixture of both allows her to perceive evil in new ways. We
want her to work with you. We believe that she can boost your
powers when she is with you, and she might be able to detect when
Lynk clones himself.”

Tempest swallowed hard. She liked Ella, and
working with her might be fun. But…

“Ella, will you do me a favor?” Tempest
asked. “Go to the back room and there are some cabinets with more
peanuts in them. Can you grab another container for Merc?”

“Sure.” Ella took off down the hall and out
of earshot.

“I’m fine with your proposal,” Tempest
whispered. “Only one thing worries me. Ella was blinded by
Dominick’s evil in New Orleans. What makes you so sure she’ll be
able to detect Lynk?”

Merc nodded. “I understand your hesitancy,
but remember Ella’s fascination with Dominick was before she chose
life as an Elemental. Since then, and during her training, she has
proven an excellent source of spotting evil.”

Tempest shrugged. “Fair enough. It’s not like
Dominick’s coming back.”

“Let’s hope not!” Ella joked as she entered
the room. “He and Soren are banished to Antarctica until the end of
time.”

“A fabulous day for our side,” Mercury said.
“So, you two let me know if you have any questions. With both of
you on the mission, we can hopefully track Lynk and his
disguises.”

“Will do,” Tempest said. Besides, it would be
nice to be with Ella again. Her mother Brooke had been the only
other female Elemental on their team, and they’d always had a
closer bond. So working with her half-breed daughter would be
beneficial. Not to mention would help fight off Lynk and his
army.

“By the way,” Mercury said, “how’s the winery
cover job going?”

Tempest could feel her cheeks get warm
thinking of how handsome Carlo was and how she felt when she was
near him. Best not to tell Merc those things, though.

“Going well, thanks. We’re looking into
entering some wine contests.”

Merc cocked an eyebrow, but didn’t
interrogate any further. “Well, see you ladies soon.”

Ella handed him the extra container of
peanuts. Merc hugged them both and then left.

“So,” Ella said. “What do we do first?”

Tempest groaned. “First I need to meet Carlo
at five to be lectured.”

“He’s the wine guy?”

“Yep. Why don’t you unpack, make yourself at
home? I’ll be back in less than an hour.”

Ella smiled as she glanced around the place
with art deco covering the walls. “Sure, thanks.”

With a deep breath, Tempest left the loft and
walked around the corner to the winery. Carlo waited for her on the
patio, just like he said.

“Join me,” he said. He poured them each a
glass of red.

Was this to be her last supper? She wasn’t
sure, but Carlo hadn’t yelled at her yet. Maybe this brief meeting
would go better than expected.

She sat down as he raised his glass to toast
hers.

“To the future of the winery,” he said.

“To the winery.” She took a deliberate sip
and tried to savor the flavor on her tongue.

Carlo set down his glass and leaned back in
his chair. “Tempest, I think we need to discuss work expectations
and some guidelines I want to put into play.”

Here we go. Lecture time.

“Guidelines?” she asked.

“I understand that you were shaken up after
what the news reported this morning, that kid who shot
himself.”

She cleared her throat. “Yes, I was. He did
it right in front of me.”

Empathy reflected from Carlo’s eyes as he
studied her. “That must have been traumatic.”

“Yes.”

His gaze didn’t waver, but he kept quiet. The
silence was enough to make her jump out of her skin.

“Listen, I know I screwed up by not coming
back into work today, and I’m sorry—”

“I understand. My only intent is to see it
doesn’t happen again.”

“It won’t. You can count on me to help with
this wine competition, with running things.”

Something inside her cramped once she said
those two words. She meant them with every bit of her heart, but
how could she know if she would need more emergency time off?
Lynk’s cunning plots had her second guessing herself and slowing
down in her Elemental duties.

“Glad I can count on you,” he said, raising
his glass to her. “To our winery.”

“To our winery.” She raised the glass to her
lips and sipped, unsure what the future held.

 





CHAPTER NINETEEN

The following morning
before work, Carlo stopped at the local Napa bakery for some
coffee. He was scheduled to meet Kevin, his lawyer, and Miles and
Simeon, the two chemists, here for breakfast and discussion.

After getting his favorite dark roast, Carlo
went over to the corner table where Kevin sat drinking hot tea. How
people didn’t do coffee in the morning was beyond Carlo’s
understanding.

“Morning,” Carlo said. He extended a hand and
shook Kevin’s before sitting down.

“To you too,” Kevin said. “How are things at
the winery?”

Carlo took a sip of hot coffee. “Going well.
Getting settled in and making plans.”

“You don’t miss the old life, with tons of
Hollywood women throwing money at you to make them look
younger?”

“Not at all.” Carlo poured an extra shot of
sugar into his coffee. “I will admit there are some personnel
issues I hadn’t considered.”

Kevin grinned. “Trouble in paradise?”

Trouble? Not exactly, though Carlo had no
idea how to begin to describe Tempest. Best to keep things
light.

“Not really. One of my employees got stuck in
that traffic jam suicide jumper mess yesterday.”

“I heard about that. Well, now that you’re
the boss, you get to make the rules.”

Carlo glanced up when the door opened and two
men walked in. He waved and they jutted out their chins in greeting
before getting in line for coffee.

Moments later, the two men, both with buzz
cuts and almost looking like twins, joined the table.

“Should we get started?” Kevin asked. Ever
the efficient lawyer.

Carlo nodded. “I need the tax info to set up
Miles and Simeon to become my contract employees, for the task of
repurposing the Life’s a Breeze Winery’s yeast. I’m not sure of the
length of the assignment, so there will be a flat fee involved of
one thousand dollars each.”

At this point, both men’s faces perked
up.

“Presuming that is reasonable,” Carlo said
with a grin, “then I will also need a confidentiality
agreement.”

“Standard clauses?” Kevin asked.

“Stricter,” Carlo said. He glanced at the two
men. “You’re my best guys, you both have an incredible amount of
talent. That’s why I’m paying such a premium for your services. I
must insist you both keep this project completely confidential.
Neither one of you will have access to the entire recipe, but
regardless, any information is strictly confidential.”

The men nodded in agreement. Carlo took a
long sip of coffee before he continued.

“The terms are stricter, with civil
penalties, if the information gets out in any way. You aren’t to
document this recipe anywhere. Not to tell your girlfriends. Not to
mention it over the phone.”

Miles took a swig of his soda. “This for a
government secret agency?”

Carlo half-smiled. “Gentleman, this formula
is going to be used exclusively for marketing a new type of wine.
Think of it like the original recipe for Coca Cola, KFC, or other
company where there will be significant financial damages if the
recipe gets released to the public.”

“Not a problem,” Simeon said. “I’m excited
for the opportunity.”

“Good.”

Carlo jotted down more information for Kevin
to make up the contracts. “Gentlemen, this may have future
employment opportunities. If everything goes well.”

They nodded. “We’re here for the long haul,
Carlo.”

Carlo smiled. “Gentlemen, let’s create some
wine.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY

Tempest yawned and poured
herself some coffee. What a freaking day yesterday. The Ubel Fallen
Angels now were powerful enough to take on different forms at any
time of day or night? If Lynk was clever—which he was—he could keep
changing his appearance and she’d never catch him.

Footsteps stirred in the guest room. Ella was
awake. Tempest took her coffee and sat down at the counter bar
top.

“Morning,” she called out.

“Hi,” came the mumbling reply. “I’ll be ready
soon.”

“Take your time.” Tempest took another swig
of coffee. While Ella could make a big difference in the battle
against Lynk, Tempest had no idea what to do with her meanwhile.
She wasn’t twenty-one yet, and didn’t need to be serving wine in
the state of California.

How would Carlo react? Tempest could pass
Ella off as her niece, but bringing her to work? Carlo was already
on edge after Tempest not working yesterday.

Five minutes later, Ella stepped out of the
guest room with a yawn. “Oh, coffee!”

“I wasn’t sure if you wanted coffee or
juice.”

“Coffee, definitely. My mom took me to
Morning Call in City Park and got me hooked on Café Au Lait.”

Tempest smiled. “New Orleans is known for its
fabulous coffee, yes. Sadly I don’t have the authentic kind, but
there’s milk in the fridge if you want to mix your own.”

“I can do that.”

As Ella prepped her morning caffeine, Tempest
watched her. Apparently Ella noticed.

“Can I get you anything?” Ella asked.

“Sorry, I’m wondering what to have you do
today.”

“I was going to ask you about that. In New
Orleans, most of the Fallen Angels come out at night. What about
here?”

“Any time of day. Lynk stood in my vineyard a
few weeks ago at sunrise.”

Ella took a deep breath. “So what do you want
me to do?”

“I think you need to come to the winery with
me. I’ll say you’re my niece and I didn’t want to leave you alone
all day.”

Ella shrugged. “Works for me. Will your new
boss buy that excuse?”

Maybe not, but Tempest didn’t answer with
those words. “I’ll figure something out. Then tonight, after work,
you and I can go looking in Napa, all the way to San Fran if you
want. I’ll give you some general notes and intel on the Ubel clan
to read, if you want.”

Ella laughed. “You and my mom. You both keep
meticulous notes of what happened to you and when.”

Tempest blushed. “Yeah, well. It’s a way to
see how things are progressing, a reference point. When you’ve
lived for a millennia, time tends to blend together, ya know?”

Ella’s eyes widened. “I didn’t think of it
that way. Makes sense.”

“How is Brooke?”

Ella shrugged. “Good. She’s been busy trying
to figure out who is the new leader of the Minare Fallen Angels.
Seems they keep swapping out, and you know Cristos is no longer in
charge—”

“I’d heard about that. Your mom mentioned
Cristos was in Hell. At least temporarily.”

Ella bit her lip. “I feel bad. After all, he
did rescue me at the last minute. Even if he was a Fallen Angel, I
felt sorry for him.”

Tempest remembered the situation in New
Orleans well. That was Halloween night, the night that Minare
leader Soren and his two soldiers, Dominick and Cristos, were
trying to claim Ella’s soul for their own. In the end, Cristos had
helped save Ella’s life. Rumor was, Lucifer made him pay dearly for
that gesture.

“We live and die by our choices,” Tempest
said.

Ella looked long and hard at her before
responding. “Is that why Mom always said you follow the rules to a
fault? No offense, I just wanted to know—”

“Um...” Tempest swallowed hard. She hadn’t
expected such a direct question this soon. “I like having a
strategy, rules in place, yes. Why, did your mom say
something?”

“Just that one of these days, the Fallen
Angels are going to stop playing by the rules.” Ella took a big
swig of her coffee. “I guess that time is now, if Mercury brought
me in and stopped my training.”

Tempest thought on that. “True. So, we’ll go
to the winery. Carlo won’t want you near the wine itself, so I’ll
have you make up our menus or something. Then tonight, we go look
for Lynk.”

“Sounds good. I studied graphic design in a
few online courses. One of the few things I enjoyed about being
stuck at home all those years.”

Tempest smiled. “I suppose your dad’s
overprotective nature will help us in this instance.”

“I’m ready. And Tempest?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for having me here.”

Tempest smiled, a warm feeling coursing
through her. “Nice to see you again, too. I’m glad you chose our
way of life.”

“Me too.”

“Then let’s go. Miles to go before we
sleep.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Carlo drove from his
morning meeting to the winery. He had a full day ahead and needed
to fill Tempest in on the meeting with his chemists. Pulling into
the side lot, he parked his red Mustang next to her blue Mini
Cooper.

When he walked in, Megan was setting up the
bar serving area. “Morning, boss.”

“Morning.” He walked toward his office,
passing Tempest’s office on the way. Only Tempest wasn’t in there.
A teenage girl was.

“Hello?” he asked.

The dark-haired youngster glanced up from a
laptop and smiled. “Hi. I’m Ella.”

“Ella,” he repeated, confused.

“Look,” she said, and pointed him to the
computer screen. “I’m putting your reserve wines in a new italic
font to draw the eye’s attention. That way, it will feature your
best items.”

“Nice. Thank you.”

Who the hell was this kid? Not that he
complained about graphic design help. He’d even mentioned the need
last week.

Ella returned her attention to the laptop.
Carlo shifted his feet for a minute, then tapped on the doorframe.
“Well, Ella, do you know where Tempest might be?”

“Right here,” Tempest said, appearing behind
him.

“Hi.” He studied her, wanted to make sure she
was okay after yesterday’s odd behavior. “You doing okay?”

“Great,” Tempest said. “Ella is my niece. I
know we needed some help on the menus, and I didn’t want to leave
her alone at home all day—”

“No, that’s fine.” How else could he react?
He only wished she’d given him a heads up, but then again, that
seemed his primary wish these days. “I better go to my office. Why
don’t you join me in a few minutes, Tempest? I’ll give you the
rundown on my meeting this morning.”

“No problem, I’ll be down in a few.”

He nodded, then continued to walk to his
office. This was a strange feeling. It was as if he was no longer
in the know about things of his own winery. Was Tempest trying to
mark her territory? She never mentioned an upcoming visit from her
niece.

Or maybe she just wanted to help out with
updating the wine menu. Who knew? Women made no sense most of the
time.

He began sorting through the morning emails.
A few minutes later, a happy and relaxed Tempest stood in his
doorway.

“Morning, boss.”

“Morning.” Why was everyone suddenly calling
him boss? Megan had done the same thing.

“Sorry I didn’t warn you about Ella. Her
visit was sudden and I figured she could help--”

“It’s fine. As long as she stays away from
the wines, being underage, I’m fine with her helping out.”

“Good.” Tempest offered a warm smile. “So
your meeting went well?”

He began to wonder if she would ever explain
her odd behavior yesterday. Maybe he was best to just let things
go, focus on this new and happier Tempest standing in front of
him.

“Yes. Both Miles and Simeon have signed
confidentiality agreements, they will each work on the yeast but
neither of them will know all the ingredients we use to make our
wine. I hope to hear something back by the end of the week on their
progress.”

Tempest arched an eyebrow. “They can work
that fast?”

“Yes, that’s why they’ve always been on my
team. These guys are geniuses. We can take the yeast they come up
with, add it to the white wine vats, and then be able to bottle
them.”

“Then there’s the customary sharing
tradition,” Tempest said.

“The what?”

“We need to share the wine with some local
Napa folks, maybe give a few bottles to your contacts in San
Francisco.”

“Before the contest?” he asked.

“Ideally, yes. I read just this morning that
the entries for the contest are being extended by a month, so that
gives us time to do a brief tasting before we enter our wine.”

“Um, okay. I hadn’t planned on that step, but
we can do that.”

He set down his pen after scribbling
something into a date book. “I do need to make sure you’re going to
be here every day during our trial period, like we discussed.”

“Don’t worry, I’m here for you,” she
said.

“Glad to hear it.” He gave her a warm smile.
Apparently the confident, beautiful Tempest had returned. Let’s
hope she sticks around.

 


 CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

Tempest took the menus Ella had made and set
them out on the counter.

“Great job,” Tempest said. “Want to grab some
lunch?”

Ella nodded. “Anywhere is fine, and
thanks.”

Tempest grabbed her purse and keys and led
the way out to her blue Mini Cooper. They drove past block after
block, all with pizza places on each corner.

“What’s with all the pizza? I didn’t expect
that in Napa,” Ella said.

“Go figure,” Tempest said. “And every pizza
joint leans toward the gourmet style, not your standard fast food
type. How about a local deli? I know a place.”

“Sounds delicious.”

They drove about a mile further until they
reached a small deli on a corner hill, one that overlooked the
vineyards.

“Gorgeous view,” Ella said as they stepped
inside.

“I like coming here sometimes, just to relax,
remember why I love making wine in the first place. It’s easy to
get overwhelmed.”

“Makes sense.” Ella picked up a menu and
began to look. “The chicken salad looks amazing.”

“So does the veggie and Swiss,” Tempest said.
“Everything is handmade, the fruit of the labor kind of effort.
That’s one thing I like about Napa. Most of us are local owners,
local people who run things.”

Ella glanced around at the recycled napkins,
the hand painted Southwestern style straw holders, the photos of
California on the walls. “I like it.”

After they got their lunch, they went out on
the back patio. Their table was on a small deck and overlooked
several vineyards, giving them a wide angle view of Napa.

“Tell me about Carlo,” Ella said, a curious
gleam in her dark eyes.

“What about him? He’s new. Just bought
majority stock in the winery recently—”

“So he’s the boss now.”

Tempest frowned. “Yes. The guy before him was
more of a silent partner, but Carlo doesn’t want to take a back
seat. He wants to get his gooey fingers into the pie.”

Had that sentence sounded as resentful as she
thought it did?

“He’s handsome,” Ella said, one eyebrow
arched.

Ah. Now she knew where this was going.

“I don’t fall for humans,” Tempest said.
“Though I will admit he’s attractive.”

Ella leaned in closer, even though they were
alone on the patio. “Never? You’ve never wanted to date or get
closer to a guy human?”

Tempest shook her head. “I know your mother
felt differently—”

“It caused friction between my dad and her,”
Ella said. “But I’m glad she broke the rules, otherwise I wouldn’t
exist.”

“True. Universe bent the rules to allow human
partners for Phoenix and Terran, both Elementals. Maybe if they
have kids, those kids will have extra powers like Mercury says you
have.”

“Maybe. I just think Carlo is cute. You
should go for it,” Ella said.

Something about the young generation just
seemed so...flippant of the rules. How did everyone get away with
questioning things, breaking rules when banishment could be the
result? She could hardly believe any of her Elemental colleagues
had managed to have human relationships. So why not her?

“He’s the boss, and he’s a human.”

Ella shrugged. “So? Do you know how many
workplace romances happen with the boss?”

Tempest shrunk back in her seat. Maybe
putting distance between her and the words would make the thought
behind them go away. Besides, she had no intention of getting
together with Carlo. Even if he was one of the most unique humans
she’d ever met.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Tempest woke up early the
next morning. Ella remained asleep in the guest room, the soft
breathing of her young trainee sounded comforting in a strange way.
Not that she’d ever thought of having children of her own, but in
New Orleans, Tempest and her Elemental colleagues had protected
Ella as their own.

She had to admit, it felt kind of nice to
have Ella there.

After warming up her coffee, Tempest took a
to-go mug and decided to walk the vineyard. She’d missed her
morning walks, and the sun was just beginning to spread across the
land.

She shut the door quietly behind her, then
tiptoed down the stairs from her loft and out into the rows of
grapes. A large green caterpillar with its tiny feet crawled across
one round red grape.

“Oh no you don’t!”

She picked it up, made note of which vine
she’d seen him on, and inspected the others. Whew. A lone
caterpillar. Because a bunch of little guys like this could destroy
a set of grapes faster than she could say Windstorm.

Back in the office thirty minutes later, she
gave the number details to the harvesting team. “Just double check
our pest control in that area. I don’t want any of our vines to be
at risk.”

“We’re harvesting the Sauvignon grapes today,
Miss Tempest,” the man said.

“Good. Thank you.”

She walked down to Carlo’s office.

“Morning.”

He glanced up and smiled. “Morning
yourself.”

She filled him in on the pest control issues
and the latest news on the grapes.

“Great news,” Carlo said. “I’m picking up the
yeast formula today. We can add it to the juice once it’s ready,
right?”

“Are you sure you want to go with a new yeast
for this batch? I know you have faith in your lab guys, but—”

“Yes. When I decided to cash in my 401-k and
spend it on this winery, it wasn’t without forethought. There are
times in life when we have to choose what is important to us. The
whole point of creating a new yeast is to bring more flavor in the
wine. Shake things up. Break the rules.”

Tempest pulled her hair into a bun. Too many
people had been trying to get her to break the rules lately. Didn’t
anyone follow the rules anymore?

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Carlo rubbed his face with
both hands to stay alert. He had finally finished the accounting
reports and other paperwork associated with the winery. No one ever
told him about all the other ownership duties.

He picked up his car keys and wallet. Time to
pick up the yeast formula. Simeon had said it was ready.

“Will you be out for a while, Carlo?” Megan
asked. “I should know for your calls.”

“Yes. Be back later.”

Tempest cocked one eyebrow. “Can I come along
too?”

The word “No” was on the tip of his tongue,
but she’d already reached for her purse. Stubborn sort. Not someone
he was in the mood to argue with at the moment.

“Sure. Let’s go.”

Once in the car, Tempest said, “I’m sorry to
keep harping on this, but you won’t reconsider? Use the old formula
for this one contest, and we can plan a million things around your
new yeast for next year?”

He gripped the wheel at ten and two, his
hands growing white from the tension. “No.”

She gave a quick nod and turned to look out
the window.

Great. He’d pissed her off.

“Don’t you ever just—?”

“Just what?” she asked.

“Want to try new things? Create something
new? I want us to use this new formula. My guys are the best, I
told you.”

She brushed her dirty blonde hair behind her
ear. The ends were layered today, making her hair appear more
bouncy than usual. Attractive.

“I’m not one to take risks,” she finally
said. “Remember, if we lose out or anything goes wrong with your
new formula, we’re done for this year. It will be at least another
year on the whites, longer on the reds.”

He shrugged. “I know that.”

“Do you? Because you seem to be treating this
winery like your hobby, not a business.”

Irritation prickled on his skin. “Excuse
me?”

Her pupils dilated as she began to back
pedal. “I don’t mean anything against you, I’m just saying after
years of being in this business…”

“You know more about wine than me. I get it.”
He stepped down on the gas and vineyards blurred together out the
window.

“I’m in favor of caution.”

“Well, when we get to the lab, don’t insult
my guys or say anything. These people have been with me for years.
They’re top notch.”

Her brows narrowed. “I wouldn’t ever say
anything. Don’t you trust me?”

Something about her appearance, her voice,
even her smell—like jasmine after a spring rain—made him want to
reach out and kiss her. Or maybe it was just the strong emotions
churning through him.

Either way, kissing her right now? Not the
best idea.

“Let’s just get this over with,” he said.
Then they drove in silence to the lab.

#

Carlo shook hands with Miles and Simeon when
he entered.

“This is Tempest, she helps run the winery,”
he said.

She smiled, made pleasantries. Just like he’d
asked. At least she could come through in a crunch.

“So tell me about the new formula,” Carlo
said.

In his peripheral vision, Tempest listened
closely as his two men went through all the chemistry compounds of
the new yeast, including how there was an option to become more
powerful. If they wanted to add more flavor, this type of yeast
would be able to do that. The key was in the racking, to rack it
one more time even for the white grapes, and the flavor would get
locked in.

“Excellent,” Carlo said. “I think we have a
winner.”

“Thanks, happy to help,” Miles said. He
handed Carlo a medium-sized box that had a sealed container of
yeast powder inside before giving Tempest a smile. “Best of luck
with the wine contest, ma’am.”

“Thank you.” Her words were polite, but
quick. She certainly wasn’t elaborating on anything. That would
change the second he got her back to the car, he was certain.

“We should go,” Carlo said.

“Come back this weekend, we’ll hang
sometime.”

“Sounds good.” Carlo shook both their hands
and carried the box to the car.

Tempest remained quiet, waiting for the car
to be unlocked so she could get inside.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing. Your guys were okay, and you’re the
boss. You want the risk. I get it.”

He tilted his head at her before unlocking
the car. Once seated, he said, “You haven’t ever taken a risk in
your life, have you?”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Tempest stared, wide-eyed
and uncertain, at Carlo. How could his words make her this
uncomfortable? She faced down Fallen Angels and worse times in
history than this.

Here was this handsome man and her new boss,
and human, telling her she should take more risks that could blow
her cover job right out the window? What the hell?

“I think we both should be more prudent,” she
said. “Take your new yeast, for example. We should only use a small
portion of it to try out the Sauvignon. I think we should make five
bottles to start.”

“Only five?” He kept his focus on the road
ahead. “That’s more of a manual job, not an automated one.”

“Hear me out, will you? You don’t have to be
so condescending.”

He turned to her, confusion reeling in his
glance. “I’m not trying to be condescending. I’m trying to
understand why we would only make five bottles of something when we
have a sure fire formula to make a more flavorful wine? We have the
ability. Don’t sit on your hands. Do something.”

She swallowed hard. Humans were impulsive;
that was part of their nature. How could she get him to see her
perspective?

“Every industry tests things before rolling
them out for an entire market. Software, food, drink, you name it.
I’m saying let’s do five bottles to see how things go before we put
time and effort into making a hundred bottles or more.”

“I get what you’re saying,” he said, but
irritation laced his tone. “But we are also dealing with time
sensitive issues. I can’t afford to wait another year for our
winery to make it big. Don was in this business for a decade or
more, and yes, he did okay—”

“He did more than okay.”

“Yes, he did well. I want to take this leap.
I want you to take the leap with me, Tempest. If we can manage to
get this wine made, enter a bottle into the competition, we’ll be
set for next year and the many years after that.”

She half smiled. He had a point. She just
didn’t like his drive to leap before he looked.

“Besides,” he added. “You said there would be
a tasting for the locals and San Fran businesses. Can’t they be our
test group? If anything goes wrong, we will pull the plug for this
year. I want to be ready to leap because I think everything will go
right.”

She couldn’t help but admire his tenacity,
his unending faith that everything would work out. But that one
feature would definitely keep her wary of any kind of romantic
entanglement. She liked being on her game, and Carlo always managed
to throw her off.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Lynk sped from Oakland to
Napa in his black Lamborghini. Such a smooth ride, took corners
with ease—the ultimate machine. The slick paint job and fancy
wheels only heightened the experience, added to his invincible
feeling.

He drifted the car onto a grassy road that
led to an out-of-the-way piece of land. At the far edge, a large
stone structure overlooked the acreage. The place had been slotted
for a winery but the deal had fallen through, making it an ideal
home base for his workings in Napa.

Pulling around the back to park, he slammed
on the brakes. What the hell? No one knew about his place, yet a
bright red Firebird had parked in his spot.

Lynk yanked the emergency brake, slid to a
stop. His black boots hit the shelled pavement with a loud thud as
he exited the car.

“What the hell are you doing? This is my
house, my spot.”

A guy with shoulder-length stringy hair and
too many muscles—a gym bunny type who pumped iron because he didn’t
have any brain cells to exercise—stepped out of the car. The
stranger didn’t even have the decency to look at Lynk. He just
wiped down the fingerprints on his driver door. Great. Another
moron obsessed with his Firebird.

“Hey!” Lynk yelled.

Muscle man turned around. “Didn’t know where
I should put my car.”

Lynk clenched his fists. “How about up your
ass? You’re damn lucky I stopped and didn’t turn your piece of shit
car into scrap metal.”

The guy crossed his arms and leaned against
his car. Did he think he was some GQ model?

“Good thing you stopped then,” he said.
“Otherwise, we’d have a problem. This baby is my pride and
joy.”

“Then you have horrible taste.”

He sighed. “Look, are you Lynk or not?”

“Who’s asking?”

Lynk began to pace, ready to defend his
territory if need be. Just then, a slight breeze blew and he picked
up a scent in the air. A familiar smell, the scent of his own kind.
This redneck was another Fallen Angel. Certainly not from the Ubel
clan, though. Lynk’s recruits had better taste in cars.

“Lucifer sent me. Said you could use some
help.”

Lynk’s stomach cramped. Why would Lucifer
send this redneck when the Master knew Lynk liked to work alone and
pick his own army?

“Who are you?” Lynk asked. “Because you’re
not part of the Ubel clan.”

“How can you tell?”

“Nobody in my clan would drive a car with a
screaming chicken on the hood.”

