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      The only thing that matters is what is inside your heart.  People will judge you, and often it won't be kind.  It also doesn't matter.  True strength is nothing more than learning how to be proud of yourself, flaws and all.
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      The teal-colored bush thrashed, desperately trying to shake off the pixie, yet the bugger just kept holding on.  Mostly by its teeth, if I was honest.  Its little bulbous head was filled with row upon row of sharp needle teeth, and most of them were plunged into the flesh of a large leaf.  The pest's little hands and funny feet held on to the stalk with what would be a white-knuckle grip - if it had been flesh-colored.  This pixie, though, was closer to olive, and its blank little eyes were pitch black.

      I hurried to catch every detail of the battle on my canvas.  Dipping my brush almost haphazardly in the paint, I was sure I'd splattered some on my cheek and hands.  I also didn't care.  This was the sort of fantastical imagery I'd never be able to think up on my own, yet it was real on Tyrnigg.  The fact that my concentration seemed to be a turn-on to Sam didn't hurt much either.

      His lips kept making their way to my spine.  Probably because, with the way I was lying, that was the easiest part to reach.  The miniature easel Beelzebub had bought me worked best if I lay on my stomach, and I kinda liked how that felt.  Childish, almost as if I was a teenager again, kicking my feet behind me.

      It was also nice that he didn't expect me to stop.  Sam's kisses weren't meant to distract me.  They were more like a reward for good behavior.  Working in charcoal, he'd already caught the main shape of the struggle between plant and... insect?  Or were pixies small mammals?  Something else?  Maybe they were birds?

      "Sam?" I asked.

      His eyes jumped to my face, a boyish little smile on his lips.  "I may have gotten charcoal smudges on your back."

      I waved that off.  "You can help me wash them off later.  I just want to know if a pixie is a bird, a bug, or a beast."

      "It's a pixie," he said, as if that should've been all I needed.

      "I know that!  I just wondered if they're, you know, mammals."

      "Primates, I think," he said.  "They're whatever fairies are.  Like monkeys are to humans."

      "Then what about brownies?" I asked.

      With a groan, he rolled away from me, only to land on his back, looking above his head so he could see me.  "More like baboons."

      "Ok..."  Because that made a strange kind of sense.  "Does Tyrnigg have lizards?"

      "Don't think so," he said.  "No, wait.  They have snakes.  Well, I guess a basilisk would be a snake."

      "What?"  I dropped my paintbrush and turned to see him better.  "They're real?"

      "Sia, most things are real.  They just aren't from Earth.  Unicorns, dragons, fairies...  Yeah, it's a big multiverse."

      "Vampires?" I asked.

      He gave me a look like I was an idiot.  "No.  Those are just human monsters.  Werewolves..."  He kinda grimaced.  "Well, things get complicated.  Look, all I'm saying is that angels have done some tinkering over the years, and it's entirely likely that some demons have played a bit, too.  So, um..."

      My eyes were bugging out of my head.  "You are shitting me!"

      "Most folklore," he explained, "is based on something, sweetie.  Plus, humans do evolve, even if you can't easily see it.  We were scientists long before your species counted as sentient.  Using aether to mix genetic components together, we kinda made up a few things, just to see if we could, you know?  Most ended up as sprites.  They died out quickly.  Some lived long enough to breed a few times, get us all excited, and then they failed."  He flashed me another little smile.  "Then there's the platypus."

      "Beaver mixed with a duck, right?"  I rolled my eyes, convinced this whole conversation was an elaborate joke with the platypus as the punchline.  Sam was dedicated like that.

      "Not that easy.  Um, I think it was an angel creation.  Anyway, they worked.  Most didn't, or they bred out before a species could truly be established."

      Which actually made some kind of sense.  "You're saying that angels and demons fucking around with life forms is a major contributor to evolution?"

      Sam winced.  "When you say it like that, it sounds bad.  But the truth is that we were just kids back then.  Only a few billion years old, right?  Young and dumb."

      "And now?" I teased.

      "Old and dumb," he assured me.  "And like most men, we still like our women younger."

      I looked over to stick my tongue out at him.  "Only because your only option is younger."  And then I went right back to working on my little nature scene.

      Capturing the iridescence on the pixie's wings was going to be a challenge, but the plant was easy.  Here on Tyrnigg, they had a fullness to them that Earth plants didn't.  I hated to use the term fleshy, but it fit.  Mostly, because we ate the things for dinner.  Nick could do some pretty impressive stuff with a flower.

      And speaking of Nick, I leaned again, trying to catch a glimpse of the stone table.  That was where he, Ronwe, and Luke should be.  Sam had mentioned his idea about adjusting the time bubble into a protective shield that also allowed our real bodies to show.  His thinking was that it would make this house the only place in all five realms where I could be human while he was a demon and Luke was an angel.  Currently, we all looked like fairies, and it really wasn't the best look for my guys.

      Not that they looked bad!  Oh, not by a long shot.  Sam's carnation pink skin worked for him in a way I wouldn't have expected.  It was just that his eyes were just a little too large and "innocent" looking.  Since Sam was anything but, it made him look younger.  Maybe too young.  I could get behind the beautifully pointed ears, but the long arms and legs were just a bit disproportionate.  My demons were not built like supermodels.  They were big, strong, and very, very manly.

      "What?" Sam asked, trying to follow my eyes.

      "Just checking on the guys," I said as I filled my brush with paint again.

      He chuckled.  "Hoping to catch Nick and Luke sucking face, huh?"

      "Maybe," I mumbled.

      But of course, he heard me.  "I don't think it's going to be that easy," he said, sounding almost resigned.  "They've been denying this for a very long time, sweetie.  Some habits are hard to break."

      "Yeah, but Nick's..."

      He didn't let me finish.  "He's accepted that you like it when he's with a guy.  He's still coming to terms with the fact that loving another man doesn't make him feminine or weak."  And he lifted a hand.  "In the scheme of our lives, it's been a split second that people haven't thought that way."

      "Yeah…" I tried for a second time.

      Again, he spoke over me.  "Luke's not going to make the first move.  He never has - at least not inside the legion.  Look, for him, it's a fear of screwing things up and a fear of losing the only people he has left."  And he ended with a pointed look that made it clear Luke hadn't been alone in that.

      I could only sigh, trying not to sound bitchy when I did it.  "Sam, I was wondering how Ron was handling it!  Having Nick flirt right in front of him?  And we both know that Ron kinda has a little hero worship going on."

      "Oh."

      So I stretched my leg out to tap Sam's calf.  "But you sound kinda jealous."

      "Fuck off," he grumbled playfully.  "No, I'm just..."  He huffed, searching for the right words.  "Sia, I don't do jealous.  Never really have.  I get hurt, and I won't deny that, but jealousy?  Not really my thing.  I'm kinda a 'more is better' type of guy."

      I made one last swipe on my canvas, then set my brush down.  "Nothing wrong with that," I assured him as I sat up.

      "You sure?  Because I'm honestly happy for Nick.  I'm thrilled he's not trying to make himself fit into some mold that was made for a human.  I just know that the more he accepts that it's ok to be with guys, stops hiding it when he gets angry, and everything else, that it might make you feel like you're being ignored or replaced, but you're not.  I swear."

      I heard him.  I honestly did, but my attention had gone elsewhere.  Because when I changed position, I felt something.  It was the kind of thing that women simply understood after a certain age.  Somewhere inside my body, something was a little too... damp.  It had been a long time since I'd felt that, but only because of the birth control I used.

      No, wait.  Shit.  I'd last taken a shot on Earth just before I started college.  That had been at the end of August.  So, what day was it?  Never mind that!  Did it even work if I made new bodies?  Shit!  Oh, shit shit shit shit.  This was the first warning of my period, and the last date I remembered was in December, and that was weeks ago!

      I'd completely forgotten about my birth control.  It was hard enough to keep track of time when every world was in a different time of day, different season, and different lengths for all of those things.  And then there was the biggest problem of them all: if I was starting my period, that meant I'd been off my birth control for at least a month.