With a cocked eyebrow, the guy said, “Then
your clan has poor taste. I, for one, know better than to waste two
hundred grand on a damn car. Only idiots buy Lambos. Don’t you know
that?”

Lynk didn’t take a breath before stomping
over, throwing a strong grip around his neck, and shoving him onto
his stupid car hood.

“What’s your name?” Lynk demanded.

“Braden. From the Infernal League in New
York. Now let me go.”

“Or what? Around here, I make the rules,”
Lynk said.

Braden kicked him in the groin. Lynk gasped
and bent over. He threw a punch at Braden’s stomach. Missed. Braden
threw a kick to Lynk’s right knee.

Lynk winced, stood up. Hurled a punch to
Braden’s left eye.

“Ouch! Will you stop, damn it?” Braden
said.

Taking a series of breaths, Lynk said, “Fine.
But let’s get one thing straight. I’m head of this clan. You don’t
get to come in and take over.”

Braden slammed Lynk on the back, a bit too
hard for Lynk’s taste but the gesture was one humans associated
with trust.

“I’m just here to help,” Braden said. “I
missed my chance to trap Ella in New York. She’s here, now, with
Tempest.”

“So? I don’t care about some half-breed,”
Lynk said. “I’m out to ruin Tempest and garner souls at the same
time.”

Braden held out his hand to shake. “Then
we’ll get along just fine. I’m here to stop Ella.”

Lynk nodded. “Fine. You stay out of my way,
I’ll stay out of yours.”

“Works for me, but I think you’re being
shortsighted.”

The very presence of Braden had the same
effect as nails on a chalkboard. Why had Lucifer sent this
clown?

“Humor me,” Lynk said. “How so?”

“Because Ella’s the one you need to stop, not
Tempest.”

Now Lynk knew Braden was an idiot, not just
someone who had poor taste in cars. Why should he worry about a
child who didn’t pose any threat? The kid was half human, which
made her half stupid and easier to ignore, in his opinion. As long
as Braden was busy chasing Ella, he would stay out of Lynk’s
pursuit of Tempest, which worked in Lynk’s favor.

“I’m not going to worry about some
half-breed. If you want to, that’s fine,” Lynk said.

“So where do I put my car?”

“Since it has a glowing chicken on it, how
about I build a barn to keep it in?”

“Nice,” Braden said. “Seriously, though.”

“Anywhere out of sight is fine,” Lynk said.
“I just don’t want anyone to associate a Firebird with me.”

“Pretentious,” Braden said, his voice
dripping with sarcasm.

“Redneck,” Lynk whispered under his breath.
“I’ll get rid of you before you know it.”

#

Inside his bedroom, Lynk flipped on the TV.
Waited for the static signal to change over.

“Please hold,” a voice said from the TV.
Guess Lucifer had a secretary now?

A few moments went by. Had the Master
forgotten about him? First Lucifer forgets to mention he’s sending
Braden, now he doesn’t want to get on the phone line right
away?

Lynk organized his shelves while he waited.
Alone in the room, he had the door shut—a fact he resented. He had
picked this as a home base for Napa. Now he had to share the place
with Braden?

“What is it?” a loud voice rattled from the
TV speakers.

Lynk almost jumped at the sudden noise. How
long had Lucifer been watching him?

“Yes, Sir?”

Lucifer sat on a large velvet throne,
surrounded by naked women and servants. “You called me, remember?
What do you want? The Killing Fields are about to start.”

“Oh, sorry for the interruption.” Lynk
wondered if there would be hell to pay for calling at an
unscheduled hour.

“Down,” Lucifer said to one of the pretty
redheads. She knelt on all fours in front of him and arched her
back. With a smile, he stretched out his feet and crossed his
ankles on her back.

“Remind me which game that is again, Master?”
Lynk asked, bowing his head in reverence.

“The Killing Fields, where whores and
televangelists are pitted against each other. Last one standing
wins. I have many bets placed on the games.”

“I see.” Lynk fidgeted and shifted his weight
from foot to foot. “The reason I called today was to ask you about
Braden. He’s…here.”

“Excellent.”

Lynk bit his lip. He knew better than to
disagree, but perhaps he could word his objection a bit more
delicately.

“I thought Braden was busy in New York, and I
wouldn’t want you to waste your resources—”

“Shut your mouth.”

“Yes, Sir.” Lynk stood still and waited.

“Braden has a history with Ella. I don’t
think you can handle taking down Tempest and Ella at the same time,
hence I called in reinforcements.”

“I see.”

Lucifer leaned forward, an icy glare in his
blue eyes. “You aren’t questioning my judgment, are you Lynk?”

Lynk swallowed hard, hoped it wasn’t audible
enough for Lucifer to hear. “N…No, Master.”

“Because if you were, I could always put
Braden in charge and bring you here—”

“No, Sir!” Lynk’s mouth went dry but he
pushed out the words. “I am only trying to serve you the best way
possible. I accept your decision. Braden is setting up in his room
now.”

“Then we’re done here.”

“Yes, Sir,” Lynk said, a sinking feeling
forming in the pit of his stomach.

“And Lynk?” Lucifer prompted.

“Yes?”

“You best not fail me. You know what will
happen if you fail, don’t you?”

Lynk’s throat tightened. Even though many of
the Fallen Angel clans didn’t associate with each other, he had
heard enough of the rumors to know what had happened to his various
colleagues who failed the Master. Carlyle had hot acid shoved down
his throat and had become a mute; Cristos had been chained in a
torture chamber in Hell; Bastian, Caleb and Dimitrov had been
placed on hard labor detail.

Lynk would not fail. He would not end up like
his brethren.

“I will win this fight,” Lynk said. “You can
count on me.”

“Good. Because if not, there will be Hell to
pay.”

Lynk swallowed hard, pushed the rising lump
back down. Hell to pay, for certain. Literally.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

In the wine-making room,
Tempest watched each machine do its job. Along one wall, large
stainless steel machines that pressed the juice from the grapes. On
the side wall, a de-stemmer that filtered the grape stems into a
separate container to use for compost later. Everything had a
purpose in the winemaking process.

“First rule of winemaking whether you’re
doing a small or large batch: sanitize everything.”

“Got it,” Carlo said. “So no dirt or other
foreign substance gets into the product.”

“Exactly. Before we add the grape juice into
the fermentation vessels, we have a team that sanitizes every inch.
This eliminates the possibility of a batch going bad. If bacteria
get into the mix, the wine is ruined before you start.”

She pointed to the de-stemmer. “That machine
takes off the stems. The winery uses the stems as compost, so
nothing is wasted.”

“That’s cool. Sort of like recycling what you
harvest,” Carlo said.

“Exactly.”

She led him to an adjoining room with a large
cathedral ceiling. Along the wall were four stainless steel
containers. “For white wines, once the stems and skins are off the
grapes and the juice is extracted, the juice goes into these
fermenting containers.”

“That’s where we add the yeast?” Carlo
asked.

“Exactly.” She pointed to the small box he
carried. “You’ve mixed the powdered yeast with warm water?”

“Yes.”

She reached for a sanitized small container.
“Pour some in here. This will be our baseline of the yeast. If
anything goes wrong—”

“Don’t jinx us,” Carlo said.

“Fine, I’m just saying if anything happens,
we will have a baseline of the yeast we used.”

“Fair enough.” He poured a small amount in
and she covered it with a seal.

“I’ll keep this refrigerated so it won’t
start to ferment,” she said. “Heat causes the yeast to burn the
sugar, and that produces alcohol.”

“The good stuff.”

“Exactly,” she said. “So, here is a measuring
quart for how much goes into each container. Go ahead and pour,
Maestro.”

He shot her an exasperated look but the gleam
was in his eye. He was like a kid in a candy store.

“How many bottles does each container
produce?” he asked.

“About three hundred, give or take.”

“Really? That’s amazing. So this will give a
lot of yield for a small winery.”

She tried to smile. “Yes, we do okay. Guess I
should call you Mr. Vintner. We’re officially making wine together
now.”

He laughed. “That’ll work.”

When her cell phone rang, she glanced down at
the caller ID which said Home. “I need to take this. Pour the exact
amount in all the containers. I’ll be back in about ten minutes to
check on you.”

She left a giddy Carlo to do his thing and
she walked outside.

“Yeah?”

“It’s Ella.”

“Hey. Is anything wrong? I let you sleep in
because I had some things to do here.”

“I just…”

“What?”

“I have a bad feeling,” Ella said. “I’m not
sure why, but based on what Mercury said, I wanted to tell
you.”

Tempest sighed. “I’ll do a check around the
winery, make sure Lynk isn’t disguising himself as a wine
taster.”

“Okay. I just felt I should mention—”

“It’s not a problem. Thanks for calling.”

Tempest hung up. Ella definitely had
instincts, so best thing to do was look around. Carlo knew what to
do and was fine. Besides, he was so gung-ho about his new formula,
she may as well let him finish the job.

Tempest walked into the tasting room,
meandered amongst the customers. No one seemed or felt out of
place. In fact, most of the patrons were polite, chatty, and bought
several bottles of wine.

Hmm. Maybe Ella had a false alarm?

Tempest returned to the fermenting room.
Carlo had finished pouring the yeast and now watched with
fascination as the wine began to interact with the yeast.

“It’s a magical process, you know?” he
said.

“Some wineries don’t put lids on their
ferment containers, but we do. Anything to prevent any kind of
foreign agent getting into the product. This bubbler”—she pointed
to a small thing on top of each container—“allows the carbon
dioxide to escape as the wine is made.”

“Fascinating.”

“Well, I need to check some other areas of
the winery. Are you okay in here?”

He nodded. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Sure thing.”

Ten minutes later and after a full check of
the winery with nothing amiss, Tempest returned to the fermentation
room. Carlo remained there, watching the bubbling CO2 leave the
container.

“Looks like you’ve found your passion,” she
said.

He turned and gave her the warmest look of
admiration. The meaning in his glance was unmistakable, and yet she
pushed it out of her mind. He was thinking of kissing her. And even
if he was…

He took a step back, like he was going to
turn away. Then he turned around, quick, grabbed her hands.

What the—?

Before she could move, he’d lifted her hands
above her head and kept them clasped in his. He pressed against her
and leaned them both against the side wall. Then his strong lips
met hers. A gentle touch, followed by a teasing tongue.
Instinctively, she pulled back. He didn’t waver, just flicked tiny
kisses on her lips and tried again. His lips tickled and excited
her simultaneously. By the time he pressed harder against her,
willing her mouth open for his tongue, she relented.

His circular flicks in her mouth only made
her want more. She could stay like this forever. Wait. Forever?
Slow down. She couldn’t do this.

“Carlo...” she moaned, unable to move her
hands. This was wrong. So wrong. Even if every other Elemental had
fallen for humans, that didn’t mean she should.

He released her lips from his but kept his
face close. His aftershave smelled like winter, with a hint of
pine. Outdoorsy and yet not too much.

“Tempest...”

The sound of his voice saying her name sent
tingly shocks through her. Here he was, his lips only inches from
hers. Every word held more importance, sounded sexier, with them
being so close.

“W...we shouldn’t,” she said.

“Do you really mean to tell me you haven’t
felt the electricity between us?” he asked. His voice deep and
husky, and so damn attractive.

“I should go...”

He released her hands, cupped them in his own
and kissed her. “Have dinner with me tonight.”

“Not a good idea.”

“I know you feel this connection between us,”
he said.

Saying no to him only made him all the more
tempting. She longed to kiss him again. No. Focus. Do not fall in
love with a human. Period.

She took a step sideways. “I should go. I’ll
check on the wine tomorrow.”

He clasped her hands tight in his. “I know
you enjoyed the kiss too.”

She bit her lip. Heat flushed across her face
and felt like a power surge. This wasn’t supposed to happen. The
winery was a cover job. He was the new owner. She wasn’t supposed
to kiss him.

“I—need to go,” she said.

He released her hands, offered a warm smile.
“Fair enough. Just know you won’t get rid of me that easily.”

She inched away from him, resisting the urge
to throw her arms around his neck and kiss him all over again. As
she sprinted away from temptation, she could feel his admiring gaze
watching her leave.

Lordy. Things just became more
complicated.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

When Tempest got home from
work, Ella was vacuuming the loft. Based on the vacuum tracks,
she’d already finished the hallway, foyer, and now worked on the
main living area. The kid had even managed to dust the two
floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on the side wall where Tempest’s
favorite movies and books resided.

Ella turned toward the door. “Hey! Didn’t
expect you back so soon.”

“I had to get out of there.” Her lips still
tingled from Carlo’s touch as she remembered his body pressed
against hers.

Ella shut off the vacuum’s loud roar.
“Everything okay?”

Tempest shrugged. “It’s complicated. I
figured you and I could go out, save some innocents.”

“Sure.” Ella coiled the plug back into the
vacuum and set it aside. “Let me get my purse.”

Tempest glanced around as she waited for Ella
to get ready. The loft looked nice. Freshly vacuumed, dusted, and
the dishes put away. A twinge of guilt pressed into Tempest’s
stomach.

“I didn’t mean for you to be the maid while I
was working,” Tempest said.

Ella came out with her purse. “Don’t worry
about it. I wanted to help out. You, Terran, Phoenix, all of y’all
have been helpful to me. Figured I’d give back.”

Tempest smiled. “I appreciate it, but don’t
feel like you have to.”

“So what’s the plan for tonight? Where do the
Ubel hang out?” Ella asked.

“A complicated question, but I thought we’d
hit some spots in San Fran. There are a few decadent bars near the
Wharf. We might run into Rance or someone. I doubt Lynk would show
himself.”

“Sounds fine to me,” Ella said.

Ten minutes later, they were driving toward
the big city. The full moon cast a pasty white glow over Napa
Valley, illuminating the way to San Francisco.

“We have about forty-five minutes before we
get there,” Tempest said as she turned down the radio. “Why don’t
you tell me about the training you’ve had so far?”

Ella shrugged. “My mom taught me how to wield
water, but after a few months Mercury came and took me to New
York.”

Tempest shook her head. “Phoenix. He must
make one heck of a mentor.”

Ella grinned. “Well, I loved New York City,
but things didn’t exactly go as planned.”

“How so?”

Tempest had heard rumors, but didn’t keep in
touch with Phoenix, the Fire Elemental, as much anymore. She had
been closer to Terran, the Earth Elemental in Portland.

“I almost got poisoned by the Infernal League
clan of Fallen Angels,” Ella said. “If Abby--she’s Phoenix’s doctor
girlfriend--hadn’t stepped in, I don’t know if I would’ve
survived.”

Tempest kept one hand on the wheel and patted
Ella’s knee with the other. “You’re a fighter. You come by it
honest, with a Water Elemental for a mother and a police officer
for a father.”

She blushed. “Dad doesn’t like me being gone
so much, but he’s getting better.”

“Glad to hear it. I know Terran helped you,
too.”

“Terran is awesome. He’s like the big hippie
uncle I never had.”

“You have a way with words,” Tempest said.
“He is that, indeed.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes, while
Tempest tried to remember each of her colleagues. How they wound up
in serious relationships with the humans in their lives. Maybe
they’d had the same series of events as she’d had with Carlo? That
amazing kiss…

Stop. Stop thinking about Carlo. Focus on
work. Focus on Ella.

“As you know, Lynk is the head of the Ubel
clan. Rance is second in command.”

Ella sat up straighter in the passenger seat.
“There’s no third guy?”

Tempest glanced once in her rearview mirror.
The same red car had been following them for over twenty minutes.
Maybe it was coincidence, but she’d keep her guard up.

“No, Lynk’s always been a loner, and Rance
came along recently.”

“So what is Lynk’s deal?” Ella asked.

“Do you want a whole list or just the top
ten?” Tempest said, chuckling to herself. “The story of what makes
a Fallen Angel is a long one. Let’s just say Lynk has always wanted
to change the rules. And recently, he’s been able to.”

“Why recently?”

“Lucifer realizes how much he lost with his
other minions when our team won,” Tempest said. “For whatever
reason, he’s granted Lynk and the Ubel clan more privileges like
being able to change form.”

“Didn’t Mercury say that the changing form
was only temporary?”

“Yes, for an hour give or take. That’s more
than any other Fallen Angel has ever been able to do.”

Tempest glanced at her mirror again. Same red
car.

“If Lynk does have another top soldier, we
don’t know who it is.”

Ella’s eyes widened. “Then that should be our
first mission, right? Or at least try to find out what they
want?”

“Lynk has always wanted innocents,” Tempest
said. “He doesn’t want to wait for them to commit the Seven Deadly
Sins to reap their souls. He wants them any way he can get
them.”

“And disguising himself helps him get
innocents?” Ella asked. “How? He still needs to wait until they
commit the Seven Deadly Sins. That’s...like a rule written in
stone, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but honestly—?”

“What?”

Tempest thought how best to phrase her
thoughts. “Honestly, the rules keep changing so fast, it’s
difficult for me to keep up.”

Ella brushed her hair back and adjusted her
seat belt so she could sit cross legged to face Tempest. “Maybe
that’s why Mercury wanted me here. He said I’d be helpful to the
mission because I’m the perfect example of the broken rules.”

Tempest nodded. “Maybe you are. We need to
figure out a way we can harness your powers to take down the Ubel
Fallen Angels permanently.”

She stepped on the gas, eager to get off the
road and, more importantly, lose that red car driving behind
them.

“What is it?” Ella asked.

“What?” Tempest hadn’t meant to alarm Ella.
Could Ella read facial expressions more than her mother could?

“You look nervous,” Ella said.

Tempest shook her head. “Let’s park. The bar
I want to check out is just around the corner.”

She did a quick right turn, then another
quick turn into a parking garage. In her rearview, the red car
stopped at the parking lot entrance and waited.

Tempest pulled the car into an available
space. “Wait here.”

She stepped out, carefully, kept an eye on
her surroundings. The red car remained stopped at the entrance, the
engine running.

Tempest clenched her fists, summoning her
Element of Wind. She could bust the car’s windshield if she needed
to. Stepping closer, she walked with purpose toward the car.

The driver side window slid downward. An
attractive man in his thirties, hair curled at the shoulders, sat
there with an innocent look on his face. Like he hadn’t been on
their tail the entire time.

“Why were you following me?” Tempest said.
Attractive or not, she didn’t appreciate being stalked.

“Sorry, miss,” he said, flashing her a kind
smile. “I saw your Napa Valley sticker on the bumper of your car.
My daughter is in trouble. Thought I’d ask you the best way to get
to the Valley at this hour so I can help her?”

Tempest narrowed her brow. That didn’t make
sense. Most people would look at a map. Or better yet, use a
GPS.

“The main highway over there,” she said, then
turned around toward Ella.

Ella’s eyes widened as Tempest
approached.

“Tempest, look out!”

She spun around. The man gripped her arms,
forced them behind her back.

“Get off me!”

He hoisted up her wrists, higher on her back
until they ached. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

Ella bolted from the car, ran toward
them.

“Ella, stay back!”

“Oh, so you’re Ella,” the man cooed. “I
thought you looked familiar.”

Tempest wrenched to get free, to use her
hands to summon a windstorm, but he kept her immobile.

“Who are you?” Tempest asked.

He shot a smile at Ella. “Why don’t you tell
her who I am? I hear you have…powers.”

Tempest shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t tell
him anything.”

Reaching into his coat pocket, he pulled out
PlastiCuffs, zipped the tie around Tempest’s wrists. Then covered
her mouth with duct tape before pushing her to the ground. Her face
scraped against the cold pavement. Pain. Sheer pain.

Ella’s eyes widened in fear, but she stood
tall and proud. “Let her go.”

“And if I don’t?”

Ella glanced around, likely searching for
some water so she could fight back.

Tempest managed to turn over, facing upward.
Through the tape, she screamed, “Lynk, stop!” but her voice sounded
muffled and unrecognizable.

The man offered a sweet smile. “I’m not Lynk.
I wouldn’t become that pretentious snob even I wanted.”

She kicked, aiming for his shin, but he
backed up. Crap. Who was he, and how had he understood her muffled
words?

Ella stepped forward. “He’s from another
clan.”

“Ubel. Others in Hell,” Tempest said in
muffled sounds.

The man laughed.

“What are you trying to say?” Ella asked.

He shot Ella a chilling glare as he punched
Tempest in the right cheek with his muscled fist.

Excruciating pain shot through Tempest’s face
and into her neck. She restrained the tears longing to fall.

Kneeling over her, he said, “You and your
narrow-minded ways. The name’s Braden. Infernal League, New
York.”

Tempest groaned. If another clan was here in
California, the rules had definitely changed. And not for the
better.

Ella glared at him. “The Infernal League who
tried to poison me?”

He nodded like a gleeful kid. “Yep.”

“Then it’s time for some payback,” Ella said.
“Let her go!”

“Or what, child?”

Tempest darted her gaze in every direction.
She needed something of her Element she could use. An exhaust vent
with air, something to blow up in his face? Without her hands, she
couldn’t do much. If she could speak the words to summon her
Element, they might have a chance, but the duct tape prevented that
plan.

“Last chance,” Ella said, with more authority
than Tempest had ever heard. The girl had powers of humans and
Elementals, but she was young. New. Still needed protection.

Tempest strained her wrists to get free.
Tried to work the tape off her mouth.

He cast an evil laugh as he stood up. “We’re
not at checkmate yet.”

Ella turned away. No, don’t give up! Fight
him. Free her mouth so she could save them. Do something!

In that instant, Ella turned. She’d opened
the vial of holy water around her neck. Ella hurled the drops onto
his face. The Fallen Angel’s human form began to sizzle, like acne
bumps beginning to form on his handsome face.

He recoiled from her as his human shell
changed form. Water made his true self visible. “You little
bitch!”

“Leave us alone,” Ella said. She raised the
vial of water, ready to toss more.

He held up both his hands in surrender.
“Don’t. I’ll go.” He backed up toward his car. “This isn’t
over.”

Ella ripped off the tape muzzling Tempest’s
voice.

“Wind and Elemental powers, come and help
us!” Tempest shouted as loud as she could.

Within an instant, birds of every variety
flew in and pecked at him as he ran to his car. Large beaks plucked
at his arms and burned face. He screamed, waved his arms and
struggled to get free. Flocks of pigeons flew overhead and soiled
the clean paint job on his Firebird.

“No, not my car!” he yelled. He fought to
save his precious vehicle but the birds didn’t show mercy.

Tempest remained still, collecting her breath
through the wave of exhaustion. They needed to leave.

“Let’s go. You drive,” she said.

She and Ella got in the car and sped off in
the other direction, leaving behind a very pissed off Fallen
Angel.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Once Tempest and Ella were
out of harm’s way and on the road back home, Tempest let out a deep
breath. Little by little, her muscles started to relax. It took
time to recuperate from a fight, and Braden had come out of
nowhere.

“I have a question,” Ella said.

“I’ll try for an answer.”

“If Braden was with another league of Fallen
Angels, the ones in New York, why is he here now? What happened to
him in New York?”

“A question that warrants deeper discussion.”
Tempest pointed to the next exit. “Get off the road here. There’s a
drugstore and I need some antiseptic for my eye.”

Ella glanced over and frowned. “It looks
swollen and painful. We should get you an ice pack too.”

“Good idea.”

Five minutes later, Tempest waited in the car
while Ella bought supplies. The exhaustion had worn off but her
face felt like someone had punched her with a metal fist. She
pulled the visor down, inspected the large area where he’d struck
her.

Ella opened the driver side door. “I bought
you two ice packs and some cream that’s supposed to help bruising
and reduce infection.”

“Thanks,” Tempest mumbled. She reached for an
ice pack and put it on her eye. “We should get back to my
loft.”

Ella nodded and slowly pulled out of the
pharmacy lot. “I’ll try to drive gently.”

“Don’t worry about me. Just get us home.”

A few seconds passed as Tempest tried to ease
the pain on her cheek.

“Can I ask you something?” Ella said.

“Sure.”

“I remember hearing that Braden and the
Infernal League went to Hell. Word was, Lucifer was angry with
every one of them.”

Tempest groaned and she applied the cream.
“Right.”

“So why is Braden showing up here, now?” Ella
asked.

“Good question. Maybe Mercury will know.”

Ella turned the car to the right with ease
and parked at the loft. “Mercury told me I’d have extra powers
since I’m a half-breed. Until I poured the holy water on Braden, I
didn’t know who he was, just that he was from another clan.”

Tempest nodded as she eased out of the car.
“I thought the guy was Lynk, since he’d threatened to disguise
himself in the past.”

“We won’t let that happen.”

Tempest smiled at Ella’s resonance. She was
young, inexperienced, and full of optimism. After a few more
centuries, she might have a different outlook.

They walked inside Tempest’s loft.

“How do we get in touch with Mercury?” Ella
asked.

“I don’t know. He tends to show up randomly.”
Tempest threw the ice gel packs in the freezer and put a cold
washcloth on her face. “I have an idea. Merc loves peanuts. He
often appears when Elementals need guidance. Let’s put some out,
see if he appears tonight?”

“Worth a shot,” Ella said. “Mercury’s insight
might give us the intel we need.”

Tempest nodded. “That’s my hope, seeing as
I’m not sure what we’re even up against anymore.”

#

Hours later, Tempest set out a big bowl of
peanuts. She grinned to herself. It was like leaving out candy and
hot cocoa for Santa Claus, in hopes he would show up. Well, Mercury
was no Santa, but he could be helpful.

“Do you have to go into the winery at all
today?” Ella asked.

Tempest glanced at her watch. It was after
five. “No. I’ll just start anew tomorrow.”

“So we can put in a DVD?”

Tempest smiled. “Sure. I have a big
collection. Take your pick.”

Ella scanned the racks. “How about something
with wine as the theme?”

“Try Sideways or
Bottleshock.”

“Can we do both?”

“Sure. It’s still early. We may have to wait
for Mercury to appear.”

After turning out the lights, they watched
Sideways. Ella seemed interested in the film, how they
described the wine process, the scenery of California.

As the ending credits rolled, Ella yawned and
asked, “How come you decided to have a winery in Napa and not
Sonoma?”

Tempest wiped her face with her hands, taking
care to avoid her swollen eye. “I looked at both areas, and just
fell in love with the sunrises here in Napa. They even have a
hot-air balloon ride you can take at dawn.”

“Sounds awesome.”

“Once I did that, there was no question.
Universe wanted me to have a winery as my cover job, just like your
mom runs the bar in New Orleans.”

Ella nodded. “Guess I have yet to find out
what Universe wants my cover job to be—”

“Oh, he’ll figure it out,” a male voice
said.

Tempest and Ella looked toward the door,
where Mercury stood in a yellow t-shirt and green plaid pants. He’d
make an excellent golfer with his wacky outfits.

“Welcome,” Tempest said. “We were hoping
you’d show.”

Mercury smiled wide and gestured toward the
large bowl on the counter. “You set out peanuts, I shall always
show up.”

“That’s what we hoped for,” Ella said.

“So, tell me what’s going on,” Merc said,
grabbing a handful of peanuts and stuffing them in his mouth like a
rabbit shoving away food for the winter.

Tempest got him up to speed on Braden, the
day they’d had and their search (with no luck) for Lynk.

“Sounds like things are heating up,” Mercury
said. He pointed to Tempest’s shiner. “Neither of you were
seriously injured?”

“Just my pride,” Tempest said. “He knew what
he was doing, trapping my hands and mouth.”

“Yes.” Mercury’s eyes turned a darker shade
of green. “Braden might have been part of the fumbling and bumbling
Infernal League, but unfortunately he is much smarter than they
were. Lucifer knows that.”