      My heart couldn't decide if it didn't want to beat, or wanted to beat too hard.  The end result was a heavy thumping in my chest that made me feel like I couldn't breathe, and the panic was visible on my face.  My eyes had dropped to the grass while I counted, and now all I could think about was the very real chance that I could be pregnant.

      Sure, this might be my period, but without looking, I couldn't really be sure.  Worse than that, I didn't want to get up and have my insides leak, staining my pants.  Not in front of Sam!  But what would I do if it wasn't my period?  What if that was just sweat or something.  Gross, but still.  It could be, and if so, then -

      Sam's gentle question interrupted my paranoid mental rambling.  "Sia?" he asked.  "Are you ok?"

      "What day is it?" I begged.

      "Uh, I dunno.  Why?"

      "Month!" I snapped.

      He shook his head slightly, clearly confused.  "Early January, I think?  Sia, why?"

      "Because my birth control shot ran out around Thanksgiving," I whispered.  "I think, maybe - hopefully - that I just started my, um..."

      "Period," he finished for me as he climbed to his feet.  Then he leaned over to offer me a hand.  "That's good news, right?"

      "If it's really that," I said, ignoring his hand.  "Sam..."  I shook my head.  "If I stand up..."

      "You might bleed?" he asked, his tone filled with understanding.  "So, let's go to the brook so you can wash up.  If your pants get stained, we'll wash it out or get you new ones.  It's not a big deal, sweetie."

      "It's embarrassing!" I hissed.

      "Won't look," he promised.  "And sitting isn't really going to make it go away."

      "What if it's not?" I asked.

      His tongue darted out to moisten his lips.  "Then we'll figure it out.  Wouldn't be my first kid."

      I had to swallow to make my voice work.  "What about Nick?"

      He bounced his hand, making it clear he hadn't given up.  "Brook, Sia.  Let's save the panic until we know what we're dealing with, ok?  I mean, we can use the bathroom in the house if you'd prefer, but - "

      "No," I hissed.  "I'd have to walk past the guys."

      "So the brook it is."  He tilted his head and smiled.  "Pretend like I'm just one of the girls, ok?"

      I slapped my palm into his and let him pull me up.  Almost immediately, I could feel gravity take effect.  Part of me was relieved.  The other part was horrified.  On the upside, my pants were a light brown color, so it shouldn't show the stain too badly.  On the downside, they were light enough that anyone looking at my ass might be able to see, and the best I could do was clench my thighs together and try to scurry far enough away that no one would notice.

      Sam kept pace, his hand gently on my back until we reached the deeper area where the guys usually washed.  It wasn't that deep.  Maybe chest-high on me, but it was enough.  Better than trying to get clean in knee-high water.  Especially if my vag was truly leaking, and eww.  Just eww.

      "What do you need?" he asked.

      I pointed at him.  "Stay there."

      Sam lifted both hands in surrender.  "Staying."

      So I moved around a clump of passive shrubs.  They tended to eat smaller things, so we'd kept them around to reduce the pixie population.  Especially around the water where the pests liked to gather.  Now, they were going to work as a privacy screen.  Bending over, I stripped out of my pants first, letting out a sigh of relief when I saw the red stain in the middle.  I'd honestly never been so happy to start my period in my life.

      "Still ok?" Sam called over.

      "Yep!" I yelled back, working off my shirt so I could wash up.  "I'm, uh... "  Fuck, I hated this.  "We don't have tampons."

      I heard his chuckle a split second before he walked around the shrubs.  "So, just blood, huh?"  And he held out his hands for my clothes.  "Pass those over.  I'll have Nick come trade out for something clean, and we'll get you tampons."

      I wanted to hug him so hard, but I wasn't about to stand here bleeding like some idiot.  The best I could do was give him a smile as I jigged my way into the wonderfully warm water, staring at the current to make sure there wasn't some trail of red making its way downstream.

      But the problems were piling up in my mind.  Tampons meant disposal.  Did anything on this world get attracted by the smell of blood?  What about things in the water?  No, the stream was lifeless.  Fish weren't really a Tyrnigg thing.  More Earth and Vesdar, so I should be ok.  Then there was the biggest one of all: how I was going to prevent this from happening again.

      Because the reality was that even if I was bleeding, that didn't mean I was out of the woods.  Stories of women who'd had periods throughout their pregnancy popped into my head.  How could I have been this careless?  I'd been so worried about my relationship with my demons that I hadn't stopped to think about the simple reality that I was fucking them.

      "How long?" I asked.

      "For what?" Sam called back.  "Which part?"

      "Tampons!"

      He chuckled.  "Five, maybe ten minutes.  Probably take longer to clean your pants, sweetie.  Now, wild guess here, but I'm assuming you don't want me to tell the others?"

      I leaned my head back, wanting to scream, or maybe cry at the horror of this situation.  It was exactly the kind of thing that every woman dreaded.  Not the period part.  We were all kinda used to that.  More that my menstrual cycle had just become everyone's business.  I could handle telling a boyfriend about it.  But five of them?  That was a whole different story.  And yet, it wasn't really something I could hide.

      "Can you just not embarrass me?" I asked.

      Sam moved to the edge of the bank.  "I promise," he said, completely serious.  "Believe it or not, we men like to take care of our women, and this counts.  Clean clothes, tampons, and a subtle word to the others.  That sound ok?"

      I nodded.  "Thank you."

      Then that mischievous smile reappeared.  "So, you know that orgasms cure cramps, right?"

      "Eww, no!" I said, well aware of what he was hinting at.  "We are not - just no.  No bloody dicks, Sam!"

      "Shitty ones are fine, but bloody ones aren't?"  He rolled his eyes.

      I gaped at him in astonishment.  Ok, partly because I didn't have a very good comeback for that.  A little bit was that he had a point.  I knew he did, but that didn't mean I was about to give in on this.

      "No," I said, making it very clear.  "No period sex!  Between ruining the sheets, the horror of trying to clean up, and never mind the problems of yanking out a tampon to get it on, just no, Sam."

      Then he winked.  "So I'll tell the guys that it'll be a dry week.  Just wanted to make sure."

      I lifted my hand, middle finger extended.  "This isn't funny."

      "It's actually rather adorable," he assured me as he squatted down, holding my folded pants across his arm.  "Sweetie, I remember a time before pads.  A very long time ago, women just bled, letting it run down their legs and into the straw or rushes where they worked.  As the world became more 'civilized,' men taught you to be ashamed of it.  Men, Sia.  They told you to lock yourselves away.  To hide it so they wouldn't be inconvenienced."  He lifted a brow.  "Do I look like that kind of man?"

      With all the pink he had going on, he really didn't, so I shook my head.  "No," I admitted.

      "And I'll talk to Ron about that birth control rune," he added.  "I don't know what happened to it."

      "Luke got thrown to Angelis, and then we had to find him, I sealed Daemin so the demons couldn't leave, kicked the angels off Vesdar, made a veil before Michael could figure out why dragons are invulnerable to aether, and kinda got a little busy."  I shrugged.  "Then there's the reality that I don't have my phone here, and that's where I put the alarm to make another appointment, so I kinda forgot."

      "And so did we," he said gently.  "Now, it just means that we get to spoil our woman."

      I bit my lip and glanced away.  Their woman.  All of theirs.  It sounded so good like that, but it seemed that I still had a few hangups left to overcome.  Not the part about loving all of them.  I'd finally figured out how to accept that there wasn't some hidden downside to it.  No, this was just minor stuff.  The kind that I'd get over in about four to seven days.

      "Sam?" I asked, dropping down a little more so my shoulders were under the water.

      He lifted his chin.  "Yeah, sweetie?"

      "Thank you for not making me feel like an idiot."