“What does that mean for us?” Tempest asked.
“The rules haven’t changed before now, and Lynk has broken them
with his physical transformations.”

“Yes. Which means we must adapt.”

“How?” Ella asked. “You said I might have
extra powers, but the holy water was the main thing that got us
away from Braden. What type of powers should we use to defeat him?
The Ubel?”

Mercury picked up a toothpick and began to
dig near a back tooth. “Stuck peanut.”

“We can wait,” Tempest said. She got up and
brought him a glass of tea.

“We have other resources on the latest
changes,” Merc said. “Other Elementals, Universe and I are
watching, we’re trying to figure out why, at this particular
juncture, Lucifer has changed things.”

Tempest sighed. “So you’re telling me you’re
as in the dark as we are?”

“Unfortunately, yes, but we’re learning more
each day. If you and Ella stick together, as we know her powers can
be strong and she doesn’t have the exhaustion after-effect, then
you’ll be able to defeat anything that comes your way.”

Unless more rules change and our side gets
defeated, Tempest thought but didn’t say aloud.

“What if Carlo gets suspicious of me being
around the winery so much?” Ella asked. “I can’t be by her side
constantly.”

“That is a quandary.” Mercury took a slow sip
of his tea. “Can you make up some excuse like she’s doing an
apprentice type program? Humans tend to admire mentor
programs.”

“I don’t really want to lie to Carlo,”
Tempest said. “But it’s not like I can tell him the truth.”

“Exactly.” Mercury smiled at her. “You’re
doing a great job. Keep Ella close by. Stay focused. I will keep
you both informed of whatever I learn.”

Silence filled the room, the only sound
coming from Merc crunching on more peanuts. Tempest tried to stay
positive. Somehow, someway, she could do this. Not sure how or what
she would tell Carlo, but she’d managed this winery for years. She
would make him see reason, get him to allow Ella to remain
nearby.

“Can you do that?” Mercury asked, looking at
both of them.

“It sounds like we only have that option,”
Tempest said. “So yes, we’ll keep pushing forward.”

“Good.” Mercury stuffed a few more peanuts in
his pockets. “I need to get up to Oregon. Terran and Kelly were
having some issues there. New Fallen Angel clans showing up to take
the place of the ones that left.”

“Tell him hi,” Tempest said. If only things
were as simple as they were a year ago when she’d traveled to
Portland to help Terran take down the Fallen Angels there. Neither
side had broken the rules, everyone knew where things stood.

Now? Things were completely confusing and
turned upside down.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY

With a self-assured grin,
Lynk slung his arm across the back of a bench on the Coit Tower
grounds. The place was one of the highest elevations in San
Francisco, allowing three-hundred-sixty degree views of the city
below.

Though the tower glowed orange—some silly
human tradition about devotion to a football team—darkness
blanketed the rest of the city.

Not for long. He loved this time of day,
those few moments between darkness and the first hint of day. The
perfect opportunity to hunt those souls who preferred to remain in
the black of night.

Drunks and random couples stumbled around the
grounds, seeming unsure how to react to the emerging daylight. He
stood up, sauntered over to them with a half-stumble. May as well
play the part, gain their trust.

“Whoa,” a young woman with stringy blond hair
said. “Look at that!”

She pointed to the orange and reddening
clouds.

“Yes,” Lynk said. “Quite lovely.”

“Want a quickie?” the woman asked.

“What about your boyfriend?” Lynk pointed to
the man who had been at her side moments before, but now had fallen
behind to look at the view.

“He doesn’t care.” She laughed. “He’s my
pimp.”

“You must be joking.” Lynk smiled wide. “It’s
not even my birthday.”

“Huh?”

Lynk moved swiftly, pressed two fingers on
her right shoulder. “You’re mine now, princess.”

Whatever life force had been in her eyes
moments earlier vanished. What remained was a glazed look, one
completely open to suggestion.

“Care to share?” a male voice bellowed from
the bottom of the hill. Braden. Damn it, why didn’t that idiot mind
his own business?

Lynk returned his attention to the woman. “Go
off the edge.”

“Okay.” She walked, not even hesitating—and
tumbled to her death below.

“Nice!” Braden said. “Got any more?”

“Not for you.”

As Braden climbed the hill, Lynk reaped the
pimp’s soul and that of a few women of the night who stumbled
across his path. The burning orange glow from the sunrise began to
sweep across the sky now.

When Braden reached the top, he glared. “What
gives? We can both get equal time. You could’ve saved at least one
sinner for me.”

Lynk moved his neck side to side, cracking
it. These human shells required the ability to be limber.

“Why would I do anything for you? I don’t
even want you here.”

“Lucifer does.”

Lynk cracked each of his knuckles, a long
sequence of snaps and pops. “That doesn’t mean I have to give you
free souls.”

Braden shrugged. “Whatever.”

“Why are you lurking in my hunting ground,
anyway? I thought we agreed to stay out of each other’s way. I
haven’t attempted anything with your precious Ella.”

“That’s not why I came,” Braden said. “Those
two bitches sent birds to crap all over my car.”

Lynk sat on the step, leaned his head back
and laughed.

“Funny?” Braden shot him an icy glare.

“Hilarious! I might just have to thank
Tempest for that one. Even she knew a crap car when she saw
it.”

Braden gripped the overlook handrail and
stared out at the cityscape.

“Oh, come on,” Lynk said. “Don’t get your
panties in a wad.”

“I hate that expression,” Braden said,
unclenching his hands from the rail. “Guess I don’t need to share
my idea with you if you don’t want me around.”

As much as Lynk wanted Braden to leave him
alone, he couldn’t ignore the curiosity piquing in his mind. Braden
wasn’t some chump Fallen Angel. Meaning he might have a decent idea
or two, though Lynk would never tell him.

“Fine. What’s your idea?” Lynk asked.

“And I should tell you…why?”

Lynk groaned. “Stop acting like a teenage
girl with the mind games. Just spit it out if you think it will
help our cause.”

Braden turned to him. “I did some snooping
around one of the wineries. This one is only a few clicks down the
road from Tempest’s place. The owner is selling it. Retiring.”

“And?”

“What do you mean, and? You and I purchase
the place. We put our plan into action but under our own roof. Plus
that gives us a place in Napa to keep an eye on Tempest.”

Lynk sighed. “Do you have any idea what it
took to get us this far? The point is to ruin Tempest and her
winery. I don’t have the time or desire to buy and run a winery on
my own. How could you think this was a good idea?”

Braden lifted his arms in resignation. “I
guess I presumed you would be open minded. Realize how much damage
we could do by owning a place there.”

“Do you think I want to remain in Napa?” Lynk
scoffed. “I want to return to San Francisco the first chance I get.
We are in Napa to destroy Tempest. That’s it. Period. The end.”

Braden folded a random strand of hair behind
his ear. “You really need to watch out for Ella too.”

“No,” Lynk said. He stood up to leave, now
that the sun rose high in the sky. “Getting Ella is your job.”

 



 


 CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE

Ten days had passed since Carlo had kissed
Tempest in the fermentation room. He knew because he couldn’t get
that moment out of his mind. Not only because he’d longed to kiss
her again, but he found himself walking into the fermentation room
every chance possible.

She’d been startled at first, but she had
returned his kiss. Deep down, he suspected Tempest was receptive.
Hoped she hadn’t considered the kiss a mistake. And yet, the last
ten days had been all business. Paperwork, e-mail, and all
professionalism.

Today would be different. Today was wine
racking day, meaning they’d be in the same room working together.
Glancing at his watch, he wondered why she hadn’t arrived to work
yet.

He picked up his cell and texted: “Are you on
way in?”

A few seconds went by before her reply. “Sick
today. In 2morrow.”

“What about wine racking?”

Silent seconds, then her response: “It can
wait until tomorrow.”

He typed out, “Hope you feel better” and
pressed Send.

Great. He’d been looking forward to racking
day and now she had postponed? Guess she had everything planned out
to avoid him. Why do women play such games? Was she that freaked
out over the kiss? He needed to find out. The winery couldn’t
afford to lose her. And on a personal note, he didn’t want to think
about working here without her.

#

The following morning, Carlo arrived at work
bright and early. He had Megan set up the menus, finished his
invoicing early, and had two cups of coffee before 9:00 a.m.

That’s when Tempest arrived. With Ella.

Again? Why did Tempest insist on bringing
this young girl into the winery? He liked the kid, but he’d hoped
for some time alone with Tempest. Besides, kids shouldn’t be in
wineries. They should be out playing soccer or other games.

“Morning,” he said.

“Hi,” Tempest said. “I hope you don’t mind,
but Ella is here with me again today.”

Carlo tried not to let his facial features
give away his thoughts. “What about school? I wouldn’t want her to
miss classes.”

“It’s an apprentice-type program, a new one
being offered. They let her out to learn about industries, such as
winemaking, and she got paired with me.”

Something about the high pitch in Tempest’s
voice seemed…off. Like she was lying, but when he started to say
something, her pupils expanded like a frightened cat. Better not
ask.

“That’s fine, but she can’t taste the wine.
Twenty-one and over only.”

“Thank you,” Ella said. “I’ll try to not be
in the way.”

He nodded but wasn’t so sure. Part of his
uncertainty came from whether or not Tempest needed others around
her in order to avoid being alone with him. Especially after their
kiss. Did she feel safer having someone else around?

“Carlo?” Tempest said, looking at him
expectantly.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“We need to rack the wine today.”

“Yes.” He smiled. “I’m ready whenever you
are.”

Tempest shot him one of those sweet smiles.
He fought like mad to not kiss her again. He couldn’t, anyway, if
Ella stood by her side. Maybe that had been Tempest’s desire all
along.

“Let me get Ella set up with the website
design. She has some creative ideas about showing off our wine menu
online,” Tempest said.

He cast a glance at Ella. “That would be
great, thanks.”

Maybe having Ella here wasn’t bad after all.
Even if he couldn’t take Tempest, push her against the wall and
kiss her—like he wanted to do.

“So I’ll come to your office once I’ve gotten
her set up. Then we can rack,” Tempest said.

“Yes.” He was becoming speechless, the more
time he spent around her. “See you in a few.”

#

Carlo read a winery article in a local
magazine four times and the words still hadn’t sunk in. He aimed
for try number five to keep his mind occupied.

“Hey.” Tempest stood in his doorway, smiling.
“You ready to rack?”

“Yes. I’ve been looking forward to seeing
this step in the process.”

“C’mon, then.”

They walked down the hall and into the
fermenting room.

“Use this,” she said, handing him some
anti-bacterial gel. He liberally applied it onto his hands.

“No gloves?”

“We’ll be touching the racking hoses on the
outside. Best to just have hands clean.”

“Okee dokee.” He hoped the light response
would make her smile, but she continued to remain all business.
Maybe once the wine started to filter from one container to
another, he could go in for another kiss. Maybe.

Tempest pointed to the gigantic carboys
sitting in front of the ferment containers. “I had Megan coordinate
with the staff to have these sanitized and ready.”

“Good planning. We’re going to siphon the
wine from the fermenting container into the glass carboys?”

“Yes. For reds, we rack the wine into
barrels, but for whites this is better. Whites won’t have to age as
long. Red wines do well with a more oak-like flavor. We don’t want
that added layer for Sauvignon Blanc.”

He made mental notes as she talked. “True.
Let’s rack.”

She reached for the sanitized tubes, they set
the siphon in place for the first container. Within two seconds,
the golden clearish color of wine began to fill the gigantic
carboy.

“Want to guess the purpose of racking?” she
asked.

He stepped closer to her. “You’re playing
Wine Jeopardy with me?”

“If I were,” she said, “this would be the
daily double.”

He laughed. “Okay, you’re the expert. Tell me
the purpose of racking.”

“It gets rid of the sediment. When yeast
produces alcohol, it forms sediment at the bottom as the wine is
made. Racking helps keep the wine clear.” She pointed to the
carboy. “The color is decent, but we’ll probably need to rack one
more time before we bottle.”

“When do we get to bottle?”

She shrugged. “We can rack again in a few
days, then bottle a few days after that.”

“So by next weekend?” Excitement crept into
his voice. “Maybe we could do a limited tasting at our winery?”

“That should work.”

He glanced down at the clear wine siphoning
from one place to another. This one rack would take another thirty
minutes, based on the speed so far.

Plenty of time.

Drawing closer, he whispered, “I have a
question.”

She cleared her throat like she was nervous.
“Yes?”

He reached out and touched her cheek with his
thumb. “Have you been avoiding me? The last ten days, you’ve been
all business—”

“I…um…”

Her face tilted up to meet his, and her eyes
held the strong wish: Kiss me.

He obliged. With gentle hands, he cupped her
cheeks and touched her hair with his fingers. Leaning in, he
pressed his lips to hers. She tasted sweet, like strawberries. For
a split second, she tugged back as if she wanted to get away. No.
He wasn’t about to let her get free.

Just as quickly she relaxed. Pressed her
mouth more firmly to his. Her response to his kisses only made him
want her more. Opening her mouth, she invited in his tongue. He
explored her lips, her mouth, her taste, before releasing her lips
from his own.

“Carlo,” she said, her breath warm and
soft.

“You taste better than the wine,” he said
playfully. “But you haven’t answered my question.”

“I, well, um, I didn’t know how to
behave.”

He grinned and pulled her closer to him once
more. “Then why not misbehave?”

The color flooded to her cheeks, making her
appear more alive. Beautiful.

“That’s not exactly what I meant…”

“Tempest,” he whispered. “I don’t want you
avoiding me.”

“I…well…” She glanced sideways. “The wine is
almost done.”

He released her. Damn, had it been thirty
minutes already? It couldn’t have been.

“How long does each rack take?” he asked.
More to plan the kissing around the next siphon. The last thing
they needed was spilled wine.

“Fifteen minutes, give or take.”

He grinned. “Guess I need to cut my timing in
half.”

She squeezed herself out of his grasp, capped
the carboy lid, and then they both started the next siphon
going.

With everything in place for the wine, he
stepped closer. Her hair smelled like jasmine, and her soft curves
had fit against him perfectly.

Those few moments without her in his arms
only made him want her more.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Tempest lifted her hair up
off the back of her neck. Carlo’s soft and hot kisses had seriously
messed with her body temperature, and she needed to cool off.

He’s human. Don’t get involved with a
human.

“Carlo, there’s something I should say—”

“Shh. Don’t say anything.” His breath on her
neck sent tingles through her.

When she glanced up to meet his admiring
gaze, he leaned in and kissed her once more. The taste of his lips,
his hands resting on her waist, she felt drawn to him. Somehow the
warning voice got silenced by what she felt…as she’d never felt it
before.

“So,” Carlo said with a soft smile, “do I win
this Jeopardy round?”

She laughed and he kissed her again. Fluttery
kisses down her neck, across her collarbone that made her shiver
with delight…oh hell, yes!

“Sorry for interrupting.”

Tempest darted her gaze to the female voice.
Ella. Shit.

“Uh, no problem,” Tempest said, untangling
herself from Carlo’s embrace. “What’s up?”

Even though Ella had olive skin, the eclectic
New Orleans melting pot complexion, Tempest could see the kid
blushing.

“I wanted to ask which one of these templates
you like?” Ella said. She handed Carlo two printouts.

He cleared his throat and took the handouts.
“Um, they’re both nice. Are they for the website?”

“Yes. I can start modifying all the pages to
have whichever design you prefer.”

Tempest tried to take deep, soothing breaths
to calm her racing heartbeat. Even though Ella’s arrival wasn’t
ideal timing, it was a blessing in disguise. Tempest had work to
do, wine to rack, and she didn’t need to be getting more involved
with Carlo than she already had.

“I like the maroon and tan,” Tempest offered.
“What do you think, Carlo?”

Ella stood waiting, her face turning redder
by the minute.

“The maroon and tan works.” Carlo nodded, a
bit nervously. “Yeah. Go with that option.”

“Okay.” Ella took the printout back and then
turned to go. “Sorry again.”

“No problem,” Tempest said.

Once Ella had left, Carlo let out a deep
sigh. “That was poor timing.”

“True.”

Stepping closer, he intended to kiss her
again. Tempest backed up a step. “We should get back to
racking.”

He cursed under his breath. “Fine, we can
focus on the wine for now.” Then, with a wink, he said, “I’m not
going to let you avoid me again.”

#

Tempest finished the inventory check on the
bottles for the Sauvignon Blanc wine. They had enough for all the
new wine with the new yeast.

Before she left, she stopped by Carlo’s
office. He sat behind his desk, looking at his laptop.

“Hi there,” she said.

“Hey.” He pointed to the computer. “Ella is a
whiz kid with design. She has our website already up and
running.”

“I’m glad she could be of help.”

If Carlo liked what Ella could offer, he
wouldn’t be wondering why Ella was always by her side. Saying she
might help fight Fallen Angels wasn’t exactly the kind of
conversation Tempest wanted to have.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“I wanted to tell you that our bottle
inventory is complete. We’re all set for the new wine.”

His eyes gleamed. “Exciting news.”

She rapped her fingers along the door frame.
“Should we name the wine something unique?”

“The Sauvignon Blanc? Like what?”

“I don’t know. Life’s a Breeze with Sauvignon
or something?” She suddenly felt foolish for suggesting such a
thing. Kind of like saying everyone should name their car. Only she
did that, it seemed.

“Forget it,” she said. “Silly idea.”

He set down his reading glasses. “No, it’s
not, actually. I just hadn’t thought about it.”

The memory of his kiss flooded her mind. She
stuffed her hands in her pockets to stop them from sweating. Focus.
This is work.

“What about TC Sauvignon Blanc?” he asked.
“For Tempest and Carlo.”

She tried to resist but smiled wide. “You
don’t have to do that.”

“Do what? You’re one of the most
knowledgeable wine connoisseurs I know.”

His words sent a giddy feeling into her
heart. How could this human have such an effect on her?

“Well, thanks, but it’s up to you.”

He extended his hand as if making a decree
across a kingdom. “Then it shall be TC Sauvignon Blanc. Put Life’s
a Breeze Winery at the bottom of the logo.”

“Can I have Ella work on that?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “Her website design is
amazing. Tell her to do wine labels, a new company logo, whatever
you want.”

“Will do.”

Silence hung in the air for a long minute.
She watched him, the tiny hairs on his toned arms catching the
light from his desk lamp, the way his hair curled behind his ears.
His lips and those damn hypnotic kisses…

“So we’ll bottle the wine this weekend and
I’ll arrange a tasting for Sunday afternoon?” he asked. “It’s a
popular tasting day, and if we get a few people in our favor, that
will help spread the word.”

“Sure. It’s sooner than usual, but with the
whites, it shouldn’t be a problem. After you approve the new label,
I’ll have Ella get them printed right away.”

“Good, thanks.”

Tempest studied his lips for a long second.
Kiss me again. The thought echoed in her ears, but she
needed to leave.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she finally
said.

“Want to have dinner overlooking the
vineyard?” Carlo asked. “It’s the best view around.”

Part of her wanted to leap into his arms, but
no. She couldn’t. She needed to get home. Sort her feelings out.
Get some space.

She gave him a charming smile. “Rain
check?”

“I’ll hold you to it.” His eyes twinkled with
the promise.

I’ll bet you will.

#

Back at the apartment, Tempest groaned as
Ella started in on the third degree.

“Spill,” Ella said a happy gleam in her eyes.
“Because I know I didn’t interrupt some wine talk.”

Tempest set down her things, grabbed a glass
of Pinot Noir, and sat on the couch. “I made a mistake. We
kissed.”

Ella situated herself in the adjacent chair.
“No, I don’t think so. You looked really happy.”

“I did?”

“Are you kidding? He is crazy for you.”

“He’s human.”

Ella rolled her eyes. “So what’s the big
deal? I know Universe forbade mating with humans for a long
time—”

“For good reason.”

“Hasn’t Universe lightened up?”

“It doesn’t mean everyone should revert to
breaking a millennia old rule.”

“Yes it does, if you want to,” Ella said.
“That’s what adapting means. Rules are only in place so long as
they serve everyone well.”

Flaring heat spread up Tempest’s neck as she
racked her brain for a comeback to Ella’s suggestion. Here was this
kid, only been an Elemental for a year or less, and she had the
answers to everything? Ella didn’t understand. No one understood.
The rules had always served Tempest well. Why did everyone suddenly
insist she start breaking them?

“I don’t know,” Tempest said, unsure what
else she could say.

Ella leaned forward, eyes wide open and
eager. “Look, my mom dated my dad when the rule existed. But
everything is fine now. They had me. I’m helping the Elemental
cause.”

“You have a point, but you were the
exception. Universe showed an incredible amount of mercy to your
family—”

“True, but everything worked out. Mom and my
dad, Phoenix and Abby, Terran and Kelly. All successful Elemental
and human relationships. So if you have feelings for Carlo, why not
go for it?”

Tempest rubbed her neck to ward off the
rising heat. She always blushed when uncomfortable and she hated
it. When her fingers touched the side of her neck, she remembered
the sensation of Carlo’s fingers being there.

“Are you afraid?” Ella asked, concern etched
in her gaze. “Is that why you avoid doing anything risky?”

“Of course I’m afraid!”

Ella’s face turned pale. She sat back in the
chair, obviously waiting for Tempest to make the next move.

When she couldn’t wait a minute longer, Ella
said, “I didn’t mean to push you. You Elementals have such an
exciting life. You’ve met famous people in history, you have power
over parts of nature, and you help save innocents—”

“You say that now,” Tempest began. “Talk to
me in another century or two. It’s difficult to navigate the human
world. I’m pretty good with people, certainly more prudent than
Phoenix ever was.”

Ella laughed. “So is anyone, but Fire Boy’s a
decent guy.”

“He is,” Tempest said. “My point is, I’m not
good at breaking the rules. I like knowing what I can and cannot
do. It helps me navigate this entire….life. Otherwise, what are we
doing?”

“But don’t you think you deserve happiness
too? I believe Universe wants us to be happy.”

“I am happy.”

Ella arched an eyebrow. “Really? I’m not
knocking your job performance. With the winery, with protecting
innocent people. You also looked pretty darn happy when you were
kissing Carlo.”

How to explain? Tempest opened her mouth, but
nothing came out.

“C’mon. He looked like he enjoyed kissing you
too,” Ella said with a wink.

“Did he?”

“Absolutely.” Ella stood up and reached for
Tempest’s wine glass. “I’ll get you a refill.”

“Thanks.”

Thank heavens, Ella was giving her a
breather. This conversation wasn’t exactly one she intended on ever
having. Ever.

When Ella returned, Tempest took a long cool
sip of wine. “Okay, I liked kissing Carlo. He’s warm, passionate,
and I do like him.”

“So what’s holding you back? He’s a cool guy.
Y’all can make wine together. Help keep evil out of Northern
California.”

Tempest chuckled. “It’s not that simple.”

Ella leaned back and stretched her legs over
the chair’s arm. “Maybe, but it should be.”

“How are your mom and dad doing, speaking of
mixed couples?”

“Dad’s moving up in the police force. Mom
still keeps watch for Soren’s old cronies. A few of them have
returned to New Orleans.”

“And things between your parents…they’re
still working even though he’s human?”

A smile formed on Ella’s face as if she
finally knew where this line of questioning was headed.

“Yes. My Dad would not have things any other
way. They had a lot of pain being apart. Dad and I went through a
lot of crap before I knew my history. But they’re happy as ever
now.”

Tempest took another sip of wine. “I don’t
even know what Carlo would say if I told him about me. How I’m a
Wind Elemental.”

Ella shrugged. “He’d probably think you
needed psychiatric care. That’s what my dad thought about my mom,
until he saw her powers. Then he believed her.”

“I’ll keep that in mind if I decide to tell
Carlo.”

Ella flashed a knowing smile. “You’ll tell
him. It’s not if, it’s when.”

Waves of dread flowed through Tempest at the
thought of telling Carlo the truth. No. She would do her best to
avoid that conversation. Forever.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

By the following weekend,
Carlo couldn’t stop smiling as he walked through the wine bottling
room. The indigo wine bottles he’d special ordered looked beautiful
with Ella’s latest logo design. The machine corked each bottle,
glued the winery label across the front, and stacked the bottles
along the rack on the back wall.

He’d finally done something to improve
quality of life, a chance for people to share a drink together at
sunset and forge a connection. This was worth leaving the Botox biz
and risking his retirement.

Tempest sauntered over to him. “It’s finally
happening, huh?”

“Yep. Bottling day.”

“The Napa community event is at four this
afternoon,” she said. “We should bring about five bottles to
share.”

“Sounds good. It’ll be nice to see the
reaction of those who taste it.” He squeezed her hand. “I’ll take
five bottles off the rack and put them in the fridge to chill.”

“Thanks.”

She offered a wry smile before walking back
to her office. He longed to run after her, hold her and kiss
her—and more—but right now wasn’t the time. The wine they’d worked
so hard on was getting bottled and ready to taste. Every piece of
the puzzle coming together to make something beautiful.

Things could only get better.

#

By 3:45 p.m., Carlo couldn’t take the waiting
any longer. He sprinted down the hall to Tempest’s office.

“Hey. You want to get there early?”

She glanced up from her paperwork and flashed
a knowing smile. “You’re like a kid on Christmas morning.”

He pushed away the urge to feel sheepish and
went for humor. “Aw, c’mon. I waited as long as I could.”

“Fair enough. Get the five bottles from the
fridge. I’ll meet you outside in the courtyard.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Her gaze locked on his for a solid second.
Guess calling her ma’am either turned her on or freaked her out? He
didn’t know, but he’d have to remember to try it again.

After getting the bottles and putting them in
a burlap winery bag, he strolled through the courtyard. The
afternoon sun turned Napa into a village of gold. Orange and yellow
leaves glowed in the slanting light.

“I see you’re ready,” she said, appearing
behind him. She’d changed into a peasant blouse and skirt that
brought out her eyes, her hair, everything.

“You look beautiful.”

There was that blush he liked seeing so
much.

“Thanks.”

“Time to see what the folks think,” he
said.

They drove to the center of Napa, where the
area held community events. The place resembled a gigantic park in
the center of all wineries. Long tables were set up where reps from
wineries showcased wines for locals and other vintners to
taste.

Tempest said hello to some old friends as
Carlo opened one of their wine bottles and placed it on their
designated winery table.

Toward the front of the park, a man stepped
up and hit his hand on the microphone. “Can everyone hear me?”

The crowd shouted out greetings and
hellos.

“Guess so,” the man said. “Now, as you can
see, we have wines all set up for you and yours to taste. This is a
yearly event and we hope you appreciate these new varietals. That
being said, I have some sad news.”

Questioning looks spread across the
crowd.

“Miss Betty, as you all know, has a sweet
little niece in Colorado who has leukemia. Well, she’s taken a turn
for the worse, so our favorite Napa lady is selling her winery and
relocating to be close to family.”

Groans and “oh no’s” reverberated throughout
the event, almost like a wave.

“Who’s buying the winery?” someone asked.

“Miss Betty is in negotiations right now. I’m
sure everyone will want to welcome the new neighbor soon, but I
just wanted our community to be aware.”

Tempest stood up and raised a glass of wine.
“To Betty.” Everyone followed suit and drank whatever wine they had
in their hands.

“Where is her winery?” Carlo asked.

“Down the road from us. She is such a sweet
lady. I’m going to miss her.”

The crowds began to mingle, and several
couples came up to their table.

“Welcome,” Carlo said. He gave a brief intro
to their winery and offered the folks some of the wine.

One young woman took a sip. “The flavor…”

Carlo held his breath. He hoped she would
like it. The new yeast had been meant to bring out the flavor, not
overdo it. What if she hated it? Wait. Calm down.

“Do you like it?” he asked as
matter-of-factly as he could.

“It’s incredible!” The young woman handed a
glass to the man with her. “Taste this. It’s not super dry, but it
has just enough sweetness to make it fantastic.”

“Thanks,” Tempest said, then shot Carlo a
smile. “Guess we have a winner.”

“That we do.”

Carlo began pouring more glasses for the
crowds, answering questions and giving a history of Life’s a Breeze
winery.

Men and women strolled by, took a glass,
sipped as they meandered to the next tasting table. He greeted
everyone, unable to contain his excitement. This was the perfect
venue. Now they could take their wine to San Francisco to try in a
few high-end restaurants.

“Think we’re ready to call your contact in
San Francisco?” he asked.

Tempest wasn’t paying attention. She seemed
focused on a couple on the far edge of the park, arguing.

“Tempest?”

She turned her head. “What?”

“Do you think we’re ready for San Francisco?
We can call our contacts and do small deal with them first, then we
enter the contest. That’ll really boost things.”

“Sure.” She turned her head back to the
couple arguing by the edge of the park.

“What’s with them?” he asked.

“Jack and Ann? I don’t know. They’re like
America’s sweethearts. I’ve never even seen them argue.”

He glanced at the couple. Both had their arms
crossed, both were yelling at the top of their lungs about
something each of them was owed.

“They don’t look like the sweetheart couple
to me, but maybe they’re just having an off day.”

“Maybe.” Tempest opened another bottle of
their wine. “So yes, let’s make plans to go to San Francisco. Maybe
tomorrow night, so they can try it out for next weekend? That’ll be
their busiest time.”

“Sounds great.”

“Do you want some of the wine?” Tempest
asked.

“No, let’s save the rest for the crowd. You
and I can always have a glass back at the winery.”

More people strolled by, all of them
interested in the newest wine. Carlo shook hands, mingled, and must
have distributed a hundred or more business cards and brochures by
the time the event ended.

When he packed up his things to leave, he
glanced around. Tempest was talking to a few other winery owners
across the way. He walked over by her side.

“Have you heard?” one of the owners
whispered. “Jack accused Ann of cheating on him. Then she started
swinging, punched him in the mouth.”

“Really? I can’t believe that,” another woman
said.

“What’s worse is, he hit her back. She’s
going to have a black eye.”

The gossip chain continued for a few seconds
until he discreetly reached for Tempest’s hand and squeezed.

“We better go,” Tempest said. “Thanks again
and remember to come by once we release the new wine.”

“Love the new design, Tempest! Best of luck
to both of you!” they cheered before returning to their
discussion.

“I guess we won’t know what happened to Jack
and Ann,” Carlo said as he stole Tempest away from them.

“It’s just so strange. They never argue, but
tonight one of the owners almost had to call the cops.”

He shrugged. “Couples argue.”

“Not them.”

“In that case, it doesn’t surprise me that
they eventually blew up. If you keep things bottled up inside, one
day you explode.”

“I suppose…”

“C’mon. Let’s go back to the winery and call
our San Fran contacts. I want to plan a trip for us to go,
distribute maybe twenty bottles there, and then we can sightsee.
Come back the following day.”

Tempest stopped short. “You mean an overnight
trip?”

Had he made her nervous? Better resolve that
fast.

“We can get separate hotel rooms, fully
expensed, if you wish. I didn’t presume—”

“I’m not saying it’s a bad idea, but you took
me aback, that’s all.”

“Terrific.” He leaned in and nuzzled kisses
across her cheek and under her ear. “Then let’s say this is a combo
trip. Half business and half romance. If I can convince you to
share a room, I’ll be thrilled, but I’m not expecting it. Just
plenty of kissing and cuddling.”

Her eyes sparkled when she met his intense
stare. She seemed to be less nervous. He hoped.

“Let’s call our distribution list of
restaurants first,” she said. “So we know what to plan and
when.”

“Alright.” He paused before they reached the
car. “Can I just say one thing?”

She stopped and turned toward him. With the
California sun setting behind her, she looked absolutely
breathtaking. Took every ounce of his will not to lean in and kiss
her.

“I know I came on strong with criticism when
I first arrived at the winery, but I couldn’t have done this
without you. You have such knowledge of nature, of the grapes, how
everything works as a life cycle. I am truly grateful for your
help.”

Her cheeks turned pink, which matched the
sunset. “Thanks. Your new formula was a hit.”

He stroked her cheek with his fingers and
brought her lips to his for a kiss. “I have a feeling that
everything is going to change for us. Everything.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Tempest tucked her small
suitcase in the Mini Cooper and drove to the winery. Even though it
was around the block, her car would be safer parked there than on
the street by her loft.

The knots in her stomach continued to ache,
yet a strange excitement filled the air. She and Carlo had reached
out to possible distributors in San Francisco and Sausalito, and
every venue agreed to taste and perhaps feature their newest
wine.

She parked her car in the rear employees’ lot
and went inside the tasting area. “Hi Megan.”

Megan smiled from behind the counter.
“Morning. Carlo is back in his office. The fifteen bottles of wine
for your trip have been packed up and put in the back seat of
Carlo’s Mustang.”

“Thanks.”

That little perk had escaped her memory.
She’d get to spend an hour riding in a classic car going to one of
the most beautiful cities on Earth.

Megan excused herself to answer the phone.
“Hello? Yes, she is…okay, I’ll tell her.”

Tempest waited, wondering if that was a
customer service call she needed to take. Instead, Megan said,
“Carlo is on his way up here now.”

Tingling sensations spread through her entire
body. This was it. A road trip with Carlo to market their wine.

She heard his shoes along the mosaic floor
before he stepped into view.

“Tempest, I’m happy to see you. Ready to
go?”

“I am.”

They both left Megan their cell numbers and
went out to his Mustang to get situated.

“I thought about bringing the Jeep, but then
remembered you liked this car,” he said.

Sitting back and getting comfy, she said,
“Either would’ve been fine, but I do like the classic cars.”

“Wish I could’ve met Henry Ford or any of the
men responsible for some of the greats,” he said as he started the
engine.

If only you knew, Tempest thought.
She’d met all those people. Maybe if she ever told him about her
being a Wind Elemental, he would enjoy that part of her secret.

“I’m sure they were fascinating people,” she
said, trying to not give away any hint of her secret in her
voice.

Moments later, they were on their way and
headed to San Fran. Was now the time to ask the inevitable
question? She glanced his way. His brownish hair looked lighter in
the sun as it blew back past his ears and behind him.

For a quiet moment, she closed her eyes.
Connected with the Wind touching both of them. Felt the softness of
his skin, smelled the crisp pine aftershave he had put on his neck.
The loose hairs blowing away from his face. The Wind was lucky to
touch it, and she sent out a silent prayer to Universe, thanking
him for allowing her to experience this one thing.

“You okay?” Carlo asked a few minutes
later.

She cleared her throat. “Fine.”

“We should be there by midday. Let’s go by
the Cantina on the way in, offer John a few bottles and have
lunch.”

“Sure.” Putting her sunglasses on, she
pretended to enjoy the general scenery. What she really wanted to
watch was him. How utterly beautiful he was. How had she not seen
this when she first met him?

“There’s something I want to ask,” she
began.

“The bedroom plan, right?”

“How’d you know?”

“Not that hard of a guess.”

She liked how he seemed to know her, could
finish her sentences. It felt…like being special.

“Well, what is the plan?”

He cast a kind glance. “We have a two bedroom
suite at the Marriott downtown. If you want your own bed and space,
it’s available to you. If you want to share mine, well, I’d be a
lucky man.”

She smiled so wide, her cheeks began to
ache.

“Is that arrangement okay with you?” he
asked.

“Yes. You’re a sweet gentleman for setting it
up that way.”

He cringed. “Not trying to be known as sweet.
How about dangerous, exciting? I intend to spend the rest of our
time today convincing you to share my bed tonight…”

She playfully socked him in the arm.
“Business first. I’m excited about being able to market the wine.
These restaurants represent some of the finer dining places.
Building a clientele in San Francisco will get the word out there
with our other wines too.”

“I still want to enter the contest,” he said.
“That would expand our reach even more.”

“Definitely.”

The Wind blew across their faces, renewing
her energy the entire drive to the city. It was like being dosed up
on too much caffeine, so she was relieved when they arrived at the
first restaurant.

“We’re having lunch here, right?” she
asked.

“Yep. I’ll grab the wine bottles.”

An hour later, they had full stomachs and had
given the owner, John, five bottles of their newest wine. The
remainder of the day, the same routine. Every owner seemed open and
willing to try the wine on their special menus, everyone seemed
friendly and willing to work out a future ordering deal if the
customers liked the wine.

#

By the time they arrived at their Marriott
suite, the sun had cast a crimson glow over the ocean. The room
offered a bird’s eye view of the city. Tall glassy skyscrapers
reaching for the clouds, cars and taxis honking below, the
mountains and bay were the ideal backdrop.

“How’d you arrange this?” she asked, admiring
the sunset.

He tipped the bellman and walked him back to
close the door. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I know you own a majority share of
Life’s a Breeze, but we’re a small winery. We don’t have funds to
blow on large hotel suites—”

“Relax, I didn’t spend the winery’s
money.”

“Then how?”

“One of my old chemistry pals is a
concierge,” Carlo said. “Let’s just say he owed me one.”

Tempest smiled at the continual puzzle of a
man who stood before her. “I guess so. It’s beautiful.”

He moved toward her with a gleam in his eye.
“So are you, Tempest.”

There it went. Knees turned to jelly. Heat
flaring up her neck and through her face. Again.

“I always blush when you say things like
that,” she whispered.

His thumb traced the jaw line of her right
cheek. “I like how you blush.”

Meeting his admiring gaze, she placed her
arms around his neck and played with his hair. “Good thing, because
you have a knack for it.”

“You don’t like?” he asked.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Ah, so you do like it when I can do things
to you.”

Passion thundered through her. She tried to
stop smiling but she couldn’t. “You just made me blush again.”

His lips moved closer to her mouth. “Do you
want to kiss me?”

His warm breath on her skin made every part
of her body tingle. She’d had a few trysts with other Elementals
over the centuries, but never had this reaction. No human had even
been this close to her before.

“Yes,” she said. “Kiss me.”

He placed a finger under her chin, lifted her
face to his. She raised up on tiptoe to kiss him. He gave tiny,
butterfly kisses that people do when they first fall in love.

As his kisses moved down her neck and to her
collarbone, she moaned. Why did his touch there send electric
impulses through her?

“Do you like that?” he whispered.

“Y…yes.” She swallowed hard, tried to
maintain her balance. If she kept this up, she might topple
over.

“Let’s continue with my plan, then,” he said,
the wide grin on his face making his dimples appear even more
handsome.

Not knowing what he would do, she
instinctively tightened her arms around his neck. She secretly
hoped he would pick her up and carry her to the bed like they did
in old movies. Surely he wouldn’t—

“Oh, my!” she cried as he swept her off her
feet. Literally.

His strong arms carried her over to the bed
and placed her gently on her back. The pillow was softer than any
goose down she’d ever felt, and the view of his tan hairy chest as
he unbuttoned his shirt sent pleasure shivers to her belly.

He sat down on the bed, leaned over to kiss
her. “Your turn.”

She leaned up on an elbow to sit up and
undress, but he took her hand in his. Kissed and slowly sucked each
finger. She leaned her head back, relishing the moment. With
precision, he loosened and tightened his lips on each fingertip,
one at a time. Then made circles on her palm with his tongue.
Having his tongue strike the center of her palm was almost enough
to drive her over the edge.

How could such a simple action be so erotic?
She was still fully clothed, for goodness sake.

Not for long, though. With a gleam in his
eyes, he started to unbutton her blouse. Each button, released from
the loop. One by one, his talented fingers taking their time. She
rubbed her fingers on the silk sheets, needing to do something to
keep herself in check.

He pulled her blouse away, letting it slip
off both her arms.

“Indigo lace,” he said softly. “Very nice,
but I’m still going to need to take it off.”

She wanted to tell him to rip her bra apart,
tear the fabric to shreds. Anything to move this torment along,
provide some release.

Instead, he pressed delicate kisses along her
breastbone, around her cleavage. With a charming boyish grin, he
pulled the front snap loose with his teeth.

“Talented,” she whispered.

“You haven’t seen anything yet, darling.”

His sexy tone woke up every part of her body.
Parts that had been asleep for years now responded to his every
glance, his every touch.

“Tell me,” he said, his voice turning
serious. “Are you sure about this? I mean, I certainly want you
right now, but I don’t want to rush you. You were hesitant about
coming here—”

“Carlo…”

Her mind reeled to what Ella had said. How
sometimes, she just needed to take chances and adapt. She’d been
avoiding chances her whole life because black and white rules were
easier to follow. However, that approach wasn’t getting her
anywhere. If the Ubel clan and everyone else adapted and she
didn’t, then she’d be the one at risk.

“I’m very sure.”

“Thank heaven,” he whispered. “Because you
are absolutely beautiful.”

She pressed her fingers to her cheeks,
willing away the reddening heat. “Thanks. You’re not so bad
yourself…”

He trembled under her touch as she unbuckled
his belt and slid off his slacks.

She brushed her hand across him, just enough
to tease his full-geared erection. “Do I get to take these off?”
she asked, pointing to his boxers.

“Not yet,” he said with a grin.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Carlo used every force of
his will not to rush things. For his first time with Tempest, he
wanted to savor every second. They’d worked together at the winery,
coming together to create something new.

Like a reserve wine, the finer things took
time. He couldn’t rush any part of the process, even though he
yearned to. If he didn’t make this last, he’d wind up in a
relationship buried in sediment just like the wine.

“Please?” Tempest cooed.

He groaned at the back of his throat. “You
have no idea what it does to me when you say please.”

She smiled up at him. “Pretty please?”

“You like tormenting me, don’t you?”

“It’s a perk.”

“I see. Then yes, I suppose I must
accommodate you.”

Without hesitation, she hooked her fingers
into the waistband of his silk boxers, slowly pulled them down his
legs. He wanted to take her right then. No. Stop. Take your
time.

He fondled her breast, pulled a nipple into
his mouth. When she groaned and put her arms around him, he
released her nipple and met her lips. Long, hot, kisses that he
could escape into and never come up for air.

“I like you naked,” she said.

He glanced to her skirt. “But you have me at
a disadvantage. Let’s get this off, shall we?”

Her breath became heavy, her face
expectant.

As he slipped a hand under her skirt,
gathered the folds of material in his hand to pull downward, she
met his glance and smiled. A sweet, trusting smile.

“You truly are beautiful.”

Her lips curled upward and she blushed again.
“You’re going to spoil me by saying that. I’m not like those hot
California blondes—”

“Trust me, I saw plenty of generic California
blondes when I worked in the Botox clinic.” He brushed his hand
across her ass and stroked the back of her thigh. “You’re
different, Tempest. You’re…real.”

The black pupils in her hazel eyes enlarged
for a split second, then returned to normal. A reaction to his
touching her, or perhaps a reaction to his compliment? He couldn’t
tell.

He pulled her skirt the rest of the way off
and tossed it on the floor. “No panties…naughty girl.”

She blushed but pulled him closer to kiss
him, caress the back of his neck. He couldn’t keep things slow much
longer. With quick ease, he shifted his position onto his back and
rolled her on top of him.

“So this is where you want me?” she asked,
such sweet innocence and charm in her tone.

He lifted her hips, pulled her onto him until
he filled her completely. She moaned and made circles with her hips
as she pulled up her hair and hand-tied it into a knot. The
tendrils falling around her face made her all the sexier.

With a delicate hand, he stroked her thigh,
her stomach, up to her breasts. She moved with a rhythm, up and
down along his shaft.

Did he just feel a gust of wind, or was that
his imagination?

#

Tempest bit the inside of her lip. She’d
become so lost in the passion with Carlo, her own Element of Wind
had brushed up against his body. As if she and her Element were now
one, the way she’d felt earlier in the car when she could feel his
face and the Wind in his hair.

“I love how you feel,” she said.

How to describe it? Making love with a human
was…magical. Maybe this was why her colleagues supported the idea
so much?

His fingers brushed her hips, sending more
pleasure to every part of her body.

“I love how you look right now,” he
whispered. “With your hair tousled every which way. It looks almost
windblown.”

She swallowed hard. Her hair had been
Windblown, in a way.

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled
her into him. She adjusted her tempo from slow and steady to quick
and breathless.

“Look at me,” he said, his voice husky and
breathless.

She did, keeping her glance locked on his.
The caring and admiration shining from his eyes sent a tremble
through every extremity. He was human. Yet he knew her soul more
than any Elementals did.

They each picked up the pace. He continued to
fill her, running kisses over her lips until that exquisite moment
when they both flooded with pleasure in each other’s arms.

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Tempest slept more soundly
than she had in decades. Something about being snuggled up to such
a handsome human added to her senses. Like standing near the
spraying mist of a waterfall, Carlo’s presence awakened something
fun and childlike within her.

She rolled on her side to watch him sleep.
Like an Italian God of some sort, his features were clearly
masculine. His chiseled chin, wavy hair resting on the pillow and
curling around his ears. With sheer contentment, she smiled.

Then another urge hit her: coffee.

Without disturbing his sleep, she tiptoed out
of bed and across the suite to turn on the coffeemaker. Slow drips
of heaven began to brew and filled the room with a warm scent.
Carlo rustled a bit but remained asleep.

She added creamer and stirred. A whooshing
sound caught her attention. The hotel staff had slipped a copy of
the newspaper under their door. She reached down and nestled
herself into a comfy position on one of the plush chairs to read
the paper.

That’s when she saw the front page headline:
Violence Erupts at Six Local Restaurants during Wine Tasting
Week.

Her tranquil feelings disappeared, replaced
by tight knots throughout her body. The violence had occurred at
the same six restaurants where she and Carlo submitted their new
wine. She continued reading the article, her eyes widening in
horror with every word.

Punches thrown, gunshots fired, one man had
found an icepick in the kitchen and attacked his girlfriend.
Restaurant owner Jack said the man had just proposed to his
girlfriend thirty minutes prior.

Now police were investigating. Looking for a
common thread. Witnesses claimed the most brutal acts were done by
those who had ordered a new brand of wine from Life’s a Breeze
Winery in Napa.

Her winery, her livelihood.

She bit her tongue to avoid screaming. Holy
shit. Their new wine had turned people violent? Made the public
crazy? This couldn’t be coincidence, but the story seemed too
bizarre to be true. How could the wine have this effect?

Racking her brain for what could have gone
wrong, she took a swig of coffee. The hot liquid warmed her throat,
gave her a moment of peace.

Every piece of equipment—including the
bottles—had been sanitized. No new disease could’ve been created or
spread. She had used the same insect repellent on the vineyard as
she’d always used. No risk there.

The violent outbursts almost sounded like
some grand public spell the Ubel Fallen Angels would use to their
benefit. The more people who committed sins, the more souls they
could reap. But how could the Ubel have managed such a spell?
Tempest’s winery kept everything under quality control.

Except…

Oh no. The yeast. The yeast had been
different, had been created in a place outside her winery’s
boundaries of safety.

A distant, haunted memory crept its way back
into her consciousness. Lynk’s evil smile that day in the vineyard.
His telling her that he’d be able to walk into her winery anytime
he wanted—and she would never know.

The plan to turn people’s souls dark and ruin
her reputation certainly sounded like classic Lynk. How had he
managed to taint the formula, though?

The article had mentioned her wine might be
to blame. If the lawsuits started pouring in, not to mention the
claims for shattered windows and other damages, she would be
ruined—for good.

Calm down. Breathe. Figure out what happened.
Over and over, she read the article, as if the words on the page
would make more sense with each glance. They didn’t.

Hurling the paper across the room, she inched
back into a ball on the chair and drank her coffee. Think.
Breathe.

Carlo moaned and rolled over in the bed,
falling back asleep. The yeast—created by Carlo’s highly praised
lab contacts—had been the only unknown in the wine recipe. What if
one of his lab rats had been corrupt? Or there had been some
discrepancy in making the yeast?

Anger surged through her veins as she watched
him sleep. Either way, it was time to wake him up and get some damn
answers.

#

Carlo breathed a heavy and contented sigh.
Then a deluge of pillows hit him in the head.

He flayed them away with his arms and bolted
upright. “What gives?”

Tempest stood over him, glaring. “What did
you put in that new yeast?”

“What?” He rubbed his eyes.

“The new yeast formula you insisted we
use for the wine. What the hell is in it?”

Her words seemed to form sentences, but the
synapses in his brain weren’t quite catching up to her.

“Why are you so pissed off?”

“People are being hurt, Carlo!”

“What are you talking about?”

She tossed him the newspaper. “See for
yourself.”

He groaned. This was not exactly how he
envisioned the morning after with Tempest. Snuggling up to her,
going for round two seemed a better agenda than being snapped at
and berated by pillows.

“Will you do me one courtesy?” he asked.

Glaring, she asked, “What?”

“Pour me one of those cups of coffee before
you go full court martial on me?”

“Fine.”

She stormed off, poured coffee into a cup and
brought it back without any cream or sugar. Guess he would be
drinking it black.

“Thank you.” He turned on the bedside light
and put on his reading glasses. “What am I supposed to be
reading?”

“The front page.”

He opened the paper and read the headline. He
frowned. Then he read the article. “Holy shit.”

“Exactly.”

Something deep inside him started to ache.
They’d shared such a romantic evening the night before, only to be
woken up by…this.

He pulled off his glasses and set them on the
table. “Can we try and be adult about this?”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

He racked his brain. Which question?
Everything out of her mouth this morning all blended into a blur.
He took a big swig of coffee. Too bad he couldn’t drink it
intravenously.

“I…just give me a second,” he said.

She crossed her arms, closing herself off.
“You don’t remember what I asked, do you?”

Shit. She had the advantage. She’d had a full
cup of coffee before her verbal assault began.

“You startled me awake, just give me a
minute.”

“What did you put in the damn yeast?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary, just certain
compounds to enhance the flavors. Nothing dangerous, nothing toxic
to cause this reaction.” He swigged down the rest of his coffee.
“Why do you presume it is us? Maybe it was coincidence.”

She started to pace the room. “It’s not
coincidence, trust me.”

He rubbed his temples. “Why do you say that?
Yeast can’t cause violence. I think we’re being a little paranoid
here.”

“No, we aren’t. Trust me.”

“Why?”

Her eyes widened as she stared at him. “Why
what?”

“Why should I trust you when you’re acting
like a crazy woman right now?”

“What?”

“Listen, that’s not what I meant—”

“Perhaps it is.”

He sighed. Everything was happening too fast.
He needed to be rational, calm. Figure things out with her.
Together.

“Come here. Sit next to me. Let’s talk about
this, okay?”

She stopped pacing, but her arms remained
crossed in a defensive stance.

“Please? I’m sorry I’m fumbling my words.” He
offered her the most charming smile he could. “That’s what happens
when you deluge me with pillows in the morning.”

His attempt worked. She began to smile, and
the dimples returned to her pretty face.

“C’mon, sweetness,” he added.

She walked over to the bed and sat down. He
reached for her hand and stroked it.

“That’s better,” he said. “Now, we can talk
about this.”

She stared at the floor for a long moment
before fixing her gaze on him. “We have to destroy that yeast and
every bottle of the new wine.”

“What?”

“We have to put safety first. That wine, if
it’s causing the violence, has to be destroyed. And while we’re at
it, we should put a lawyer on retainer. Even if we escape criminal
charges, there will be the civil claims to repair the damages to
the restaurants.”

He bit his tongue. Why was she being so
paranoid? He needed to bring them both down to Earth…but without
pissing her off in the process. Obviously she was worked up for
whatever reason.

“Tempest,” he said, squeezing her hand. “The
chances of a wine creating violent behavior are next to nil. Food
and drink can’t create criminals—”

“Believe me, they can. It’s been done
before.”

“When?”

Her eyes darkened. “I can’t talk about it,
but I know, Carlo, within my heart of hearts, I know that our new
wine caused this.”

“I’m sorry, sweetness. I can’t believe that.
People who commit violent acts already have something, a force,
inside them that makes them do things. What they ate for breakfast
or drank at dinner has nothing to do with it.”

“I know you don’t believe me, but I still
want to talk to our people at the restaurants. Then I want to talk
to your guys at the lab.”

He sighed. She was seriously overreacting,
but clearly logical discussion was not going to appease her. His
guys would likely not understand, but if she wanted to talk with
them, as long as he was there, then that would be doable.

“Fine,” he said. “We’ll talk to anyone you
want.”

She leaned in to hug him. He held her
trembling body closer, stroked her hair. “This will work out.
You’ll see.”

“No, it won’t,” she mumbled into his chest.
“The police will investigate us. We’ll be responsible for the
damages to six of the most expensive restaurants in San Francisco.
Our insurance rates will skyrocket, our reputation as a winery is
destroyed.”

“Shh,” he said, rubbing her shoulder now.
“Soon, you’ll see that all of this is just a coincidence.”

She glanced up, her sad eyes meeting his own.
With the sweet smell of coffee on her breath, she whispered,
“There’s no such thing as coincidence.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Despite the wind blowing
through her hair, Tempest didn’t feel better. Even her Element
couldn’t help right now.

Carlo drove in silence past Berkley and
toward Napa. He didn’t believe her claim about the wine, but he
didn’t know about Lynk. Or her, for that matter. Humans were better
off not knowing about the opposing forces surrounding them on a
daily basis.

She adjusted her sitting position to get more
comfortable. The car clock said 10:00 a.m. None of the restaurants
in San Fran would be open or answering their phones yet, but by the
time she returned to Napa, they should be able to reach every
restaurant where they gave their wine yesterday. Then she could get
a more detailed story of what happened, how the violence erupted,
and if it was indeed the yeast as she suspected.

“You comfortable?” Carlo asked.

“I’m fine, thanks. When we get back, I’ll
call our contacts to learn more.”

He frowned. “Just don’t do anything rash
until we have all the facts.”

Like destroying every ounce of that yeast
and every wine bottle affected?

The words were on the tip of her tongue, but
she kept her mouth shut. They’d already argued and she didn’t want
a big fight in the car. He didn’t believe her, that was his
prerogative. She would get at the truth and do what she needed to
do.

As they progressed toward Napa, the memories
of last night came flooding back. His arms holding her, his gentle
kisses, their bodies entwined. It had been the perfect
evening…until all hell broke loose this morning.

Maybe she should’ve stayed away from human
relationships.

Two hours later, she began to call her
contacts. First up, Carol.

“San Fran Ocean Front,” the voice
answered.

“Hi, I need to speak to Carol please,”
Tempest said.

“One moment.”

Tempest’s stomach clenched as she waited the
few seconds that seemed like hours.

“Carol speaking, how can I help you?”

“It’s Tempest. I needed to ask you about last
night.”

“I’ve been trying to reach you. Did you see
the morning news?”

“Yes. Can you tell me what happened?”

“Heavens, it was crazy. Our normal weekend
crowd came in. We served your wine and some featured appetizers to
all our regulars and to anyone who wanted a sampling.”

“And?”