      And the look on his face softened.  "You are not an idiot," he promised.  "Think of this as nothing more than an excuse for your legion to pamper you a little more."  Then he paused, tilting his head.  "I'll be right back."
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      I was sitting beside Ronwe with my shoulder lightly brushing his.  The pair of us were teasing Luke about how soft Sia's bed was as compared to the lumpy mattress in the loft.  And yes, I caught the looks Ron kept giving me, but Luke did too.  The more I pretended to ignore Sia's most recent "boyfriend" - since she hadn't officially given him that title yet - the more Luke smiled at him.

      And it was good to see that angel look so happy.  The arrangement he had with Ronwe was exactly what he needed.  It was safe.  It was relaxed.  Most importantly, though, it was also filled with understanding.  On both sides.  Luke gently helped Ron learn the new worlds he was experiencing, and Ron carefully pushed Luke to do the one thing we'd never been able to.  To stop holding himself away from his legion.  When we'd accepted the demon of knowledge into the First Legion, I'd been worried that it would push Luke away.  Instead, it seemed to be doing the opposite.

      All of that made me realize that Ronwe was a lot stronger than anyone had given him credit for.  The man had lived four and a half billion years in near-isolation.  He'd been laughed at, taunted, and threatened by bigger and stronger demons, yet he'd somehow managed to come out ahead.  He might also be the nicest person I'd ever met in my life.  I had no problem understanding how Luke had fallen for this man accidentally.  Ron was the kind of person who made it too easy to stay with him and impossible to walk away from him.

      I had a feeling he was also responsible for finally helping Sia overcome her fears about our relationship.  All of ours.  My beautiful Muse was amazing in so many ways, but she'd never been able to believe it until he'd told her.  When we said it, she was convinced it was an empty platitude like so many men used to get their way.  When he said it, she felt like she'd found someone who could understand.  Now, he'd turned his talents on Luke, doing his best to convince the angel among us that the same rules applied.

      "All I'm saying," Ron told Luke, "is that she'd curl up against you, too.  I mean, with Nick on one side, her on the other?"

      "And where would you be?" Luke asked, lifting a brow to prove he could see through Ron's argument.

      But Ron wasn't fazed at all.  "On Sia's other side, of course.  I think it's called the big spoon?"

      I chuckled.  "And that bed is big enough for Bel to cuddle up with him, and I could just ignore Sam poking me in the back."

      "Ass," Luke corrected.  "Sam would definitely poke you in the ass."

      "He's really more of a getting poked type and less of a poker," I teased.  "I'm sure you'd know nothing at all about that."

      Luke's jaw clenched, but I had a feeling it was more to hide his smile than any real frustration.  "You let Ron on top, and then we'll talk," he teased me.  "I mean, he certainly knows what he's doing.  It's better when he has a tail, though."

      "Which is why Sam wanted the change to the veil," I pointed out.  "Well, I have a feeling Sam has plans to show Sia what a tail can do, but I think we'd all benefit from it."

      "I miss my tail," Ron groaned.  "I can handle not having the fingers on my wings, but my tail?  I can't tell you how many times I've tried to open a drawer in the kitchen only to remember that my ass has been amputated."

      Luke almost snorted.  "Your ass is still there."

      "My tail!" Ron groaned.  "You know what I mean!"

      I reached over to rub his back in sympathy, chuckling as I did it, but something changed.  The shivering sensation across my skin was annoying and persistent.  It took less than a second to realize I was being summoned.  The problem was why - and from where.  We were all here.  Bel was lying on the couch, catching up on a little sleep after spending too many nights in Sia's bed.  Sam and Sia were painting...

      I stood, interrupting the mood around the table with the speed that I reached my feet.  "I'll be right back," I breathed, following the pull of the summons.

      "What is it?" Luke asked.

      "Sam," I told him.

      Behind me, I heard Ron tell Luke, "He's with Sia.  Think she's ok?"

      "Unicorns have been on the other side of the property lately," Luke said.  "Fairies finally figure out where we are?"

      Those and a million other potential problems ran through my mind as I hurried past the house, across the open meadow, and toward the brook.  That was the direction of the pull, but this area had been considered safe.  We'd pruned back any plants that could harm us, chased out the wildlife that tended to be aggressive, and had almost returned the Vale to the sanctuary I'd made it when my wife had been alive.