“And what? That’s when everyone lost their
mind. Joe, one of our regulars for years. Happily married guy,
works as a banker. He stands up and starts picking fights with the
nearby tables. Completely unprovoked. It made no sense.”

Tempest gripped the phone tighter. “What
else?”

“One woman started accusing another of having
an affair with her husband, then she began to strip off her
clothes. The two of them had a cat fight in the middle of the bar.”
Carol sighed loudly. “I don’t know what was in that wine of yours,
but we can’t serve it anymore.”

Relief and panic washed over Tempest like a
wave. At least she hadn’t been crazy. The wine had affected the
public. And yet, now her newest wine and the winery were
ruined.

“I understand, and I’m so sorry.”

“Listen, I have to go. Another detective is
here to talk to me. I hate to say this, but fair warning. Our
lawyer will be in touch about furniture damages and broken glass.
You may want to be prepared for any medical bills too.”

Tempest wanted to curl up into a ball and go
to sleep until this whole situation went away. Fat chance.

“I understand, Carol. Thanks for talking to
me.”

Tempest hung up the phone and dialed Carlo’s
extension.

“Hey,” he answered.

“Come to my office.”

“Okayyy.”

Seconds later, he arrived. “What did you find
out?”

“I want you to call Susan. Put her on
speakerphone.”

“Sure.” He picked up the phone and
dialed.

“Sunset Wharf,” the phone answered.

“It’s Carlo. I need to talk to Susan.”

“One moment.”

Tempest leaned back in her chair. She was
ready for Carlo to get the news, to finally believe her.

“Carlo,” Susan said, flirtation laced on
every syllable.

“Hey. I’ve got you on speaker, so behave
yourself.”

Tempest arched an eyebrow at him. What was
that about?

“Too bad,” Susan said. “Are you calling about
the news story?”

“Yes. My business partner seems to think our
wine caused these violent outbreaks. I told her that she was
overreacting and that couldn’t possibly be true—”

“Yeah, about that…”

Tempest shot a knowing glance at Carlo. Maybe
now he would believe the truth?

“Susan, you can’t be serious,” Carlo
said.

“Here’s the deal,” Susan said. “No, I don’t
think your wine created a chain of violence because logically, it
makes no sense.”

“But?”

“But we didn’t do anything else different in
our restaurant last night. Our regulars came in, ordered the same
food they always do, we didn’t have any new food specials. Only
your wine. Then I read about the beatings and shootings at the
other restaurants, and I know they carried your wine too. So while
logically it makes no sense, I have to ask if there is a connection
with the wine. Hell, Carlo, you’re the chemist.”

Carlo’s mouth dropped open but he said
nothing.

“I told you,” Tempest said. “Thanks Susan for
confirming my suspicions.”

“Like I said, the cops are investigating but
your wine is the only link I see. Our regulars don’t start fights,
don’t harass their wives, nothing. After one glass of your wine,
they did. It was like flipping a switch,” Susan said.

“Thanks,” Tempest said. “That’ll be all for
now. We’ll be in touch.” She hung up the phone before Carlo had the
chance to refute Susan as well as her.

“See?” Tempest asked.

Carlo paced her office. “It’s not possible, I
tell you.”

“So what happens when the cops question us?
You and I need to figure out what the hell your men put into that
yeast.”

“My men wouldn’t sabotage us,” Carlo
said.

A giant lump swelled in the back of Tempest’s
throat. What if Lynk had reaped one of the lab tech’s souls? It
would certainly be possible.

“What is it?” Carlo asked. “Your facial
expression just grew dark.”

“You’re the one who wanted to use your lab
guys, your lab building, to create this new yeast,” she said.

“And?”

And that’s how Lynk was able to ruin us. Why
didn’t you listen to me in the first place?

With a clenched jaw, she said, “If we had
stuck with the old formula, not rushed the new yeast for this wine,
we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Carlo glared at the woman
he thought he knew, the one he’d made love to last night.

“My men have been with me for over ten years.
I trust them.”

“Did you manage them? Keep quality control
measures to make sure they didn’t make a freak accident, or put
something into the yeast they weren’t supposed to?”

She’d transformed from beautiful wine
connoisseur to complete nutcase.

“What would they put in? Hemlock? No, my guys
are fine. They documented everything, use only the best equipment
and ingredients.”

“I want to talk with them,” Tempest said.

“Fine, but I’m coming along. And please don’t
insult them. We’ll just do a general inquiry into the yeast process
and controls.”

She nodded. Thank goodness. Maybe she would
begin to think logically.

An hour later, they arrived at the lab. Carlo
used his key card to get her inside.

“Tempest, you remember Miles and Simeon. You
both remember Tempest.”

They exchanged pleasantries for a second,
then Tempest glared at him with an insistence he start the
questioning.

“Listen, guys, I need to ask you something.
Did anything bizarre happen when you were creating the yeast? Any
odd chemical reaction, any kind of issue?”

“Nope, nothing out of the ordinary,” Miles
said. “Why?”

“Just trying to figure something out,” Carlo
said.

“I should tell you I was out sick for a day
the first week,” Simeon said. “So if you’re here to question us
about payment and hours worked, then—”

“You were not here one day? Out sick?”
Tempest asked, her voice shrill.

“Yes ma’am.”

Her eyes reeled, and Carlo could tell she was
trying to figure something out. But what? His guys were allowed
sick time, just like any other employee across the world.

“Anything else happen?” Carlo asked. He
wanted to get this over with. Being the inquisition toward people
he trusted had never been his management style.

“Not a thing, boss.”

Carlo glanced at Tempest, trying to read her
reaction. “Then I guess we can go. Right?”

She nodded. “I think I have my answer.”

What did that mean?

Before he could ask, she piped up with,
“We’ll need all documentation on the yeast and the equipment used.
Even those things you wouldn’t consider relevant, include
them.”

Miles arched an eyebrow at Carlo, who nodded.
“Email those to us today, please.”

“No problem,” Miles said.

“Thanks again,” Carlo said. He shook their
hands and they left the lab.

Walking to the car, she said—her words flat
and void of emotion—“We have to destroy every wine bottle and the
yeast those men made.”

 



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Tempest walked out to
Carlo’s Mustang in silence. There would be no discussion. Once they
returned to the winery, she would confirm her suspicions with Ella
and perhaps Mercury. If Simeon had been out sick for a day early in
the chemistry process, Lynk would’ve had enough time to clone
himself in the man’s appearance and sabotage the yeast.

Even if Lynk’s cloning powers only lasted an
hour, he could’ve made the time count. After all, he’d been forced
to be resourceful over the centuries to become the leader of the
Ubel Fallen Angels.

Carlo unlocked the car and settled into the
driver’s seat. She could feel his intense stare, could sense the
panic radiating from his pores.

“Please tell me you’re not serious about
destroying the wine bottles,” he said. Then he started the engine
and backed out of their parking space.

She waited until they were safely back on the
main road to Napa.

“Yes, I am serious.”

“Why? Who destroys their most valuable
commodity on a hunch?”

A nagging feeling sank down into Tempest’s
stomach. He wouldn’t be easy to convince. Before she let one
tainted bottle of wine leave their winery, she would tell him the
truth about who she was—that her mission as a Wind Elemental to
protect innocent humans took precedence over making wine.

“There are forces at work that you don’t
understand,” she said. “I’m telling you as plainly as I can. The
new yeast did something to that wine. The wine caused a violent
eruption in every place where our wine was served. We can’t pump
more wine out there for public consumption.”

He turned to stare at her. When he did, his
expression was clearly readable. He thought she had grown three
heads and didn’t know what she was talking about.

“Forces I don’t understand?” he prompted.
“Like what?”

“About me. About life.”

“What are you talking about?”

She heard the disbelief in his voice. But
going sixty-five miles per hour on a two lane road wasn’t the time
to tell him about Elementals and Fallen Angels.

“Let’s get back to the winery first. Then we
can have a drink and talk.”

After a long pensive stare, he nodded. “Fair
enough. Besides, traffic is becoming more congested.”

As he navigated between eighteen-wheeler
trucks and giant Jeeps, she let out a sigh of relief. At least she
didn’t have to tell him the truth while he was driving. Once they
returned to the winery, she knew what she had to do.

#

The serene courtyard at Life’s a Breeze
Winery didn’t do much to calm Tempest’s nerves. With Carlo sitting
at a table across from her clearly expecting a logical explanation,
she didn’t know exactly how to phrase her words.

“Tell me what you think it was in the
restaurants that turned people violent,” she finally said. “Give me
your explanation.”

He shrugged. “Coincidence.”

“Really?”

He leaned forward and traced his fingers
around the stem of his wine glass. “Don’t you watch the evening
news? People kill each other every day. Domestic violence is a
problem worldwide. I’m not saying it’s right or that we shouldn’t
feel empathy for those people, but why do you presume the wine is
to blame?”

Because I know creatures like Lynk exist.
And you don’t.

“Well?” Carlo prompted.

“I haven’t told you the whole truth about my
background,” she began.

“Okayyy. Like what?”

All her life, the rules had forbidden she
reveal her Elemental powers to humans unless dire circumstances
required it. Carlo pitching a fit over saving his wine didn’t
really qualify as dire, did it? Maybe she should keep things
general, see if he would be satisfied with a high-level
response.

“There are some people in my past who would
like nothing more than to damage my reputation, harm innocent
customers and shift the blame to me.”

His eyes grew darker, more intense. “I didn’t
see you as the type who knew people like that.”

She picked up her cold glass of Chardonnay
and took a big sip. “It feels like a lifetime ago, but I believe
these…individuals…are behind this. I think when one of your guys
was out sick, they may have slipped into the lab and done some
damage.”

Carlo shook his head. “That lab requires an
ID badge for access.”

“Evil minds aren’t inhibited by minor things
like security,” she said as carefully as she could. Perhaps
carrying weight to her words would make Carlo understand.

“You’re saying these folks created a breach
at the lab, somehow gained access without my other men noticing,
and put something into the yeast formula deliberately?”

“Yes.”

He picked up his own glass of wine and gulped
down several swallows. “That’s far-fetched, Tempest.”

“I understand—”

“No you don’t.” He leaned forward, his voice
serious. “All I ever wanted to do was make people’s lives better. I
tried with chemistry but wound up creating formulas for Botox
beauty addicts. I took a huge risk to buy the winery and I’m not
going to destroy that opportunity again. It almost destroyed me the
first time.”

Tempest reached out and held his hand. “I’m
not trying to destroy anything. I’m saying we need to call every
restaurant we delivered to, tell them not to serve our wine. Make
sure none of the latest batch gets out to the public. I’m
protecting our reputation.”

“By ruining all our chances. With the
contest, with reviewers, and setting us back at square one.”

“We need to be proactive. You know the news
reporters might question us, if the police find the common link of
our wine. We can keep our reputation by informing the press and the
police that, as a precaution, we’ve pulled all our latest wines.”
She sighed at the urgency of her own words. “The contest can wait
until another day.”

“No. Sorry to pull rank on you, but I’m the
majority owner. We keep our newest wine on schedule. Even if the
cops question us, they have no proof our wine caused the violence.
It could’ve been any number of factors. Similar medications every
violent person had been taking. The variables are endless. Our wine
isn’t the root cause.”

She opened her mouth to object.

“Don’t make me the asshole boss here,” he
said. “My decision is final. We ship the wine as scheduled.”

He finished his wine, stood up, and walked
away. Leaving her alone with her half-drunk glass of wine and a
surge of emotion.

“You’re making yourself the asshole boss in
this equation,” she whispered, her words blending into the wind.
“You have no idea what the repercussions will be if you ship that
wine.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY

Carlo stormed back into
his office, more furious with himself than Tempest. He hadn’t
wanted to pull rank on her, but she’d left him no choice.

Destroy the entire inventory of a wine that
could change everything for them? The woman must be certifiably
crazy.

A random thought of her in that blue silk bra
flashed across his mind. Their night together in San Francisco, her
warm skin next to his, and how much he enjoyed their night
together.

Okay, the woman was beautiful and
certifiably crazy.

Grumbling, he opened the documentation notes
that Miles and Simeon had given him. He reviewed each chemical,
each notation. Everything had been customized according to
specifications. Nothing strange had been done in the yeast-making
process, not according to the records.

He had to find a way to appease Tempest’s
growing suspicions. To destroy the inventory over a paranoid idea
was ridiculous.

To be prepared, he pulled out the stack of
shipping forms from his desk drawer and began to address them to
all the vendors.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Tempest didn’t bother
returning to her office. Instead, she walked around the corner and
back to her loft.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Ella asked, glancing
up from the book she was reading.

She filled Ella in on all the details. “Carlo
doesn’t understand what he’s doing. We have to stop that wine from
being shipped.”

Ella stood up. “Let’s go to the lab now.
While you were out, Mercury stopped by.”

Visits from Mercury were a fifty-fifty
chance. Could be good, could be bad. Or maybe he had stopped by for
peanuts.

“What did he say?” Tempest asked.

“He ran tests on me, even took me out to a
few places in Napa.”

Tempest narrowed her brows. “Tests? What
kind?”

“He and Universe are trying to determine if I
can sense if a human has been cloned by Lynk or one of the Fallen
Angels.”

“I thought Mercury said you could. That’s why
he wanted you with me,” Tempest said.

Ella shook her head. “He said I could sense
when a Fallen Angel was present, but not necessarily after the
fact. Let’s go to the lab. I’ll take a look at the guy Lynk cloned.
And while I’m not promising anything, it may help us determine if
he was Lynk’s victim.”

“Sounds good to me,” Tempest said. She
grabbed her purse. “But we may not be able to gain access to the
lab.”

With a gleam in her eyes, Ella asked, “Ever
been on a stakeout?”

Tempest chuckled. “I forgot. You’re a cop’s
kid.”

“He won’t let me forget,” she said with a
half-groan.

“Fair enough. Let’s pick up some food and
drink and have a stakeout.”

“What about Carlo and the winery? Won’t he
freak out if you’re gone?”

Tempest reached into her purse for the keys.
“No. And besides, I don’t really care what he thinks right
now.”

“Sure thing. Then let’s go.”

An hour later, they had a full supply of
sandwiches, chips, pickles and sodas. The lab parking lot was open
to the public since other buildings were in the same complex, but
Tempest parked several aisles over from the lab entrance so as not
to be noticed.

Ella dove into a paper bag, grabbed out a
turkey and Swiss. Then bumped her elbow into the shifter as she
situated herself. “Ouch.”

“Sorry,” Tempest said. “Guess a Mini Cooper
isn’t ideal for long-term stakeouts.”

“No problem. Dad says any car works, provided
the bad guys don’t know we’re here.”

Tempest cast a long glance at the lab
doorway. A nondescript white painted doorway with security access
keypads and card readers. No way could they get inside to look
around, not without getting caught. And even though she’d met both
lab techs, she didn’t need them calling the cops or Carlo.
Especially not Carlo.

The minutes ticked by slowly. With a loud
snap of air, Tempest opened her sea salt chips.

“So your dad does a lot of stakeouts?” she
asked.

Ella nodded. “They keep changing his patrol
area. I know he’s a cop and they can send him anywhere within New
Orleans, but Central City isn’t the safest area. I’d rather he
stick closer to the Quarter or Mid-City.”

Tempest hadn’t ever had parents, with the
exception of Universe the Boss. What must it be like to worry about
whether a parent would come home or not, based on their job? Poor
Ella. Must be difficult to have that burden on her shoulders along
with whatever mission Universe charged her with.

“Must be hard to concentrate on your mission
when you’re worried about your dad’s safety,” Tempest said.

“It is, but I chose the Elemental life. I try
to make my mom and dad proud.”

Tempest bolted upright in her seat. A black
car parked two rows over had flashed its lights at her.

“What is it?” Ella asked.

“That car,” she whispered. “Two rows
back.”

Ella glanced at the side mirror to look. Then
she put her head closer to the mirror.

“Any thoughts?” Tempest asked. “I didn’t
notice anyone following us.”

“Not sure.”

She returned her gaze to the lab door. No one
had come out or gone in. Was the black car waiting for someone to
exit the lab too?

“I’m going to pull up one aisle,” Tempest
said. She cranked the ignition, drove slowly into the next aisle’s
parking space.

The black car did the same.

“Something is up,” Ella said. “Want me to go
look?”

“No. Stay here.”

With trepidation, Tempest opened her car door
and stepped out. She only leaned the door back in to close it. No
slam or other noise that would alert anyone nearby.

As she approached the black car, it flashed
its bright lights. She walked faster. Who was this? Was someone
spying on her?

The car revved its engine. She froze. The
tinted windows blocked the driver’s appearance. After a loud roar,
the car screeched backwards. Black tire marks remained as the
mysterious driver sped away in the dust.

A loud car horn made her jump. She spun
around. A man in a white coat walked down the steps away from the
lab, and Ella had honked the horn.

Tempest ran back to the car and got inside.
“Shh. What are you doing? You’ll blow our cover.”

“It doesn’t matter. I rolled down my window
and could tell. He’s the one. Lynk did take him over.”

Tempest arched an eyebrow. “You were able to
determine that from way over here?”

“Yes. Don’t ask me how, but I can. He…smells
different. Like he’s been modified. The hairs on the nape of my
neck are standing up so stiff, it’s like static electricity.”

Tempest knew that feeling. That electrical
impulse, positive it can’t be anything else sensation.

“Okay, then we have our answer. We need to
get back to the winery and destroy every bottle of wine that yeast
went into.”

Ella buckled up. “Carlo is going to be
pissed.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Tempest drove back to her
loft, parked, and remained in the car.

“Are you all right?” Ella asked. “You haven’t
said two words since we left the lab.”

“I’m okay, it’s just that…”

“What? We know what happened now. We can save
more people from being hurt. The Ubel Fallen Angels won’t get their
reaping.”

“That’s true.”

Yet knowing she would destroy all chances for
the Ubel Fallen Angels to reap more souls with the contaminated
wine should have made her feel better. So how come there was a
twinge of sadness, echoes of depression coursing through her?

“What is it?” Ella asked.

“They won.”

Ella’s brows narrowed. “They?”

“Lynk. Rance. The rest of the Ubel clan. I’m
the first Elemental failure.”

“What are you talking about? If we stop the
contaminated wine from ever being shipped, we’ve won. Not
them.”

Tempest shrugged. “I wanted to succeed in my
cover job too.”

Ella’s eyes widened.

“I know we have to destroy the bottles,”
Tempest said. “I do. I only wish there was a way to succeed at my
cover job and my mission. That’s how it happened for Brooke,
Phoenix, and Terran. Not me. I follow the rules, but I’m forced to
destroy what will help this winery prosper.”

Ella reached out and patted Tempest’s “True,
but there are always more grapes. You and Carlo could still develop
a wonderful wine.”

“Not in time for the contest.” Tempest
sighed. “Then there’s the issue of the cops. Depending upon what
they uncover, Carlo and I may be the subjects of an investigation.
And our insurance rates will double if the six restaurants sue us
for the damages.”

“I’m sorry,” Ella said.

“It’s not your fault. Don’t worry about me, I
only wish things had turned out differently.”

“Regrets teach us what we want in life.”

Words of wisdom from the young one. Tempest
smiled.

“C’mon,” Tempest said. “I need to destroy
those bottles before Carlo ships any of them.”

#

Tempest walked into the main tasting area,
followed by Ella. Who stopped short in her tracks.

“Tempest,” she whispered.

“What? Why are you whispering?”

Ella gestured toward the far seating area of
the bar, where a tall man stood taking sips of white wine.
“Him.”

She tried to glance over that way without
being too conspicuous. There were young couples trying Chardonnays
and Merlots, older gentlemen comparing notes on Cabernet favorites.
One young man in his thirties only sipped the Sauvignon and stared
out into the distance.

“What about him?” Tempest whispered back. If
Ella had been whispering, chances were she knew something. Best to
keep their voices low just in case.

Ella stepped closer in, almost huddling
against Tempest. “It’s Lynk.”

The breath caught in Tempest’s throat. Lynk,
in her winery? Cloned as a stranger?

“Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then. We take care of it.”

“How?”

She took a deep breath. “Follow my lead.”

With that, she took a deliberate stride over
to the gentleman. “Sir, I’m afraid you’re going to have to come
with me.”

“Excuse me?” the man said. He tried to yank
away his arm, but Tempest kept a tight grip.

“You’re coming with me.” She smiled politely
at the other guests, not needing to alarm them. “Excuse us. He’s
our one hundredth customer and we have a prize for him in the
back.”

The other people went back to their wine
samples without giving her a second glance. With a firm grip on his
arm and a hand pressed into the small of his back, she pushed him
toward the back room.

Carlo approached from that direction. Eyeing
her and her tight hold on a guest, Carlo asked, “What’s going
on?”

“This woman is harassing me,” the man
said.

Tempest shook him. “Don’t listen to him,
Carlo. This is something I need to take care of.”

“We don’t injure or trap our customers,
Tempest.”

“Yeah,” the guest mimicked.

“Not now, Carlo.” Tempest pushed past him.
She would deal with him later. Ella stayed behind, trying to talk
to Carlo and assure him everything was okay.

As Tempest walked, the man kept resisting.
“Lady, I don’t know what you want with me, but—”

“Shut up, Lynk.”

He turned to glare at her, then his lips
slowly creased into a knowing smile. “Well, well. Look who can tell
it’s me.”

She stood tall, strong. “I can always
recognize evil. I want you out of this winery. Out of Napa. I know
you tainted the wine. I know what you’re aiming for, and you’re not
going to reap anymore innocent souls with my wine. Not on my
watch.”

“Au contraire.” Lynk shifted back to his
slithering, sleek appearance. “I’m only here as a courtesy.”

“For what? You’re never courteous.”

He laughed. “I’m checking out the
competition.”

She racked her mind. It was an unnerving
feeling, being unable to detect exactly what he was talking
about.

“I’m your enemy, not your competition,” she
finally said.

“You’re both, now.”

“Meaning?”

He stretched his arms above his head. “Guess
who bought the winery down the road from here?”

“What?!”

“Sweet little Betty. She didn’t have a
choice, really. Not when I pointed out her many sins and how she
had to sign over ownership to me.”

Tempest lunged at him, threw him against the
wall. He crumpled to the ground.

“What the hell are you doing?” Carlo asked,
entering the room. “Tempest, leave him alone!”

Lynk stood up, brushed off his pants. “At
least someone here has manners. Hello, I’m Lynk. I’m going to be
running the winery down the road.”

Tempest’s pulse raced as the two men made
pleasant chit-chat about wineries, Napa, and how Lynk would be the
newest owner.

“Congrats,” Carlo finally said, then he
glared at Tempest. “Forgive my partner, she doesn’t handle
competition too well.”

“Carlo, you don’t understand.” Tempest glared
at Lynk. “Get out. Get out of here before I do something you won’t
forget.”

She eyed Lynk, letting him know she wouldn’t
hesitate to blow him through the glass windows and destroy
everything if that is what she had to do. Try testing me. Just
do it.

Lynk’s dark blue eyes concentrated on her,
then Carlo, for a long moment. Then he shook Carlo’s hand. “No
worries. I’ll be going now.”

Carlo nodded. “Congrats again. See you around
Napa.”

“Oh, you can be certain of that,” Lynk said,
then he stepped out of the room and went for the exit, singing a
tune and without a care in the world.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Carlo pressed his hand to
his neck. His carotid pulsed and pounded. Every neck muscle ached
with tension.

“Tempest, my office. Now.”

“You don’t understand—”

“Now!” He left the tasting room and stormed
down the hallway to his office. What was she trying to do? Ruin
everything?

In mid-stride, he looked back. A
sheepish-looking Tempest followed. Good. She’d better damn have
listened.

He opened the door to his office, held it for
her until she came inside.

“Sit.”

She did. “Listen, I know—”

“Quiet!”

His own voice reverberated in his ears. Her
eyes grew wide, the pupils large and black as she cleared her
throat.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.” He sat down
across from her, fixed his glare. “I’m going to attempt to be calm
about this.”

Even though I want to reach out and ask you
what the hell you are thinking.

“Okay,” came her stoic response.

“You told me that you loved working at a
winery, that this was your life.”

She nodded.

“Then I need to understand why you continue
to jeopardize your future. First you want to destroy our inventory,
then you start attacking customers in the tasting room.”

“It’s not what you think. That man, Lynk, is
not someone we want in our winery.”

“Who gives a shit?” Carlo yelled.

Tempest crossed her arms, scooted back in her
chair as if to get away from him. “I’m only saying that we don’t
need Lynk’s approval. The public’s opinion of us is important. Not
Lynk’s.”

Carlo’s forearms ached, the muscles clenched
so tight. “This isn’t a hobby for me. This is business.”

She frowned. “And you don’t think I’m serious
enough?”

“When you push our customers against a wall
and tell them to leave, no. I don’t.” He shook his head. “I put my
retirement savings into this winery. I want this to work.”

“Me too.”

“You could’ve fooled me. Between skipping
work and threatening our customers, what part of this business
means the most to you?”

A flicker of defiance shone from her gaze,
but she said nothing.

He sighed, rubbed his temples to ward off the
pounding headache. “I’m trying here. You need to explain to me
what’s going on.”

“Maybe if you stop blaming me for two
seconds, and let me speak, you’ll get the answer you’re looking
for.”

#

Tempest wrung her hands together under
Carlo’s desk so he couldn’t see her panic. She didn’t like this
stern side of him, but she couldn’t blame him either.

“Fine,” Carlo said. “Explain it to me.”

How to begin? Tempest’s Elemental colleagues
had been forced into telling their respective humans the truth at
one point or another. She wished she’d asked for their advice
before putting herself in this position.

“I…”

Carlo exhaled loudly, leaned back in his
chair like he was entertaining the notion of being lied to. Only
what she had to tell him wasn’t a lie. It would only sound like
one.

“Go ahead,” he whispered.

She mustered all the strength she could. “I
have a secret I have never told you. Never told any human.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Human?”

“I’m not like you, Carlo. I’m a Wind
Elemental—”

“A what?”

“Elemental.” She did her best to sound
factual. “I have powers over Wind and Air. My colleagues control
Water, Fire, and Earth. Universe created us so we could protect the
innocent from evil—”

“What evil?”

His voice sounded dubious but at least he
wasn’t laughing at her or calling the psychiatric hospital. Not
yet, anyway.

“There are good and evil forces that exist
all around us,” she said. “I know it’s complicated, but I’m telling
you the truth. The Ubel Fallen Angels want innocent souls. My job
is to protect humans from being ensnared.”

Carlo’s eyes grew dark, his brows furrowed.
He wasn’t buying any of this, but she couldn’t quite read his
reaction. Did he think she was crazy? Making up an excuse?

“I thought your job was managing the winery,”
he said.

She bit her lip. “The winery is my cover job,
while I work on my Elemental mission—”

“So you don’t consider the winery
important.”

Crap. She hadn’t meant for her answer to
sound that way, but it had.

“That’s not true, I love this winery.”

He pointed toward the tasting room. “You have
a funny way of showing it.”

“That man…Lynk. The one I told to leave?”

“Yeah?”

“He is the head of the Ubel Fallen Angels. He
didn’t want a simple wine tasting. He cloned himself to look like
Simeon. Then he poisoned the yeast with a violence-inducing
formula—”

“Cloning?” Carlo sat there, wide-eyed,
staring at her. She could tell he thought she was nuts.
Macadamia Ranch, here we come.

“I realize the more I talk, the more
ridiculous this sounds,” she said.

He smiled. “At least you realize it.”

That warm smile sent flutters through her. “I
assure you I’m not crazy. Lynk is the past enemy I told you about
earlier. He wants to destroy us. That’s why I asked him to
leave.”

Carlo wiped his eyes and studied her for the
longest ten seconds in existence.

“There’s no proof of anything wrong with our
yeast,” he said. “You say a Fallen Angel was here from…where?
Heaven? Hell? And he’s cloned himself as one of my lab guys and
ruined our batch? The inventory you insist we destroy?”

“But…the violent outbursts, all the evil
happening in the same locations where we dropped off our sample
bottles. Even at the Napa tasting, when a perfect couple started
going at each other’s throats. It’s the wine, Carlo. You may not
believe it, but it is.”

“I don’t believe it,” he said, then paused a
moment. “But even if I did, why didn’t you tell me about being
a...Wind Elemental…before now? You had the chance to tell me more
about yourself that night in San Francisco. Why didn’t you?”

She looked down at her feet, unable to meet
his glance. “I never fell in love with a human. Before now.”

“I see.” His lips curled ever so slightly
into a grin, but then he resumed his poker face.

With a determined breath, she met his strong
gaze. “You were right about me. I don’t take risks. My colleagues
do, but not me. I protect humans but never became involved with
one. Until you. Our night in San Francisco meant a lot to me,
Carlo. More than you’ll probably ever know.”

“Me too,” he said gently.

His agreement lifted her confidence, if only
a little.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t honest with you before.
We aren’t supposed to tell anyone about our supernatural gifts. If
we did, we’d be locked away, poked and prodded for the furthering
of what humankind calls science.”

The silence in the air turned thick, almost
constricting her. She waited with a close eye on his phone. If he
started to dial the authorities, she could make a run for it.

Finally, he sat forward in his chair with is
arms resting on his desk.

“Tempest, look, I don’t know where all of
this is coming from—”

“It’s the truth. I needed to tell you.”

He sighed.

“What?” she prompted. “I want to hear what
you have to say.”

“Well, part of me wants to fire you for the
way you’ve behaved, especially toward Lynk.”

She held her breath. This was it. Once she
told Carlo the secret to the yeast, she knew things could converge
into this very moment. Now she’d be fired. What would Universe and
Mercury say? Where would she go next?

“Please don’t fire me,” she said. “I’m only
trying—”

“I’m not going to fire you. You know too much
about wine.”

Relief washed through her. “Thank you.”

“Another part of me wants to drive you to the
nearest hospital for a cat scan.”

“Understandable,” she said. “But I’m telling
you the truth.”

“I wish I could believe you, but that’s one
whopper of a tale.”

Tempest racked her mind. How could she prove
she had power over Wind? Wait. She could show him. Show him and
eliminate the poison wine at the same time.

“I’ll prove what I say is true,” she
said.

“How?”

“Come with me.”

She led him down the hallway to where the
bottles of wine were stored. If only he could forgive her for what
she was about to do.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Carlo kept several paces
behind Tempest, unsure of where she was going. Obviously she had
some form of mental illness. Was she seeing a therapist? Maybe he
should recommend one. The stigma of seeing a shrink had dissipated
over the years, and besides…this was California. Land of shrinks
and crazies.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“The storage room.” She kept turning around,
shooting him a strange smile. The poor thing. Did she really
believe all those things she had said?

Once they entered the storage room, he stood
near the back. “Okay. You got me here.”

“Yes.”

She pointed to the large wall wine rack,
which stored all their recent bottles. Ones that, according to her,
were tainted with some violent-inducing formula.

“That’s our inventory,” he said. “So, how do
you prove you’re a…what did you call it again?”

“A Wind Elemental. Simple.” She drew in a
deep breath. “Like this.”

Every wine bottle, one by one, burst open.
Wine dribbled down the racks as the loud pops and smacks echoed
through the room.

“What the hell are you doing?” He ran toward
the wine, trying to block a few to save them. It didn’t help. The
strong gust she blew out pushed him against the far wall.

This couldn’t be happening. He wasn’t crazy.
All she did was gesture with her hands, exhale, and the brute force
kept him from saving their wine. Meanwhile, the three hundred
bottles shattered. Shards of glass fell to the floor. The wine
swept over the room’s floor, soaking into his canvas tennis
shoes.

“Stop it!” he yelled, trying to get free.
With one hand gestured in his direction, she held him back.

“I had to do this. To prove to you who I am,
to not let you ship that wine to the public.”

“Are you crazy?”

She actually turned and grinned at him. A
grin, like she was enjoying this.

“Believe me now?” she asked with a wink.

“There has to be a reasonable explanation
for—how are you doing that?”

The sheer force of the wind knocked him
backward as he struggled to approach her.

“I told you. Wind Elemental.”

Once every bottle had broken, she released
her hand and the wind stopped. Carlo slid to the floor and hugged
his knees.

“It’s not possible,” he said, his eyes
scanning every inch of the room for some sort of magic trick.

She coughed, gasped for air for a moment.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Fine. It’s the after effects of using my
Element, Wind.”

He shook his head. Maybe he’d had a psychotic
break? That was the only way her words made any sort of sense. If
he had joined in her delusion.

Hell, they both could use some therapy.

She sat down next to him, patted his knee. He
flinched.

“You need to explain what I just saw,” he
said.

“I told you. I’m a Wind Elemental. That wine
would’ve harmed so many people, so I made sure it never left the
winery. I’m sorry you had to find out like this—”

“I’m not sure I know of any way that would be
ideal to learn the news.”

Her eyes twinkled. “Well, that’s true.”

He glanced back at the broken bottles. “Even
if I did believe you, our wine is ruined.”

The gleam in her eyes faded. “I know.”

“And you think it was worth it?”

She bit her lip before meeting his gaze. “I
know we lost, but to protect the public, yes I do think it’s worth
it.”

He shook his head. “You don’t even know that
my guys’ yeast was the problem.”

She pointed to the destruction on the floor.
“Yes, I do. Just like I told you I’m a Wind Elemental. You need to
trust me.”

Carlo’s mind reeled from the devastation in
the room. “My men are loyal.”

“Yes, they are. Simeon didn’t betray you. I
believe Lynk cloned himself as Simeon on the day Simeon stayed home
sick. That would’ve given Lynk plenty of time to put something into
the wine—”

“I already reviewed every notation, every
chemical, put into our wine. There was nothing suspicious.”

The empathy lines around her eyes formed as
she gave him a gentle smile. “I don’t think you realize how
talented Lynk can be. I’m sure he forged the chemistry notes or
better yet, omitted a chemical he put in.”

Strange though it was, her words held
comfort. At least his men hadn’t betrayed him. So why hadn’t she
trusted him enough to tell him all this before?

“What about you?” he asked, not letting her
break eye contact this time.

“I…uh, well…”

“Why did you hide this from me? Were you
using me like a lab rat in some Elemental experiment?”

“What?”

“What about that night in San Francisco? Were
you just using me to fight against evil and Lynk, or did it mean
anything to you?”

She swallowed hard as the stress crease lines
began to form on her forehead. “Of course that night meant
something. You have no idea how much.”

He raised his hands in a surrender shrug. “I
don’t know. Right now, I don’t know what the hell to think.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Tempest deliberately took
a hard swallow. Took all the pain, the harshness of Carlo’s
accusations, and shoved it downward into a safe place inside.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you, to keep this
information from you,” she began. She wiped her sweaty palms on her
jeans. “Honestly, I’m new to all of this. The rule has always been
never to get romantically involved with humans. And I didn’t. Until
you.”

He shot her an unnerving glare. “I guess you
were willing to break the rules to screw with my head.”

“That wasn’t my intent, I assure you—”

“What was your intent, then?”

She racked her mind for the right words to
say. If only she were on a game show and she could call one of her
lifelines, a friend to help her out of this mess. Brooke, Phoenix
and Terran dated humans. She could use their expertise right about
now.

“I wanted to do my mission and win the winery
contest. Before I met you, those two goals were simple. The day you
walked in, everything became complicated.”

“How so?”

A tiny glimpse of curiosity and kindness
shone in that intense stare of his. Maybe there was hope he could
forgive her?

She fidgeted with her hands, reaching deep
into her brain for the right answer.

“Carlo, you said it yourself. I don’t break
the rules. Humans were off limits, so I remained determined to keep
you at arm’s length.”

“You’re doing a damn fine job of that right
now.”

He’s angry. Don’t let him provoke you into
a big fight.

“As the weeks went by, I fell in love with
you. Our trip to San Francisco, I decided to risk everything that
night when we made love. Trust me, I don’t make those decisions
lightly.”

“Neither do I,” he said with a sharp glare in
those normally warm eyes.

“Elementals aren’t supposed to reveal who we
are. Over time, my colleagues have told the humans they became
involved with—in fact I could give you three people’s phone numbers
if you want to talk to them about what it’s like to be with an
Elemental—maybe that will help you understand where I’m coming
from.”

He thought for a long moment. She looked at
the fine soft hairs on his arms, the five o’clock shadow on his
chin that was beginning to come in.

“I’ve fallen in love with you. I want you to
understand the real me.”

His jaw tightened, she could see his carotid
pulsing.

“Honestly, Tempest. I appreciate what you’re
saying, but I don’t know if I can.”

The sharp daggers in his words hit clear to
her heart. “Are you saying you don’t know if you can love me? Or
understand me?”

The warm, brown eyes she had been so
attracted to the first time she saw him now held sadness and
regret.

“I believed I was in love with you,” he said.
“I thought I’d made that clear last night.”

Her heart fluttered for a second. She waited
for him to continue, hoping he wouldn’t change his mind.

“You’ve dumped a hell of a lot of info on me.
Tainted wine, destroyed reputation of the winery, Fallen Angels and
cloning.” He let out a loud sigh. “Then to top things off, you
neglect to tell me you’re not human. You’re some kind of freaky
wind whisperer—”

“Elemental.”

“Whatever. Then to prove your point, you
destroyed three hundred bottles of wine. My livelihood. My
retirement investment. Our future.”

She bit her lip. “Yes, but we can still—”

“There may not be a ‘we’ anymore. I don’t
know what I feel.”

Swallowing hard, she nodded. Tried to
remember she had laid a lot on his plate.

“Maybe you’re not what this winery needs,” he
whispered. “What’s worse? Maybe you’re not what I need.”

Her mouth fell open. Inside, her heart
throbbed in pain.

He didn’t look at her. Only turned around,
sped to the exit door and left.

Leaving her alone in a room with three
hundred broken bottles. The door’s loud slam as Carlo left echoed
in her ears like a maddening tune.

 



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Carlo stormed back to his
office. Checked his email. Five new messages, all said the same
thing: “We’ve been forced to pull your wine from our list.”

He pounded his fist on his desk with a loud
boom. Shit! His retirement plans, his change in career plans, were
now approaching the big iceberg just like the Titanic.

When his office phone rang, he almost leapt
out of the chair. “Hello?”

“Mr. Reyes?” The voice sounded official,
reserved.

“Yes, this is Carlo Reyes.”

“This is Officer Tom Wyatt from the San
Francisco police department.”

Carlo swallowed hard. Probably too hard so it
could be heard on the other end of the line.

“Yes? How can I help you?”

“I’d like to meet with you today. I have some
questions about your winery—”

“Fine, Officer. When should we meet?”

“I’m in Napa, down the street from you right
now.”

The lump at the back of Carlo’s throat grew
bigger. “O…okay. Come on by. You know how to find us?”

“Yes. Be there in five.”

“See you then.”

Carlo hung up the phone. Shit and double
shit. Stay calm. Nothing was wrong with the wine. Even though
Tempest had just destroyed the inventory—actually Carlo could
mention that fact as a precaution—he had notes to prove everything
had been done by the book.

He legs wobbled as he stood up. Focus.

Pulling open his office door, he called out,
“Megan?”

She came carrying papers from the copy room
across the hall. “Yes?”

“A police officer is on his way here to see
me. When he arrives, please escort him to my office quickly. I
don’t want the public wondering why a cop is showing up.”

Megan nodded. “Will do.”

Carlo returned to sit down. Took a sip of
lukewarm water from the cup on his desk. Stay calm, Carlo. You
can do this.

Five minutes later, Megan knocked on his
door. “This is Officer Wyatt.”

The guy looked like a young rookie on a TV
show. Maybe twenty-three years old, couldn’t be much older. Carlo
wondered when the kid had started to shave. At least he wasn’t some
bug-glasses no-nonsense type.

Carlo stood up, gave a firm handshake.
“Thanks Megan, that’ll be all.”

She closed the door behind her. He gestured
to the spare chair. “Have a seat, Officer.”

“Thanks.”

Once settled, Carlo cleared his throat. “What
can I help you with? You said something about the winery?”

“Yes,” Officer Wyatt said.

His voice sounded high-pitched like he hadn’t
been through puberty yet. Carlo began to relax. Maybe this
question-and-answer session wouldn’t be bad after all.

“As you may have read in the papers,” Wyatt
began, “the incidents of violence occurred at six different
locations. All in San Francisco, but no other common thread between
them. Not the same ownership, not similar chefs, nothing.”

“I did see something about that.”

Officer Wyatt leaned forward, rested his
forearms on the desk. “Except your wine. That was the common
denominator in all the incidents.”

Carlo wiped his hands on his slacks. Guess
this interview wasn’t going to go as easy as planned. Stick to the
facts. Stay calm, objective.

“Frankly,” Carlo said. “I was surprised at
the yellow journalism aspect.”

“Yellow journalism?”

“Yes. How they mentioned our winery might be
at fault without any evidence.”

Officer Wyatt didn’t crack a smile.

“The media seemed to jump to conclusions,”
Carlo continued. “You’re the first person to ask me about our
wine.”

The cop arched an eyebrow. Guess that comment
got his attention.

“Sir, I’d like to see your logs, any notes or
documentation you have about the making of this wine.”

Carlo smiled, relaxed his tense muscles. The
cop was fishing, meaning they didn’t have any evidence. Things
would work out.

“Of course,” Carlo said. “I should also
mention that, even though you don’t have a warrant and I do not
believe Life’s a Breeze Winery is at fault, you should know we’ve
pulled the wine from the market. For now.”

Officer Wyatt stiffened his posture. “I
appreciate your proactive stance—”

“Not a problem.” Carlo reached into his desk,
pulled out a large notebook and handed it over. “These are our
process documents. We followed everything to the letter, from the
vines to the bottles. Nothing was added by the winery.”

He nodded, glancing over the first few pages.
“Thanks. We’ll need this for evidence, but I’ll return it as soon
as I can.”

“Of course,” Carlo said.

The notebook held processes, strategies, but
no proprietary part of the recipe. He wasn’t about to give that up
to kiddo cop without a warrant.

“How long have you been at the winery?”
Officer Wyatt asked.

“Not long, actually. I recently bought out
the majority partner’s share.”

The cop glanced around Carlo’s office,
seemingly looking for general information or clues.

“My wife likes wine. I’m more of a beer
guy.”

Carlo shrugged. “Different tastes, is
all.”

“You said you’ve pulled this particular new
wine off the market?”

“Yes. Even though we believe there is nothing
wrong with the wine and this is some strange coincidence, in the
spirit of public safety we made that decision.”

No sense mentioning Tempest had blown every
bottle to bits.

“Thank you for your time,” the cop said.
“I’ll be going.”

Carlo stood, shook the cop’s hand. “Let me
know if you have any further questions.”

“Will do,” Officer Wyatt said as he walked
out, where Megan escorted him to the door.

Carlo returned to his office, sat down and
exhaled the deep breath he’d been holding in the pit of his
stomach. The cops didn’t seem to have anything except conjecture,
meaning there shouldn’t be any more trouble.

Unless Officer Wyatt wanted to know more.
Carlo had left all proprietary information—the yeast recipe, the
chemical compounds— out of the notes. On purpose. He wasn’t about
to give up that information without a warrant. Not that there was
even anything to hide.

The only person who’d kept information secret
had been Tempest. About who she was, what she could do, and what
her motives had been all along. With the cop gone, Carlo’s thoughts
returned to the anger he’d felt toward Tempest.

He needed a break. To get out of town, and
fast.

#

The sun hung low in the sky as it began its
descent behind the clouds. Carlo relished the feel of the wind in
his hair as he sped down the 80 to San Francisco. The open road,
freedom, and time away to think.

Time to get a few answers, too. He pressed
dial on his Bluetooth.

“Susan speaking,” the voice answered.

“It’s Carlo.”

“My, my. This is a surprise.”

“I’m in San Francisco,” he said.

“Where should we meet?”

He smiled. At least some friendships remained
the same. At least Susan hadn’t lied to him about who she was. The
woman had always been an open book.

“Brazen Head,” he said. “In forty-five
minutes.”

“See you there.”

An hour later, Carlo walked into his favorite
place. Shook the hand of the bartender. Walked to the rear table,
the one close to the window.

Susan jotted notes on a legal pad. When she
glanced up, her blue eyes gleamed. “Well, well. The entrepreneur
Carlo. This is quite the midweek surprise.”

He sat down, ordered a local beer on draft.
“I had to get out of Napa.”

She studied him, one of those intense stares
that used to make him uncomfortable. Now, it seemed comforting. At
least he knew what to expect.

“Problems in paradise?” she asked.

The waiter brought their drinks and left the
menus. He scanned down to the wine list. No Sauvignon Blanc.

“Let’s just say I’m tired of trying to figure
women out.”

Susan tossed her head back and laughed.
“Well, we are complicated. What did the woman do?”

He opened his mouth to update her, but every
sentence forming in his mind didn’t make sense. There was no way to
describe what had gone wrong. Nobody would believe him, just like
he hadn’t believed Tempest.

“She lied to me,” he finally said. A
universal statement anyone could identify with.

“Oooh, bad news,” Susan said. “You know I’d
never do that.”

He flashed her a smile. “No, you’d just cut
out my heart when I was sleeping.”

Susan made a pouty face with her lips, but
she didn’t disagree. At least some things remained the same.

“Have you read the papers lately?” he asked.
“About the violence erupting at those six restaurants?”

“Yes.”

“What did you think?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Was that your winery?
Holy shit, Carlo! It was wasn’t it?”

“Shh,” he said. “Keep your voice down.”

Wide-eyed, she said, “I didn’t realize that
was your place. Do you believe that the wine caused the
violence?”

“Not for a second, but you know the media.
They have to blame someone—or something. Like my winery.”

“Exactly.” She reached out, touched his
forearm. “Don’t worry. I know you. You wouldn’t hurt anyone. From
the newspaper article, it sounds like they have no proof.”

He shook his head, took a swig of beer. “A
San Francisco cop came to Napa to see me.”

“What’d he say?”

Carlo shrugged. “Just asked about the winery
process, if we’d taken any precautionary steps. I told him we
had.”

Her lips tightened into a flat line. “You
pulled the wine, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t have a choice.” Literally.
“We still have other varietals, and there might be a way to save
the Sauvignon blend…”

“How?”

He looked into her eyes, the eyes of his old
business partner. “Remember when you asked if I wanted a financial
backer?”

A smile crept across her tan face. “Yes.”

“If I can guarantee you that the wine sent to
those six restaurants is gone, but I can fix another Sauvignon
Blanc that will taste spectacular, would you back it?”

“Of course.”

“Seriously? You’re not worried about the
reputation of working with someone who’s being questioned by the
San Francisco Police Department?”

Her eyes twinkled as she gave him a knowing
smile. “You know me better than that, Carlo. I love a
challenge.”

“I don’t know what to say…”

She gathered her pen and notepad. “Tell me
this plan for fixing the wine.”

He smiled. “Funny thing is, I planned to tell
Tempest this morning. Then she lied to me.”

“You can always tell me,” Susan said. “You
know I don’t lie.”

Damn straight, but he knew Susan had other
faults he could never tolerate. A business partnership was the most
he could ever offer her, despite her batting those blues at him
right now.

“I saved a carboy of the wine juice,” he
said. “To be on the safe side, I didn’t put the yeast in this one
container. It was kind of my quality control test, in case things
went wrong—”

“Which they did, according to the news.”

“Exactly. Tempest doesn’t know I saved some
of the wine, though. I thought about surprising her, creating a new
yeast by me—not anyone else—and entering that bottle in the
contest.”

Susan nodded. She’d heard of the contest and
its reputation of making wineries famous in the area.

“But you…what? Don’t want to tell her now?”
Susan asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell her.
I don’t know if I can forgive her for keeping so many secrets from
me.”

With that comment, Susan took a swig of her
drink. “Let me be honest with you, here.”

“You always are. That’s one thing I like
about you.”

She grinned. “Thank you.”

“So what’s on your mind?”

“I’ve never seen you swoon over a woman,
until this Tempest person came along,” Susan said, keeping her
voice direct and professional. “So as much as I’d love to drag you
back to my bed and jump you—”

“Uh huh.” He blushed, the heat rising in his
neck and out to his ears.

“I’m not going to,” Susan continued. “You
should give this Tempest a chance. She knows a lot about the winery
business. And as much as I want you right now, I know you’ll only
think of her if we hop in the sack.”

He scratched the back of his neck, searching
for a response but not finding any.

“After the police test the wine and find
nothing dangerous, their investigation will move a different
direction,” Susan said.

“You think so?”

Given the circumstances and that the cops had
no concrete evidence against him, he had hoped that would be the
case. Only Tempest blamed the yeast and the wine. The rest was
speculation.

Susan made a dismissive hand gesture. “You
know the way things work. Twenty-four hour news cycle. Besides, the
latest update said there were no deaths, only injuries. The press
is onto something new by now. So are the newspapers.”

Downing the remainder of his beer, he
whispered, “I hope you’re right.”

She studied him—a bit too intensely for his
taste—before extending her hand. “I’ll send you the contracts for
backing the winery today. Shake on it?”

He reached for her hand and shook it. “Let’s
make wine, one way or another.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

On the plush king-size bed
with three hundred thread count sheets, Lynk lay sprawled out. What
was that awful pounding noise? He shut his eyes tight. Maybe the
banging would go away.

No such luck.

He bolted out of bed, raced to the source of
the noise. The damn door.

“What?” he yelled through the wood.

“It’s Braden. I forgot my key.”

“Stupid motherfuc—”

“Let me in, damn it! I have news for
you.”

Lynk undid the deadbolt and threw open the
door. Braden stood there, proud and smiling. What an idiot.

“You’re a disgrace. A Fallen Angel who
forgets his key? Not only did you wake me up, but you’re behaving
like the inferior race.”

“Aren’t you all roses and sunshine?” Braden
stepped inside.

Lynk locked the door once more, then stumbled
over to a large comfy chair. “What do you want?”

With a knowing grin, Braden asked, “Big date
last night?”

Lynk rubbed his temples to ward off the
terrible headache. “You could say that.”

“More than two women at one time?”

“Try seven,” Lynk said. An exaggeration, yes,
but Braden didn’t need to know his sexual conquests.

Braden scoffed. “You’re bluffing.”

“Get me some damn coffee, will you?”

Laughing, Braden went to pour a cup.

“So what’s this news?” Lynk asked. Not that
he cared. The sooner he could go back to bed and dream of the sexy
women he’d had last night, the better.

Braden sat on the couch, facing Lynk. “I did
it.”

Taking a long, slow sip of coffee, Lynk asked
the question he wanted to avoid. “You did what, exactly?”

“Bought the winery down the road from Life’s
a Breeze.”

“You fucking did what?” Lynk bolted upright
from his slouched position. “Why would you do such a stupid
thing?”

Braden’s brows furrowed. “What do you mean,
stupid? It’s a brilliant move. We now have our own place to reap
souls. We use the tainted formula, we bring sinners to us. It’s
ingenious!”

“You idiot!” Lynk hurled the coffee cup at
Braden’s head, where it hit him with a loud bonk.

“Hey! What gives?”

Lynk leaned forward in his chair, rested his
elbows on his knees. “Let me try to explain this, you ignorant
fool—”

“I don’t see how this hurts our cause—”

“Shut up before I send you straight back to
Lucifer. And we both know what he will do if he knows you screwed
up.”

Braden shut his mouth and listened. At least
the pain in the ass had a bit of common sense left.

“As I was saying,” Lynk began. “The reason
you are a moron of epic proportion is because you just tied both of
us to Napa. Our names are on the title. Before, we tainted yeast of
another winery and we were blameless and not associated with the
winery in any way. What do you think will happen when our new
winery starts getting the same violent results as Tempest’s
did?”

Braden’s face turned red. “The cops will know
we’re at fault?”

Lynk made an exaggerated smile, like talking
to a two-year-old. “Ding ding ding!”

“Fine, but there has to be a way we can make
this work for us,” Braden said.

“The cops have begun investigating Life’s a
Breeze. If we repeat the wine poisoning and our names get in the
paperwork, what do you think will happen next?” Lynk stood up,
paced the room. “Our kind doesn’t survive in prison, you know.”

Braden thought a minute, then said, “So what?
We reap all the souls we can, then we return to San Francisco.”

Lynk sat down, covered his face in his hands
with a groan. “The whole point of our way of life is to remain
under the radar. By buying that winery—unless you want to become an
honest connoisseur—you’ve just put us out there with a big sign
pointing to our heads.”

“What’s the sign say?” Braden asked.

Lynk bit his lip. I’m with Stupid is
what he wanted to say.

“Forget it. We need to reap as much as
possible, then abandon Napa Valley. So when Lucifer asks why we had
to leave, I’m telling him about your stupid real estate move to buy
the winery.”

“C’mon, there’s no need for
backstabbing—”

“I didn’t want you here to begin with! I
didn’t even want to remain in Napa. Now you’ve sealed our fate with
that five-cent head of yours.”

“Damn it, Lynk. I thought I was doing our
kind a favor. Lucifer will appreciate the extra souls. Let’s reap
what we can, then formulate a plan from there.”

Lynk sighed. “You haven’t left us much of a
choice. If the cops don’t attack us, then Tempest and her kind are
sure to do so. But I will take Tempest down before we abandon wine
country. I won’t have Lucifer questioning my motives.”

“Then I’ll get Ella,” Braden said. “The
Master will be pleased with both of us.”

Lynk shook his head. “You have no idea what
lies ahead…”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Tempest wandered from room
to room in the winery. Carlo still hadn’t returned from wherever
he’d run off to, and she needed to stay focused on work. Ella
remained busy sorting wine glasses in the storage room.

Maybe you’re not what this winery needs.
Maybe you’re not what I need.

Carlo’s words continued to haunt her, from
reeling across her mind to plummeting into the pit of her stomach.
He’d been the first human she had trusted. Now he wanted nothing to
do with her. What’s worse, she might not have a cover job much
longer.

Her stomach tightened once more. What was she
supposed to tell Universe? That she’d failed in her cover job? That
would be worse than breaking any rule.

“You okay?” Megan asked, knocking her out of
her thoughts.

“Fine.” Tempest sat at one of the stools in
the tasting area. “Any word from Carlo?”

“He called about thirty minutes ago. Said he
had big news.”

“Really? Did he say when he would be
back?”

Damn, did those words sound as desperate as
she thought they had?

Megan placed more wine glasses out for the
tourists. “He should return within the hour. You want a glass?”

Tempest stared at her.

“C’mon. I know we’re working but you look
like you could use one.”

“Sure. Riesling. Something sweet.”

Megan poured her a half glass and set it on
the counter. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” Tempest sipped the delicious wine,
her curiosity piqued as to what Carlo’s big news might be. More
than anything, she hoped she still had a job.