      Just as I got close to the brook, Sam appeared.  He was holding Sia's clothes, which made my heart stop for a moment, but he didn't look worried.  That let me breathe again.  Still, he motioned for me to stop and jogged over.

      "Hey, I need some boyfriend help here," he said, keeping his voice down.  "Can you take her pants inside, wash the blood out, and bring back a clean set of clothes for her?"

      "Blood?" I asked.  "Is she ok?"

      He grunted, dragging out the end of the sound with a long breath.  "She's fine.  That time of month, you know."

      And ice washed over my skin.  "She's on Depo."

      "Was," he corrected.  "She was on Depo when she was at college.  That was the end of August, Nick.  We've all lost track of time, and it's what, January now?  She's more than a month overdue - but on her period."

      Ok, so this meant she wasn't pregnant.  It didn't matter that her birth control had run out, because she was on her period, so clearly not pregnant.  I felt like I could breathe again, and nodded to show I was keeping up.  "Ok.  Whatever happened to getting her a rune?"

      "We've been busy," Sam said, "and we all forgot.  Every single one of us.  Look, I'm thinking we got lucky.  When we moved in here, she wasn't interested in doing much since she didn't have her own room.  We slowed down building hers while we handled the Vesdar veil.  Could be the only reason we didn't manage to get her pregnant, but I'm not complaining."  Then he leaned closer.  "And you will not make her feel bad for this.  It's not her responsibility alone to keep track of that."

      I palmed the side of his neck.  "I'm not, Sam.  And if I had to have a child, I'd want it to be with her.  I'd just rather not see my kid get old and die.  Never mind what it would do to her!  That's my only concern.  I'd much rather she adopt or help the kids that are already mortal, rather than spending a century trying to undo what is impossible to change."

      "Trust me," Sam breathed, "I agree.  I've actually done it.  Watching a friend die hurts.  Watching my kids?"  He shook his head.  "Never again."

      "Ok."  I scrubbed at my face.  "So I'll talk to Ron about that rune.  I'm assuming we're keeping this low key?"

      "She's horrified," Sam assured me.  "Don't let the guys see the blood on her pants, ok?  Or, if you do, make sure they do not mention it?  Oh, and she needs tampons.  Can you..."

      "I'll handle it."  I tilted my head back toward the bathing area.  "I'm assuming that you're going to keep her company and talk her down?"

      "Already have, I think."  Then he flashed me one of his devious little smirks.  "The first time, at least.  But this is Sia.  It'll take at least five more conversations before she buys it."

      "Tell me about it," I groaned playfully.  "No, she's actually handling all of this better than I expected."  Then I pulled the clothes from his arms.  "I'll take care of this.  Go have a bath with her and make sure she's not feeling bad?  Physically or mentally, ok?"

      Sam leaned up to press his lips against mine.  "You're a good boyfriend, Satan."

      So I pulled him in for a second, pressing just a bit harder.  "Take care of our woman, Samyaza.  She's the last one we'll ever need."

      And I turned before he could distract me any more.  As I walked to the house, I looked at her pants.  The stain wasn't bad.  That didn't mean it wouldn't be traumatic for her, though.  Then again, every time Sia worried about such trivial things like this, it pissed me off.  Not at her, but at the people who'd raised her to think so little of herself.

      Menstrual cycles were normal.  There was nothing horrifying about the way her body worked.  If anything, it was actually rather remarkable, but that did nothing to help her fight off the shame.  The worst part was that if she'd been cut and had stained her clothes, she would think nothing of it.  But the fact that this was something so completely female?  That was why she wanted to hide it, and the entire concept pissed me off.

      It made me frustrated enough that I opened the front door of the cottage a little harder than normal, and when I made my way to the sink, I may have been storming a bit.  From the living room, I heard Bel suck in a breath, grunt, and change position.  Just as I turned on the trickle of water, the door opened again.  Both Luke and Ron made their way in, looking a little worried.

      "It's nothing," I assured them.  "But, Luke?  I need you to run to Earth."

      His eyes narrowed.  "Why?"

      "Sia needs tampons."

      Bel immediately jumped from his couch.  "I'll do it," he offered.  "She is experiencing her time of flowering?"

      "Period," Luke muttered.

      "And we don't talk about it," Ron said.  "She told me that."

      "We," I clarified, "can talk about it.  The problem is that she was taught that it's embarrassing, so keep that in mind if you mention it to her."

      Bel was quickly putting the couch back in order.  "She prefers tampons to pads, right?  Menstrual cups?  Period panties?  Do I need anything else?"

      "Yeah, I'm going with him," Luke assured me.  "And Bel?  Where did you even hear about all of that?"

      "Tampax," he said, sounding like it should've been obvious.  "Although I do not understand why the liquid is blue.  Blood is not blue."

      "Commercials," Luke guessed.  "Ok.  I'll get a few other things to make her feel less obvious as well.  Back in twenty?"

      "Faster is better," I assured him.  "She's currently in the brook, being horrified that Sam knows while she cleans herself up."  My eyes moved to all of the men in the room.  "We are not going to make this hard on her, ok?"  Then they landed on Ron.  "And she needs that birth control rune."

      "It won't stop the bleeding that has already started," he tried to explain.

      I just lifted my hand, halting him.  "I know.  I'll explain that to her.  The problem is that for the last month - at least - we've all been very lucky.  She lost track of time between worlds, and we never thought to ask, which means she's not on birth control."  My eyes moved to Bel.  "That means no sex.  Not without a condom."

      He made a face.  "I could - "

      "No," I told him.  "No taking chances.  Not with Sia.  Do you really want her to go through that?"

      "Pregnancy?" Ron asked, sounding like he wasn't quite keeping up.

      Luke just rubbed his shoulder.  "Outliving her children," he clarified.  "It's horrible, Ron.  There's no pain like it.  That's what Nick's talking about.  If we care about Sia at all, the four of you will wait until she can't conceive."

      He just jiggled his head.  "I'll work on it today, ok?  Something that will stay with her no matter how she changes her skin.  I'll design it for her flank, because she said she wanted something there."  Then he paused.  "Or should it be the lower back?"

      "Lower back," I decided.  "She won't be able to see it there, so it will be less embarrassing for her.  Make it pretty?"

      "I can do that," Ron promised, then he nudged Luke's shoulder.  "She's waiting."

      Luke moved around his boyfriend to clasp my arm.  "We won't make this hard on her.  I'll even get her some chocolate, ok?"

      He was standing just a little too close, and I couldn't help myself.  I stepped in, holding his eyes the whole time.  "She's your Muse, too, you know."

      "Muse, yes," Luke agreed.  "And my friend.  Do not push me on this, demon."

      "Stop stalling," I teased, turning him toward Bel.  "And you two have fun shopping for your woman."

      "Not my woman," Luke called back.

      "Keep telling yourself that, angel."

      He grabbed Bel's arm.  "Fuck off... Hellboy."  Then they stepped back.

      The pair of them disappeared, but Ron slapped a hand over his face and groaned.  "He's so bad with pet names.  You realize that's going to stick, right?"  Then he looked at me.

      "Oh, I think I can make 'angel' a nice counterpoint for it.  What about you?"  And I let my eyes roam across him.

      Immediately, his skin flushed toward the pinker shades.  "Luke calls me genius.  I mean, at first, I thought it was an insult - "

      "It's not," I assured him as I turned back to the sink.  "He honestly thinks you're the most brilliant person in five realms."  Then I realized I forgot one thing.  "Can you pass me the soap?"

      "What are you doing?" he asked as he reached for it.

      I'd already soaked the crotch area of her pants, and was now trying to get any obvious color out.  "I'm doing her laundry."

      Ron moved to my side and looked over.  "So..."  He paused to hand me the bar of soap.  "Please don't tell anyone I asked this, but it just kinda leaks out from her vagina?"

      "It does," I assured him, smiling to make sure he knew it was ok to ask.  "You've had the biology lesson, I'm assuming?"