The place cleared out over the next few
minutes, until only she and Megan remained in the tasting room.

Twenty minutes later, the roar of Carlo’s
Mustang echoed into the winery. Tempest took a deep, resolved
breath. Now to find out what Carlo’s big surprise might be.

He walked in, a proud swagger in his gait.
“Hello.”

His tone of voice seemed distant,
non-specific. More like a general greeting to a fellow employee—and
that was all.

Her heart sank, but she pushed the feelings
of hurt and rejection away. This was work. He obviously had good
news. Maybe he had found out the cops had dropped their
investigation?

“What’s the big surprise?” Megan asked.

Carlo glanced around the room. “No
customers?”

“A few left about ten minutes ago. So…the
news?” Tempest asked, wanting him to get on with things.

“I spoke to my old business partner in San
Francisco,” he said. “She thinks the cops will drop the
investigation because there isn’t enough evidence to blame our
winery—”

“Even though our wine caused it,” Tempest
said.

He glared at her for a brief moment. “Anyway,
despite the crazy media right now, Susan has agreed to back us
financially.”

Tempest narrowed her eyes. “What do you
mean?”

“She will become the newest partner, owning
forty-nine percent.”

“What?”

Tempest couldn’t believe her ears. He went
behind her back and asked his old business partner, the one he’d
called the barracuda, to own part of the winery? Her winery, which
she’d managed for years?

“This is good news,” Carlo said. “Her
investment gives us a way to not go under. Thanks to all those
bottles you destroyed, we have no decent product for this
year.”

“How could you?”

His brows furrowed. “How could I what? Don’t
you see? This gets us out of the mess we’re in. Susan even thinks
the cops will cease their investigation. This gives us the winery
back.”

“Us?”

Anger boiled deep within her soul, the place
where she’d buried the hurt and disappointment.

“You invite Toots to buy the remaining owner
shares? Without talking to me? Now it’s not our winery, but yours
and hers!”

Tempest bit her tongue. She hated how she
sounded, like a jealous teenager. But he had no idea what he’d
done. How could he think of going to Susan?

“I’m not firing you, Tempest. We talked about
this.”

Megan stared at both of them like watching a
tennis match. “Um, maybe I should go prepare some wine
samples?”

“No!” both Tempest and Carlo said in
unison.

“Okay,” Megan said, shutting her mouth and
plastering on a fake smile.

Tempest glared at Carlo. “How could you? You
know how much this winery means to me. Instead of sticking around
and working through our yeast issue—”

“I’m fixing our yeast issue,” he said. “The
cops questioned me for an hour, Tempest. Believe me, I thought
about every angle I could. Getting Susan’s financial backing will
save this place. And my retirement.”

She pushed back the tears welling behind her
eyes. No. Don’t cry. Don’t lose it. Not here.

“Megan, give us a minute now?” she asked.

“Gladly.” Megan spun around and walked away
as fast as she could.

“What is it?” Carlo asked, his voice calmer
now.

“I told you I was sorry for lying. I know I
dumped a heap of information on you, much of which you didn’t want
to hear—”

“Our personal issues are irrelevant, Tempest.
I’m trying to save this winery. It’s simple business.”

For a long moment, she studied the man
standing not two feet away from her. The man she’d entrusted her
heart to, the one she’d learned to trust as owner of the winery.
Now he had gone and done this, all while calling their relationship
irrelevant?

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” Carlo
asked.

With a decisive turn, she locked her gaze on
his. “Yes. If this is simple business, then I quit.”

 



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Carlo stood, dumbfounded.
“You can’t just quit.”

Tempest walked behind the bar, poured herself
more Riesling, and took a long sip before setting the glass down
with a clank.

“Watch me.” She stormed off to her
office.

He opened his mouth to object. Nothing came
out.

“Of all the damn luck,” he finally
muttered.

Megan peered her head around the door from
the atrium. “Safe to come back now?”

He gave a cynical laugh. “I guess. Crazy
woman is gone.”

“For a moment there, I thought I was going to
have to put you both in opposite corners.”

“No, this isn’t boxing. Though sometimes it
feels like it,” he said.

Megan poured him a glass of wine. “Can I say
something, for the record?”

He took a sip of the red. “Sure.”

“You hurt her. I’m not going to take sides on
this ownership thing, but Tempest really fell for you. She doesn’t
date much and she enjoyed spending time with you. Then you stormed
out of here and she didn’t know how to react.”

Megan’s words sunk into his mind as he tried
to analyze their meaning.

“If she cares for me so much, why did she
just bite my head off when all I’m doing is trying to save this
winery?”

Megan shrugged. “Maybe she thinks of the
winery as belonging to both of you. You bringing in a third party
means you might not need her anymore. Tempest is big on being
needed. She’s caring that way, to a fault.”

He sipped the wine, pondered Megan’s words.
The explanation made sense, though he did believe Tempest had
overreacted.

“Thanks for the input,” he said. “Is Ella
still here?”

Megan nodded. “She’s stacking wine glasses in
the storage room.”

“Good. I need to talk to her.”

He walked down the hall, past his office, and
into the storage room. Ella unloaded two different types of wine
glasses into the cabinets on the side wall.

“Ella.”

She turned. “Hi. What’s up?”

“Have you seen your aunt in the last few
minutes?”

“No. I’ve been putting these away for Megan.
Why?”

He exhaled a breath of relief. If Ella had
been primed by Tempest to give him the cold shoulder, he didn’t
want to venture any further.

Stepping closer, he asked, “Has Tempest said
anything about me?”

Ella’s gaze remained flat. She placed the
remaining five red wine glasses on a shelf, then turned to give her
full attention.

“How do you mean?”

He rubbed his chin. This could be a delicate
conversation. “Romantically.”

“Oh,” she said, a matchmaking gleam in her
eye. “Yes. She likes you.”

He felt like he was back in junior high,
passing notes in class. “She wants what is best for this winery,
right?”

Ella furrowed her brows. “Of course. This
place is practically her home. Why? What happened, Carlo?”

“I managed to get us the financial backing we
need. Brought in a former business partner—”

“You did what?”

He smiled. “Tempest had that same reaction.
What am I missing? I’m trying to save the winery and she goes off
the deep end.”

“I’m not really in a position—”

“You’re the closest ally to her I have. I
don’t understand why she wouldn’t be happy about this.”

Ella sighed. “Maybe because, in some small
way, she hoped you would go into partnership with her one day.
She’s been a great manager for this place. If you bring in this
other person, that dream dies.”

“Wow.”

He stared at the young woman, not even
twenty-one yet, but who had just shown him the blatantly obvious
reason Tempest had quit in a fury.

“What happened, Carlo?” Ella asked.

“She quit on me.”

“What? You…you can’t let her—”

“She stormed off.”

“Then fix it!”

He stepped back a few inches, surprised at
Ella’s adamant response. Loyalty to her aunt or not, her reaction
seemed more extreme than warranted.

“I’ll figure out a way.”

“To do what?” Tempest said from behind
him.

Carlo spun around at her voice. “I’d like to
talk with you.”

“No.” Tempest heaved her purse over her
shoulder. “Ella, we’re leaving. Now.”

“But…don’t you want to talk with him? I’ll
wait outside,” Ella said.

“No.” Tempest glared at him. “We’re leaving
the winery.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY

Tempest stopped by her
office to gather her personal things: a green ivy plant that had
thrived under the fluorescent lights; a copy of her performance
ranking and evaluations; her list of contacts in San Francisco.

She took a long, hard glance around the rest
of the office.

“Are you all right?” Ella asked.

“Nothing else seems worth keeping.” Tempest
looked in a few desk drawers and under piles of papers. “So that’s
our cue to leave.”

“Are you really quitting?”

“Yes.” Tempest closed her office door behind
them and started for the exit. “We’ll go back to my loft for now. I
guess I need to find a new place.”

Ella followed behind her. “Don’t you want to
see what Carlo has to say? I think he knows he made a mistake—”

“No he doesn’t.” Once they’d reached the
tasting room near the exit doors, Tempest turned around. “What did
he say to you?”

“He didn’t know why you were upset. I tried
telling him how much the winery meant to you.”

“Obviously he doesn’t care if he’s entered
into negotiations with his old business partner. She’ll come in,
take over the remaining portion of controlling stock, and I’ll be
discarded.”

Tempest handed her things to Ella while she
hugged Megan goodbye.

“Are you sure you can’t stay?” Megan asked.
“Maybe he’ll rethink this decision.”

“I’ll miss you, but I need to go.”

Tempest took her things back from Ella and
pressed against the EXIT door.

“Tempest!” Carlo called out.

Her adrenaline kicked into high gear. Why did
she still react to him so strongly? Stop. He doesn’t want you at
the winery. Time to leave.

“I told you, I quit.”

He sped up to reach her. “I don’t want you to
go.”

“It’s time.”

Tempest cracked the doorway so she could feel
the slight breeze. Maybe the outside Wind would give her the
strength she needed—to walk away, once and for all.

#

Back at her loft, Tempest lifted every window
to let in the fresh air. She needed to stop focusing on Carlo and
return to her mission, her Element.

Ella placed the ivy plant she’d carried on
the windowsill and let the marbled green leaves fall along the side
of the countertop.

“What are you going to do now?” Ella
asked.

Tempest sat down on the couch, the place
where all window cross-breezes came together.

“I don’t know. Guess I need to tell Universe
that I need another cover job…”

Ella sat cross-legged on the other end of the
plushy couch. “Carlo likes you. I think he would reconsider his
decision if you talked to him.”

Her head pounded while nausea ruled her
stomach. Dizziness washed over her as she tried to keep her eyes
open. She put her head between her knees, trying to avoid passing
out. Too many emotions. Too much stress. Too much…humanness.

“I can’t interfere with Carlo’s free will,”
Tempest muttered. Tears welled in her eyes, poured down her face.
Sniffling, she said, “He’s human, he’s made his choice. Now it’s
time for me to leave.”

Ella reached out, patted Tempest’s back.
“There’s a difference between blocking free will and
compromise.”

The kid’s touch felt soothing. Tempest
breathed deep before sitting up straight once more.

“This is what I get for not following the
rules. If I’d stayed away from humans, I wouldn’t be in this
mess.”

Ella studied her for a long second, then
slowly smiled. “You’re in love with him.”

“I guess I am.” Tempest sighed. “Or, more
accurately, I was.”

“Don’t discard love just because you feel
overwhelmed,” Ella said. “My mom and dad went through hell to be
together. Both tell me their relationship has been worthwhile.”

Tempest leaned against the couch pillow. “But
he doesn’t want me. It sounds silly, but I’d begun to think of the
place as our winery. Our decisions to make it better, our
efforts for the contest—”

“Then don’t let him go without a fight! He
loves you. I think he simply made a mistake. Men do that. My dad
does it all the time, my mom gets pissed off, they make up.”

Tempest smiled. “Brooke is used to being
involved with a human. Me? I’m a basket case. All those years, the
rules gave me a framework. A way to feel safe.”

“But if you never break the rules, you never
grow.”

“Yeah, right. What happened the minute I
broke the rules? Life became a mess.”

Ella patted Tempest’s leg. “Life was always a
mess. You may as well have the person you love with you, so you go
through the tough times together.”

She shook her head. “When did you get so
smart?”

Ella laughed. “Guess it’s my part Elemental,
part human side.”

“You’re right. You are the embodiment of
Elementals breaking the rules.”

“See? Now I have more powers that can help
the cause. Good things can happen.”

Tempest smiled. “I hope so.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Carlo sifted through the
legal papers Susan had emailed to him. He’d printed out the entire
stack, tried reading every part of the contract, but couldn’t get
past page one. No matter what sentence his gaze landed on, the
concentration simply wasn’t there.

Worst thing was—he knew why.

Tempest didn’t have to quit. He’d wanted to
save the winery, not drive her away. After she left, he’d called
her several times. All his calls went to voicemail. Obviously she
wanted to avoid him.

Glancing at his phone, he picked it up.
Dialed her number again. Voicemail. Figured. He would at least
leave a message.

“Tempest, it’s me again. Please call me. I
want to talk to you about the winery and us. Thanks.”

He snapped the phone shut, when it rang
again.

“Hello?”

“Carlo, it’s Susan. Did you receive the
documents?”

“Yes, thanks. I’m reviewing them right
now.”

She cleared her throat. “Okay. I wanted to
let you know the San Francisco Police Department just issued a
statement. They said there was nothing wrong with the wine from
your winery. Whatever caused the reactions hasn’t reoccurred, so
they’re ending their investigation.”

“Whew, thank you. I appreciate you calling to
tell me that.”

“No problem. Think about the contracts, email
me back. We’ll take our winery into the future,” she said with
confidence.

The words our winery struck a
disharmonious chord. Had he always thought of Life’s a Breeze as
something he and Tempest had shared? He couldn’t deny her knowledge
and experience with wine. Plus he enjoyed working with her.

“Carlo?” Susan prompted.

“I’ll get back to you,” he said, and hung up
the phone.

Time to focus. Read the contracts.

As he scanned each line, his interest faded.
Not only were the legal papers written in favor of Susan’s
interests, but now that the police had dropped their investigation,
he could likely get a bank loan on his own. Paying interest to a
bank would be easier than owing his soul to Susan. Wait a second.
Why had she volunteered that information? The old Susan would’ve
kept it secret, used it to her advantage.

He picked up the phone and called her
back.

“Can’t wait to talk to me again, right?”
Susan asked.

“Why did you tell me about the cops ending
the investigation?”

Silence.

“Susan? C’mon. It would’ve been in your best
interest to keep me scared and relying on your help. Instead, you
offered me a reason not to sign. Why?”

“You know why.”

He racked his mind for some semblance of a
guess. “Are you giving me the chance to say no on purpose?”

“You always were a smart cookie.”

“Why?” He could almost hear her thinking on
the other end of the phone.

“Because as much as I want to be near you,
work with you, I think we both know your heart belongs to someone
else—”

“This isn’t romance, it’s business—”

“Either way, I need to maintain equal
control. If you sign, it’s you and me making the final decisions.
If you side with Tempest against me because you’re in love with
her, that’s a problem. I’m only looking out for my interests here,
trust me.”

“By not wanting me to sign the contract?”

“If we move forward, I’m going to be placed
between you and the woman you clearly love. She’ll be forced to
work for me, be professional. The situation would be awkward at
best, terrible at worst.”

“So you’re bailing on me,” he said.

“No. If you want me to back your winery, I
will. I’m just giving you an easy out. You know things will be
simpler if you can get a bank loan. Then you and Tempest can run
the winery.”

“I don’t know what to say…”

She laughed. “I guess your romantic
personality rubbed off on me. I’m not going to get in the middle of
you two.”

The words, “But Tempest doesn’t work here
anymore” were on the tip of his tongue. He held back.

“Thanks, Susan. I accept your offer to
decline your offer.”

“Scary thing is, that made sense. Now go get
the girl and keep me posted.”

He hung up. That is exactly what he would
do.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Tempest had almost fallen
asleep on the couch when her cell rang. She groaned. Could it be
Carlo again? The man had left four messages already.

“Hello?”

“May I please speak to Tempest, the manager
of Life’s a Breeze Winery?” a sweet female voice asked.

“This is she, but I’m not—”

“Thank heavens. This is Cassie. I’m from the
winery down the road, the one Betty owned?”

“Yes. I remember Betty. She sold her winery
recently.”

“Yes, dear.” The woman’s voice was syrupy
sweet. “I’m afraid I have a bit of an emergency and I don’t know
what to do. Everyone I talk to in Napa says you’re the most
knowledgeable person around when it comes to the white wines?”

Tempest smiled, flattered that some people
considered her work valuable. Even if Carlo hadn’t seen her talent
as a potential owner for the winery.

“I guess so,” she said. “What can I help you
with?”

“Betty gave me her instructions for how to
put the lid on the fermenting container, but it’s been days and
there hasn’t been any bubbling. I’m worried I did something wrong
in my prep. I know it’s a lot to ask, but would you mind stopping
by? Taking a look see?”

Tempest glanced over to Ella, who sat at the
dining table listening to music with her headphones in.

“I suppose I could. My niece is with me, I’d
like to bring her along if that is okay.”

“Of course, dearie. Oh, it would help me so
much.”

Tempest nodded. She’d do this one last favor
for a co-Napa manager and then be done.

“When should we come by?” Tempest asked.

“I’m sorry if I’m rushing you, but maybe in
fifteen minutes? I really want to fix this before the whole batch
is ruined.”

She glanced at the clock. “Sure. We’ll be
there soon.”

Fifteen minutes later, Tempest pulled her
Mini Cooper into Betty’s Winery parking lot.

“They haven’t changed the sign yet,” Ella
said, pointing to the main building that looked like a rustic
lodge.

“Advertising and signage takes time. My guess
is, they’re still deciding what to name the winery.”

Tempest walked up the three log cabin style
steps and pulled the main door open. Inside, a large room with
hardwood floors seemed to open up into another world. Magazine
racks on one wall, filled with wine magazines. A long tasting table
on the back wall with black granite countertops.

“Whoa, this room is gorgeous,” Ella said,
stepping inside. “From what you said about Betty, I pictured her as
the country grandma type with lots of flowery quilts. But
this—”

“Is absolutely beautiful,” Tempest said. She
slowly walked the border of the room, both to examine and to see
where everyone might be. Even if it was almost three in the
afternoon, tourists came in for wine tastings at any given
moment.

“Cassie?” Tempest called out. “It’s Tempest,
and my niece Ella.”

No response. The only sound came from the
whirring of the air vent.

“She did say today, right?” Ella asked.

“Yep. Strange.”

Ella walked to the far right wall and noticed
a door left ajar. “I’m going to check down here. Maybe she’ll be in
her fermenting room.”

“Good idea. I’ll check outside. Maybe she’s
in the back.”

Tempest pulled open the back sliding glass
door and stepped outside. There were Adirondack chairs of every
color situated around a small fountain. Tiny mosaic tables where
people could drink wine and enjoy the view.

But no one outside. Weird. Where would Cassie
be? Maybe Ella would have better luck.

Tempest stepped back inside, went to close
the door behind her. A brutal blow landed on the right side of her
head. Pain shot through her skull and down her neck. Her knees
betrayed her, tried to crumple under her lightweight frame.

Forcing her legs to lock, she struggled to
remain upright. Not an easy task. Furniture and wine bottles began
to swirl in her line of vision. She reached a hand to her head and
winced. A lump, big and tender to the touch.

She tried to decipher the kaleidoscope of
images racing before her eyes, but the throbbing ache on her head
only grew worse.

Focus. Think. Who had struck her, and
why?

Every question knocking around her brain
propelled excruciating pain to her head and neck. Then everything
went black.
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“Say cheese.”

Tempest’s eyelids were shut tight. Felt
better that way. But who was talking?

Snapping fingers on both sides of her head
only disoriented her further. Quick slaps on her face, with a male
voice saying, “Wake up, bitch!”

Bitch?

Slowly, she opened her eyes. Took a minute to
adjust and focus. She was in the same room as before, but now
someone else stood in front of her.

“What…what do you want?” she asked, those
five words taking more brain power than they ever had before.

“Say. Cheese. It’s not that difficult.”

She took a deep breath. Forced her eyes to
focus, see who’d spoken to her.

“Lynk?”

“Hello, Tempest,” he said, his evil grin
coming into full focus. “I want you to say cheese for the video
camera.”

“What?”

Shapes finally came into view. Lynk stood in
front of her, holding a small video camera. She darted her gaze
right, then left to get a full view of the room. Damn. Moving her
head that fast only caused a piercing sensation to her head. Like
someone stabbing her with an icepick.

Lynk laughed, the kind of evil laugh only
enjoyed by those who relished seeing others suffer. “Come now,
Tempest. Tell your lover hello.”

Lover?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.
Where’s Ella?”

“She’s with Braden in the back.”

Tempest strained to move, get up out of the
chair. Nothing happened. She looked down, saw her arms were tied
behind her back. Her feet tied to the chair.

“Nobody is safe with Braden,” she said. “Let
me go. You know the rules. You can’t kill me. That’ll bring ruin
from both our sides.”

Lynk gave an eerie smile. “Perhaps it’s time
to change the rules.”

She strained to get free. No use. The ties
were too tight.

“What the hell do you want?”

“I told you,” Lynk said, setting the camera
on her once more. “Say hello to your lover.”

“What lover?”

He made a sad little frown. “Aw. Did you and
Carlo break up?”

She wasn’t about to share her love life with
a sadistic Fallen Angel like Lynk. “What do you want with him?”

Lynk paced in front of her. His hand stroked
his chin, like some deep-in-thought college professor. “I like
happy endings. I want Carlo to come here to rescue you.”

“What? You’re crazy.”

“Eccentric,” Lynk said. “There’s a
difference. Now, I’ve given you an order. Say hello to your lover
for the camera.”

“No. Leave Carlo out of this.” She pressed
her lips together. No more talking.

Without any warning, Lynk lifted his gun,
brought it down hard and pistol-whipped her across the face.

She screamed, which only intensified the
agony. Any head movement caused horrific pain. Yelling at Lynk sent
the pounding ache into the unmanageable category. She could feel
blood oozing down her cheek.

“Shall we do this again?” Lynk asked. “Say
hello to your lover.”

She wanted to spit in his face. Pound him
into the ground and beat him senseless.

“Come now,” Lynk said. “You can’t get away.
Every door and window has been auto-locked by me. So speak, for the
camera.”

Gritting her teeth, she looked toward the
lens. “Hello.”

“Cut!” Lynk shut the camera off. “More
emotion. I want you to tell him to come here. To bring his yeast
compound recipe. Tell him to rescue you. Give him the address.”

“I won’t let you hurt him.” Her wrists grew
chafed from rubbing against the restraints.

Lynk sauntered over, stood tall and proud
above her—a dominant position. When he brushed his hand on her hair
to put some behind her ear, she fought the urge to vomit. Throwing
up would only make her head hurt more.

“Tempest,” he cooed in her ear. “You will
follow my instructions, or I will kill you. Right here, right now.
Then I’ll show the tape to Carlo before I kill him, too.”

She glared at him, the only thing she could
do. They were in a locked room inside. She couldn’t summon any
birds or air creatures to help her. Her scope of the room revealed
what she feared: no air vents to harness her Element against him.
Not while she was tied up, anyway.

“When I get free, I’m going to kick your
sorry evil ass,” she said.

He tossed back his head and laughed. “That’s
the spirit! Show that in your film performance.”

Tugging against the ties, her legs couldn’t
get free. Damn it. He had her where he wanted her, and he was
clearly off the reservation. He would kill her just for sport.

“Now, on three,” he said, pointing the camera
at her. “One, Two, Three.”

She exhaled a furious breath. “Carlo, it’s
me. Lynk and Braden have Ella and me hostage at Betty’s old winery.
They want you to come here to rescue us. Bring the yeast recipe.
You know the address.”

Lynk snapped off the camera and gave a
self-satisfied grin. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

She remained silent. Why engage in his
twisted evil scenario?

“I asked you a question,” he whispered.

Pinning a cold stare on him, she said, “I
want to see Ella.”

“To show you I am polite enough to address
your inquiry, I’ll bring her to you.”

Tempest raised both eyebrows. She’d played
the acting role he wanted, now he would bring Ella out from
wherever she might be? Strange.

Lynk disappeared for a few seconds. Tempest
struggled against the ties. Was one of them almost loose? She
pressed outward until every bone in her wrist burned deep inside.
Nothing. Damn it!

Footsteps came from down the hall. Ella? Then
shuffling sounds. What had they done to her?

Seconds later, Lynk and Braden
appeared—dragging and carrying Ella by her shoulders, her feet
sloughing against the floor like a limp rag doll.

Tempest strained against the ties, her anger
in full exertion. “What the hell have you done?”

“Our due diligence,” Braden said.

“You stupid evil son of a bitch! I’ll rip
your throat out!”

Braden let out a loud chuckle. “I’d like to
see that.”

Lynk grabbed a chair, sat Ella down and tied
her feet to the base. When he went to tie her hands, Ella twisted
her wrists at a strange angle. Perhaps a way to get free? Smart
girl. As he tied her wrists, he pulled her backward and her hair
fell away from her face. Revealed a large bluish bruise near Ella’s
eye.

She glared at Braden. “You hit her? A
child?”

Ella frowned but said nothing.

“She’s not a child,” Braden said. “She’s a
threat to all our kind.”

Tempest pursed her lips together. Smiled.

“What the hell are you happy about?” Lynk
asked. “We’re going to kill all of you, including Carlo.”

She didn’t say a word, just continued to give
them an annoying smile.

Lynk threw a punch across her left cheek,
ratcheting up the pain to excruciating. “Answer me.”

Tempest breathed deep, tried to calm the
pounding headache. “I’m thinking about what Alex, New Orleans cop
and protective father, is going to do to you when he finds out what
happened to his little girl.”

Braden crossed his arms. “I’m not scared of a
human, even if he is a cop.”

“You should be,” Ella said.

Tempest gave a defiant smile. “Damn
right.”

Lynk shook his head and clicked a button on
his camera. “The video is on its way. Now quiet, both of you. Carlo
will arrive soon, once he sees you in distress.”

Poor Carlo. He would freak out once he saw
her tied up in Lynk’s control. She needed to get Lynk’s attention
off Carlo. If Lynk did kill her and Tempest, Carlo needed to tell
the police.

“What do you want with Carlo?” Tempest
asked.

Lynk rolled his eyes and looked at Braden.
“Go ahead. Tell her why we need him, genius.”

Braden didn’t appear to appreciate the
sarcasm. “We bought this winery, but we need Carlo’s yeast recipe
so we can reproduce the violence.”

“Until the cops come around again and start
questioning us,” Lynk added with a groan. “You see what I have to
deal with, Tempest? No respect. No intelligence. I was always meant
to work alone.”

“Screw you,” Braden said. “Let’s get the wine
prepped.”

Lynk nodded. “We’re going to prepare for
Carlo’s arrival. You may want to use this time to figure out what
your last words to him will be.”

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Carlo drove up to the
castle winery in northern Napa. Even though the place represented
the competition, he’d remembered how much Tempest loved one of
their red varietals. He planned to pick up a bottle, buy some
roses, and then go by her place to surprise her.

As the miles clicked by, he prepped for what
he would say. How he’d tell her that he’d refused Susan’s financial
offer and worked out a bank loan instead. How he wanted Life’s a
Breeze to become their winery—him and Tempest.

The mid-afternoon sun shone over the
vineyards he passed, and the sky turned a vivid color blue. He
could get everything done by four, then maybe pick up an early
dinner for the two of them to share.

Everything would be perfect.

Half an hour later, he reached the castle.
Groups of people clustered in the parking lot, probably going home
after taking a winery tour. He put his Mustang in park, got out of
the car and checked his phone.

One new text? From a number he didn’t
recognize. Maybe the message came from the cop who’d questioned
him?

Best to open the text. He pressed the
numbered listing. A video feed opened.

Oh shit. Tempest? Tied to a chair, her face
bruised. What the hell was happening?

He leaned against his car to steady himself.
She asked him to come to Betty’s winery, where Lynk would be
waiting.

Lynk—the guy Tempest had claimed was a Fallen
Angel? Carlo still had his doubts as to whether they existed, but
he’d seen Tempest’s Wind powers with his own eyes. No matter who
Lynk was—Fallen Angel, evil psycho, or ex-convict—Carlo needed to
stop him from hurting the love of his life.

As much as his stomach lurched at the
thought, Carlo replayed the video. Twice. With each second, his
hands grew tighter into fists. Tempest’s sweet lips—one of them
appeared cut—asking him for help. And he was at least thirty
minutes away.

He leapt back into his car. Sped away from
the winery and flattened his foot on the accelerator. He’d help all
right. He’d go kick some Fallen Angel ass.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Tempest looked at Ella’s
bruised face. “Are you okay?”

“I’m all right,” Ella said. She worked her
fingers and wrists back and forth. Upward, downward, side to side.
“My dad taught me how to get loose by placing my wrists in a
certain position.”

Tempest breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe they
had a chance to beat Lynk and Braden after all. Save Carlo and
themselves.

“Thank goodness you’re a cop’s kid.”

“Never thought I’d say it, but dad’s
overprotective nature did help.” Ella squeezed her tiny right wrist
from the constraints. “Ow! That hurt like hell.”

Keeping an eye on the hallway where Lynk and
Braden had gone, Tempest asked, “Can you get your other hand and
feet loose? Help me with mine, we might have a chance.”

Ella’s face tightened as she yanked her other
hand free. Then she untied her feet.

“Great! Get me loose before they return.”

Ella hopped out of the chair. Her face turned
solemn.

“What is it?” Tempest asked.

“Braden tied me with ropes. Made it easier to
escape. Yours are some type of plastic twist-ties. Like PlastiCuffs
my dad uses on crooks sometimes.”

Tempest turned her head sharply, looking for
tools. She winced. Damn, why did she keep moving her head? It still
ached like the devil.

“Look for scissors, a knife, something,”
Tempest said.

Ella scrambled across the room and rummaged
through some things. “Here! I got a knife.”

“Good. Try to cut my hands loose first, and
be careful.”

Tempest adjusted her wrists as best she could
without more pain shooting down her spine. Ella’s slow and steady
pattern seemed to be working. She could already feel her hands
having more room.

“Got it!” Ella said.

Tempest released her arms, pulled them back
into her lap. That one simple gesture brought incredible relief
despite her pounding head.

“We should call Carlo,” Ella said. “Tell him
it’s a trap.”

“Hell, no!” Braden charged into the room like
a bull seeing red. “Lynk? Get out here now!”

Tempest took a deliberate deep breath. “Hand
me the knife.”

Her throbbing head tried to anticipate what
would happen next. She could cut her feet loose, gain more control.
Or hurl the knife at Braden’s head. Whichever threat came
first.

Ella slipped behind her, dropped the knife in
Tempest’s right hand. “Any ideas?”

Braden flexed his muscles, cracked his neck.
He would charge at them any second.

“Toss Holy Water on him?”

Fumbling around her neck with her fingers,
Ella gasped. “My vial is gone.”

With a sneer, Braden said, “Not so powerful
without your Element, now are you?”

Tempest gripped the knife, ready to fling it
at a moment’s notice. They were both lacking their full power
without their Elements to help, but she couldn’t let him know
that.

“Stay away from her.”

“Lynk?” Braden called again.

Ella watched her footwork, keeping herself
out of harm’s way. One good thing about Elemental training—everyone
learned how to keep their steps small and close together when in a
fight.

With a low growl, Braden charged toward Ella.
Tempest threw the knife, stabbing him in the shoulder.

His guttural scream echoed throughout the
room. He pulled out the knife, tossed the bloody blade to the
floor. Tempest stretched her arms as much as she could but she
couldn’t retrieve the knife. She cast a knowing glance at Ella.
Get me the knife next time you’re close.

Braden sped across the room to Ella, hurled
an angry punch. Ella ducked, rose up and snapped a right hook to
his face.

“Good one!” Tempest cheered. She tried
loosening the tie that bound her feet with her hands. No use. The
restraint was too tight—she needed the knife.

Ella kept her footwork on point. Hop, pivot,
step forward and punch. She circled back so she and Braden were
back on the other side of the room. When Braden lunged for her,
Ella ducked. Braden’s body speed propelled him forward, and Ella
turned and stood to push him into a wall by using his own body
weight.

As he struggled to get up, Ella kicked the
knife over to Tempest’s feet.

“Thank you.” Tempest began sawing her feet
loose. Damn it, Lynk must have tied her feet tighter than her
hands.

Braden stood up, tried to throw a few
punches. Some he got, most he missed thanks to Ella’s intense
Elemental training. The kid had talent.

Tempest rubbed the knife up and down. Her
feet were almost free. Now if only Lynk would stay out of
sight—

“What the fuck happened?”

Lynk appeared out of nowhere, his icy blue
eyes widened in surprise. “How the hell did you get loose?”

Tempest kept scissoring away at the ties on
her feet. Any kind of battle would go better if she had use of her
legs. She was so close…

Racing toward her, he gripped her wrist. She
twisted her arm to avoid his control, fought to keep the knife. He
kicked her in the shin—hard. Hard enough to make her see stars with
her previous injuries. Then he lifted the knife from her and stared
at Braden.

“Want to tell me how they got loose?”

Braden avoided a one-two punch from Ella and
hurled a powerful blow into her stomach, making her stumble to her
knees.

“You tell me!” Braden snapped. “I’ve been
calling out for you for over five minutes. Where were you?”

“Taking Rance’s precious life away from
him.”

Ella tried to stand up. With a swift kick,
Braden pressed his boot into her back and forced her down. Ella
moaned, remaining flat on the floor.

“You killed him?” Braden asked.

“He wanted to take over the winery for
himself.”

“And that warranted his death order?”

Lynk shrugged. “I told you. I don’t work well
with others. I didn’t even want you here.”

“Whatever. Seeing as how we’re all here, what
are you planning to do with Tempest?”

Lynk gripped the knife in his hand, his
knuckles turned white. He held the sharp blade against Tempest’s
neck and whispered, “Kill her, of course. But I want Carlo to
watch.”

She moaned. The contusion on her head
throbbed like some twisted Conga dance, not to mention the
pistol-whip and other punches she’d taken earlier.

“Birds, I summon you to help!” She yelled the
words as loud as she could, which wasn’t very loud at all. Her
aching head made screaming difficult.

Lynk laughed. “No goose or sparrow will hear
you. I’ve ensured the walls are soundproof.”

Shit. She scanned the room, searching for air
vents or any other way she could regain power. None. Lynk
apparently knew what he was doing by striking her head so hard. Not
only had it weakened her physically, but it kept her from yelling
out for help.

She would need to use her wits to get out of
this one.

“Let me go, you sick son of a bitch,” she
said.

Lynk placed his lips close to her ear, held
the knife tighter against the skin. “Don’t you get it, Tempest? I’m
not like the other clowns your Elemental colleagues battled.”

“You’re a coward, just like them—”

“Don’t insult me.” He shoved the blade
deeper. The sharp point pressed too far in one place, causing a few
drops of blood. “I’ve won. You know it, and I know it. Now all we
need to do is wait for your lover to accept it.”
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The clock on the wall trudged along, minute
by minute. Tempest clutched her ankles together. She’d managed to
get her feet free, had broken through the last thread of restraint
left before Lynk swiped the knife.

“Where is Carlo?” Lynk demanded, pacing the
floor, knife in his hand, and clacking the hardwoods with his black
boots. “Isn’t your winery only minutes away?”

“I don’t know. I told you, he’s nothing to me
anymore,” Tempest said.

Ella glanced her way. Their exchanged glances
meant the kid understood. Carlo was everything to Tempest, of
course, but she’d say anything to survive. To take down Lynk and
Braden.

“C’mon, I’ve heard love stories galore.
Brooke and Alex. Phoenix and Abby. Terran and Kelly. That leaves
you and Carlo.” Lynk knelt in front of her, tilted his head
quizzically. “You honestly want me to believe that you don’t love
the human anymore?”

“I don’t care what you believe!”

Tempest leapt from the chair, head-butted
Lynk so he fell backward. He arched his back, regained balance
immediately.

“I should’ve tied you up once more,” he
said.

Tempest hurled a punch to his face. Scratched
him, clawed his neck. Anything to survive. Stupid bastard needed to
die.

He raised his hand above her head, aiming the
knife downward. With every ounce of strength she had, she darted
left and right. Avoided the blows. Made her head worse. She
wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long.

When he lifted the knife above her head once
more, she gripped his wrist. Squeezed hard near his carpal bones.
Pressed deep with her fingernails.

He yelled, his fingers extending outward in
response. The knife fell to the floor. She spun around, using her
weight momentum, and slapped his face as hard as she could.

His hand flung to his cheek, rubbed the scar
he’d had for years.

She picked up the knife, then kept her feet
moving. Always moving, ready to strike. “Protective of your one
flaw?”

“You don’t know anything about me,” Lynk
said, his voice flat.

“She doesn’t want to!” Ella screamed. The kid
had laid on her stomach the whole time. Now, she’d apparently
regained her strength. Ella raced to the other side of the
room.

When Braden chased her, Ella smacked him over
the head with a glass wine bottle she’d grabbed from behind the
counter. Glass shattered everywhere as Braden’s head began to
bleed.

“What the fuck?” he asked, stumbling around,
his cognitive senses diminishing with every second.

Just for good measure, Tempest stabbed him in
the back. Pushed him into a wall. Braden crumpled over,
unconscious.

“That felt great!” she said. “Even my head
feels better. Guess it’s my second wind. Literally.”

She could do this.

Holding the knife, she did the martial arts
dance with Lynk. A punch here, a duck there. Eventually, she had
him cornered as she kept her footwork moving. She and Ella had
trapped him in a corner. She had a knife; Ella had another wine
bottle.

Tempest gripped the knife, thrust it into his
shoulder. Then withdrew. Repeated the same action for his chest as
he screamed holy terror.

“You can’t kill him,” Ella said. “We should
find another way.”

“No.”

The anger in her veins couldn’t be controlled
any longer.

“Lynk’s broken all the rules. He broke my
spirit, he ruined my reputation, he ruined our wine formula—”

“We can’t become like him,” Ella warned.
“Give me the knife. Let’s banish him. Killing him will only send
him to Hell, then Lucifer might send him back.”

“Fat chance,” Lynk mumbled, his eyes
narrowing to slits now. “The Master will kill me.”

“Not if I kill you first!” Tempest thrust the
knife into his thigh. Once, twice.

Lynk cried out in pain.

“No!” Ella stood between Tempest and Lynk.
“We need to banish him. If you look too deep into the abyss, you
become the monster you’re hunting.”

Tempest stared at Ella like she had three
heads. “He planned to kill me. He had no qualms about breaking the
rules. So now I’m going to break a few, starting with killing
him.”

Ella placed her hand on Tempest’s forearm.
“Don’t. We are better than this. Look at him. He’s badly wounded
already.”

“You’re saying to let him go? Let things go
back to what they were so he can kill me again?”

“No. Let’s banish him. Both him and Braden.
Send them to the freezing Antarctica where Dominick is. That way
they’ll never bother us again, but we haven’t sacrificed our own
integrity.”

Tempest took a long, hard look at Ella. The
kid certainly had matured beyond her years. Some would say, to a
fault. Especially at a time like this.

“Tempest,” Lynk whispered. His voice was
raspy, probably due to his internal bleeding affecting his
breathing.

“What?” She kept the knife steady, but didn’t
strike. “What could you possibly have to say to me?”

Lynk blinked slowly, narrowed his eyes like
he found it difficult to focus. “Remember…I offered a kindness to
you once. I told you that kid had planned to kill himself, so you
wouldn’t feel so guilty.”

Tempest stepped back, gave Lynk some space.
“And?”

His blue eyes fixed on hers. “And I told you
I would want a favor one day.” He coughed loudly for several long
seconds. “That day is today.”

She gripped the knife tighter, but Ella
reached for it. “Just listen. Let me hold the knife.”

Tempest looked long and hard into Ella’s
pensive eyes. “Only for a minute.” She gave the knife to Ella.

“So, Lynk, what favor do I owe you? Since I’m
keeping my life!”

He cleared his scratchy throat. “Banish me.
Send me wherever you deem appropriate. Don’t kill me. You know what
Lucifer will do.”

Tempest bit her lip. She remembered that day
Lynk had offered a kindness, offered knowledge that had, strangely,
given her the comfort she’d needed.

“Even if I did want to return the favor and
show you mercy—which I don’t—a banishment requires four Elementals
to come together. It’s just Ella and me here. I can’t summon my
colleagues all at once.”

He strained to lift his head. “Ella…she
has…powers. Just give it a shot. Anything is better than facing
Lucifer.”

Tempest glanced to Ella, who nodded.

“It’s the right thing to do. We should.”

With a loud sigh, Tempest nodded. “We’ll
try.”

She tried to remember the words and adjusted
them for this new situation. “By the Universe’s power, we banish
Lynk and Braden to Antarctica forever.”

A loud booming sound reverberated through the
room, followed by a flash of light.

Braden and Lynk had vanished.

 



CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Carlo’s eyes widened. He’d
been pushing on the front door of the winery for five minutes. The
door had a rock-solid deadbolt, meaning he couldn’t pick the lock.
Though he’d tried.

He ran around to the back. Maybe the winery
had a courtyard for customers like his winery did. Perhaps a glass
door he could see through?

Once around back, his guess proved to be
correct. A sliding glass door. He stepped closer. The sun cast a
huge glare on the glass, blocking his visibility inside.

He shielded the bright light with his arm,
stepped closer to look inside. Thank heavens, Tempest and Ella were
still alive. Two men were crumpled up on the floor. Looked like
both of them had taken a beating.

A loud boom echoed in his ears, followed by a
flash of light from inside.

Carlo blinked several times to get the glare
out of his vision. He banged on the glass. “Ella? Tempest?”

Ella ran toward him, smashed the glass to let
him enter. “Carlo!”

He welcomed her embrace while he darted his
gaze around the room to assess the danger. “Where did the two men
go?”

“Lynk and Braden are banished. They’re gone
for good.”

“Banished?” Carlo asked. “I don’t
understand.”

Tempest leaned against the countertop in the
back of the room. Her lip was cut, her face bruised, but she
remained the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on.

“Hello, darling.”

“Hi. Remember when I told you about Fallen
Angels?” she asked. “You found it difficult to believe?”

“Yes.”

“Well, they really do exist. And now they’re
gone.”

He studied Tempest’s earnest, kind face.
Ella’s relief that he’d arrived. Maybe some explanations were too
far out there to understand, but as long as he had Tempest nearby,
he could deal with a bit of strange. At least it was never
boring.

“Gone for how long?” he asked.

Tempest limped over toward him. He met her
halfway and took her in his arms.

“They’re gone for good,” she said. “We live
to fight another day.”

He absorbed her words, held her in a long
embrace before he released her. Touching a tender finger under her
chin, he lifted her face up to his for inspection. “We need to tend
to that cut.”

She smiled. “Are you saying you want to play
doctor with me?”

“I’m saying doctor is only one of a million
things I want to do with you.” He leaned in, kissed her softly so
as not to hurt her lips more.

Tempest slowly withdrew from his kiss. “What
about Susan? The winery?”

He scratched his head, gave a flirtatious
smile. “After you quit, let’s just say I came to my senses. Susan
is out of the picture. Actually, she was decent and gave me an easy
out so I could get a bank loan instead.”

Tempest’s eyes narrowed. “Why would she do
that?”

He put his hands on her shoulders, caressed
her arms. “Because Susan knows what I want, and she let me go to
pursue that.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you and I to run Life’s a Breeze.
Together. I want us to create new wines. Just you and me.”

“So you’re saying you’ll take me back?”
Tempest’s eyes gleamed. “Even though I quit?”

“I’m saying I love you. And I want you
forever, if you’ll have me.”

Her face turned five shades of red. “I love
you too.”


 


 CHAPTER
FIFTY-SIX

Back at Life’s a Breeze Winery, Tempest
unpacked her business files and personal items in her office. This
time, things were different.

She was no longer the manager or someone else
expendable. Carlo offered her a partnership, which meant she could
have a say in things. The winery she had known as her home now
became exactly that.

He had even offered Ella the job of
webmaster, though she didn’t know how much longer she would remain
in California. That decision was up to Universe.

Tempest’s heart skipped a couple of beats.
Another decision needed Universe’s approval—that of her
relationship with Carlo. She loved him. He loved her. Together they
would build the winery into something special.

Would Universe allow her to continue a
partnership—in more ways than one—with a human like her other
colleagues had done? With every fiber of her being, she hoped
so.

“Knock knock.” Carlo wore a black t-shirt,
faded jeans and a sexy smile—so handsome—and leaned against her
doorframe.

“Hi there, stranger.” She placed the ivy
plant on top of the tall cabinet. This way, its web of marbled
leaves could dangle and grow in whatever direction it wanted. No
rules. No restrictions.

“I like seeing you this way,” Carlo said.
“Settling in to our winery.”

The heat rose in her cheeks. “I like hearing
you say ‘our’ winery.”

He winked at her. “My lawyer Kevin is sending
over the papers today. You’ll be a full partner. You and me,
kid.”

She stepped toward him, clasped his warm and
masculine hand.

“I only wish we hadn’t missed the contest
deadline. Even if we couldn’t enter the Sauvignon Blanc, we
could’ve selected other varietals. But, things were so crazy with
the poison yeast and getting trapped by Lynk, we missed it.”

Carlo grinned, dimples forming on his
face.

“What?” she asked. “Are you glad we didn’t
enter?”

“I should confess something.”

Her mind reeled with the possibilities—many
of them negative. “Please tell me you didn’t save a bottle of that
poison wine to enter. I destroyed all the bottles, right?”

He squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry. The
Sauvignon is gone.”

Relief washed through her. “So why are you
grinning?”

“Follow me,” he said. He stepped out of the
way. “Ladies first.”

“Okayy.” She stepped out, curious as to where
he was taking her.

“This way,” he pointed with a sexy smile.

She followed. They passed the fermentation
room, the bottling room, and other people’s offices. Were they
going to the storage room for the wine, where the finished bottles
were kept?

“What are you up to?” she asked.

“Curiosity killed the kitty cat.”

After what seemed an eternity of walking, he
led the way into the wine storage area.

Tempest looked at the floor-to-ceiling
shelves of wine bottles. Reds, whites, unique blends. What could he
possibly have to show her in here?

“I knew how much the contest meant to you,”
he began. “When you called in sick all those days or were out with
Ella, let’s just say I used the time wisely.”

“Meaning?”

He lifted a cobalt blue bottle from the
shelf, held it out to show her. “This.”

Tempest held the bottle and read the label.
“Fume Blanc, Life’s a Breeze Winery.”

“I’m sure a connoisseur like yourself knows
that Fume Blanc is another name for wine made with the Sauvignon
grapes, particularly here in California. The name seemed fitting,
will give us a fresh start.”

“I’m confused,” she said. “We eliminated all
the Sauvignon, all the poison wine. So how did you make this
bottle?”

“I kept a baseline, a small carboy of the
grape juice without the poison yeast. I used the old yeast formula,
the one you said had been the main strain for years and years.”

“But…how? Why?”

His warm eyes gazed intently on hers.
“Tempest, I was new to the wine business. I trusted you even back
then, so I thought it prudent to have a backup in case anything
went wrong with the new yeast formula.”

“You—you did?”

“Yes, sweetness.” He took the wine bottle
from her and set it back on the shelf. “The carboy was enough to
make ten bottles of wine. I entered one in the contest.”

She stared at him, completely amazed at how
he’d done this without her knowledge. The man had the ability to
surprise her. No other human had.

“I can’t believe you managed to do this! The
judging is tomorrow. I was certain we’d have to wait until next
year.”

He stroked her arms, drew closer to her.
“Yes, darling. I also have the bank loan in place to get us into
next year after the yeast disaster. But if this wine wins the
contest, we should be able to pay off the loan sooner than
expected.”

She threw her arms around his neck. “Have I
told you I love you?”

“Yes, but it never grows old.”

#

The following afternoon, Tempest walked past
Carlo’s office. Again.

“Any news yet?” she asked.

He looked up and grinned. “Not since five
minutes ago when you last asked me. And the time before that, and
before that…”

“I get it. I’m impatient, so sue me.”

“Nah. I think I’ll just keep you.”

Let’s hope I can keep you, too. That
would be a conversation to have with Universe, via Mercury. She
made a mental note to buy peanuts on the way home. Best way to get
the oddly dressed guy to show up.

Tempest sighed and sat down in the chair
across from Carlo. “Weren’t they going to notify everyone by
three?”

Carlo glanced up at the clock on the wall.
“It’s only two-fifty-nine.”

She bit her lip, watched the final sixty
seconds slug past. Would their wine have a chance to win? If yes,
Carlo was right. All their bank loans could be paid back within a
year. They could begin marketing for next spring and summer
tastings. Get a themed design for the menus. Maybe Ella could help.
New labels, contacting their restaurant leads in San Francisco and
inviting them out for a complimentary tasting. Even though the
police had dropped the investigation, she still wanted to make up
to those people who’d taken a risk on the wine.

Carlo pressed on his keyboard. Hitting the
refresh button, maybe?

He leaned in closer to the monitor. Oh, yes.
Could the winners list have been sent? She breathed deep. Patience.
It was a virtue.

After what seemed forever, Carlo’s gaze
shifted from his screen to her. Then he smiled. “We won.”

“What?” She leapt up, hurried behind his desk
to see the email for herself. “Seriously?”

He chuckled. “Look. They’ve sent out the
winners list. We’re invited to a banquet Friday night to accept our
medal.”

She rubbed his shoulders, kissed his neck,
cheek, and his lips. Those warm lips.

“I couldn’t have done any of this without
you,” she said. “Thank you. Thank you for surpassing my
expectations.”

With a charming shrug and a wink, he said, “I
wouldn’t have had the guts to do anything without your knowledge.
We’re a good team.”

“That we are.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck, a
strange feeling coursing through her despite the good news. Now to
ensure Universe thinks they were a good team…

#

Later that evening, back at Tempest’s loft,
she and Ella placed bowls of peanuts on every countertop. Ella
needed to know what her future held, and Tempest needed the okay
from Universe to continue her relationship with Carlo.

After placing the peanuts out, Ella looked
around and laughed. “The bowls look like breadcrumbs, all leading
to us.”

Tempest smiled. “You know of any better way
to reach him?”

Light flashed across the room, then Mercury
appeared. “No one does.”

“Welcome,” Tempest said. “Glad you came.”

Mercury dug into the first bowl of peanuts.
“Do you know how much more efficient things would be if your
colleagues did this for me?” He popped three peanuts in his mouth.
“Mm. So good.”

Ella grabbed a blanket and situated herself
on the chair in the den. “We thought it would be the best way to
reach you.”

“We both need to talk with you, Merc,”
Tempest said. She joined Ella in the den but sat on the adjacent
couch.

He continued to inhale peanuts, going through
two bowls before coming over to sit down.

“Yes,” he said. “I know. We have things to
discuss.”

Tempest waited. Maybe the peanuts had helped
keep him happy? If he was happy, he would intervene on Universe’s
behalf if Universe’s answer was no?

“So,” Mercury said. “Ella.”

She sat up straight, folded the blanket off
to the side of the chair. “Yes. What’s next for me?”

“Your talents and ability to strengthen other
Elemental powers is a great asset to our team. Universe wants you
to train with Elementals on another team to see if your powers will
help them, too.”

Ella’s pupils enlarged like a scared cat.
“Another team? You mean, not in the USA?”

“For now,” Mercury said. “There’s another set
of Elementals in Europe, where you’ll begin another series of
training. I’m not sure if your ability to enhance strength comes
from your mother and her Elemental team—meaning Tempest, Phoenix,
Terran and Brooke here in the States—or if you have the ability to
increase strength in all Elementals, worldwide.”

“Okay.” Her face brightened a bit. “So,
Europe? Like London? Paris?”

“London to start,” Mercury said. “I’ll bring
you with me when I leave here.”

“Will I get the chance to say goodbye to my
mom and dad?”

Mercury nibbled on another peanut. “That
isn’t standard procedure, but I suppose. We’ll stop by New Orleans
on the way.”

“Thank you, Mercury.” Ella stood up, brought
over three more bowls of peanuts and set them on his lap.

His eyes widened with glee. “Thank you!”

Tempest wrung her hands together. She hated
to be impatient, but what was her fate to be?

After a few minutes of munching and with the
odor of peanuts in the air, Mercury smiled and turned to her. “Now,
for Tempest.”

She sat up straight. This was it.

“Yes,” she said, at full attention.

“You were an interesting one,” Mercury began.
“Unlike your colleagues, you followed the rules about humans to the
letter. But when Carlo came along, you took more risks—”

“That’s—not always a bad thing,” she
stammered. “I mean, Carlo showed me that humans can be trusted and
even surprise you. You know that I—”

“Ahem?”

“Oh. Sorry. I’ll let you continue,” she said.
Her nerves were working on overdrive.

“Thank you. Now, you took more risks with
Carlo but you also prevented a mass reaping of souls. You were
willing to destroy everything you’d worked for to protect innocent
humans. That is commendable.”

She smiled at his words. That had been a
rough day, using her Element to destroy the work she loved so
much.

“I understand you’ve won this California wine
contest?” Mercury asked.

“Yes, thanks to Carlo’s forethought.”

Mercury stroked his narrow chin. “Yes. You
two seem…good for each other.”

Tempest’s heart skipped a beat. Could this
mean Universe would approve?

“So,” Mercury continued. “In light of the
work you both have done, Universe wants you to remain where you
are. Keep running the winery with Carlo. You may engage in romance
with him if you wish. It’s up to you.”

Smiling ear to ear, she said, “Thanks.”

“As you know, Braden and Lynk are banished to
Antarctica. Rance was killed, so he’s in Hell. But that doesn’t
mean more Fallen Angels won’t be coming. We’ve defeated them four
times, the Four Elements. You should be on the lookout for
revenge.”

“I will maintain a vigilant watch from here,”
Tempest said.

Mercury tilted his head, smiled at her. “You
look happier these days. I think this is due to your human.”

She blushed, feeling the rising temps to her
cheeks. “Carlo is special.”

“Well, take care of him. And him of you.
There are sure to be tough times ahead.”

“Thanks, Merc.”

He nodded, wiped the peanut salt on his green
pants. “I guess Ella and I should be going.”

Tempest stood up, hugged Ella and Mercury
goodbye. As she saw them out the door, she handed Mercury two bags
of peanuts.

“For the ride,” she said.

Mercury’s face lit up as he put the bags in
his pockets. “You always were one of my favorites!”

“Thanks,” she called out to them. She closed
the door, let out a contented sigh. She could stay in Napa. Stay
with Carlo. Sometimes, taking risks proved to be worthwhile.

She picked up her cell and called his number.
“Hi.”

“Hi beautiful. How’d your meeting go?”

“Perfect. I’m heading your way now. Meet me
in the winery courtyard for a glass of our wine?”

“I like it when you say our wine. Yes. I’ll
be there in five.”

“I love you,” she said. The giddiness in her
voice couldn’t be restrained. Not anymore.

“Love you too, Tempest. See you in a
few.”

She hung up, thankful for everything that had
happened. For Carlo becoming her new boss, for the evil they had
fought, for the new grapes and wines to come in the future.

When she stepped outside, the full moon’s
light cast a glow over the vineyard. Rows of vines remained sturdy
despite winter’s early chill in the air. Harvest season was
done.

Time to look to the future, for the many
risks and challenges ahead. Everything would be different. From now
on, she and Carlo would pursue their dreams together.
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