      "Yes, but pictures do not truly explain things the way living them does."  He pointed at a spot that needed a little more attention.  "And it's not like urine, so she can't hold it, right?"

      "Right.  The same thing happens after you cum in her.  There is nothing to keep it in, so it will come out, usually leaving a wet spot on the sheets - or anything else you have her lying on."

      He glanced away.  "We haven't..."

      "I know," I said, keeping my tone gentle.  "But Luke isn't the only one you can talk to about it.  Sam and I think you're good for her.  She really does like you, Ron."

      He reached up to scrub at his face.  "I really do like her, too.  I just..."  He pushed out a sigh.  "She's not like a man."

      "She's not," I agreed.  "She is soft and has curves.  Her words can bite, and harder than you'd expect.  She wears her emotions either out for you to see or buries them so deep you don't have a clue what she's thinking or feeling.  She's also weak in some ways and so strong in others.  You will underestimate her because of that.  Just because she thinks she can't doesn't make her right."

      He nodded.  "How do I, um, start it?"

      "Do you want to be alone with her?" I asked.  "For your first time, I mean?"

      He quickly licked at his lips.  "I kinda hoped Luke - "  Then he stopped.  "Never mind.  That's dumb."

      I leaned into him a little more, aiming my lips for his delicate lavender ear.  "I kinda hope she and Luke stop fighting it.  I think you're the one who can best make that happen."

      He looked up, his face only inches from mine.  "No, you are.  Luke loves you, Nick.  He's scared of touching you because he thinks he'll ruin everything, but he is definitely in love with you.  The problem is that nothing at all will happen unless you push him.  I've tried, and he is worse than Sia with the excuses.  But if you try, he will not say no."

      "How do you feel about that, genius?" I asked, borrowing Luke's pet name for him.

      His eyes dropped to my lips.  "I, uh, think that, um, it's..."

      So I pulled my hand from the water, catching his waist.  Gently, I eased him closer.  "Beelzebub likes soft and delicate things.  I like them strong.  Interesting how you fit both, isn't it?"

      "Me?" he gasped.

      "We are legion," I said, leaning in to just brush my lips across his cheek.  "I'm trying, Ron."

      The smile that touched his lips was the sweetest thing I'd seen in a very long time.  "You're trying too hard, Nick.  Let me wash her clothes.  You find her a new outfit and take it to her.  I think Luke is more than enough for you right now, so..."  He paused to swallow.  "I'm not saying no.  I'm just saying that I'm not sure I'm ready for all of this.  Him, Sia, and now you?"

      "Too much?" I asked.

      He moved to take her clothes from my hand.  "More than I feel like I deserve, and we've all seen how hard that is to accept.  Time is the one thing that our legion has plenty of.  Turn your charm on Luke."

      I just moved behind him, dropping an arm to the counter on either side of his lithe body as my lips hovered beside his ear.  "I'm bad at making the first move too."

      He just shook his head, the movement tiny, almost like he didn't want to.  "No, you're pretty good at it."

      "How's this?" I said instead. "If there's ever a situation, then know that I'm not opposed.  Until then, I'll try to behave."

      First, he ducked his head, then - slowly - he turned to look at me from the corner of his eye.  "I don't mind.  I just know I'll be stupid, and probably embarrass myself.  I also know that seeing me fumble seems to make Sia feel a little more confident, and I know my pride will heal."

      And those words made me lean back.  "Ron..." I tried.

      He just kept scrubbing at Sia's pants.  "I'm kinda new at this, Nick."

      "No."  I made him stop, pulling his arm so he faced me.  "I do not ever want you to feel embarrassed.  You are not the honorable mention award, ok?  No one should ever make you feel uncomfortable."

      "Shh," he said, pressing his palm to my chest.  "Nick, listen to me.  Being noticed makes me embarrassed.  Being treated like I'm useful does it too.  Sexy?  It's a good feeling, but I haven't yet learned how to deal with it.  That doesn't mean it's a bad thing.  It also is a very different kind of uncomfortable.  The good kind."  Then he smiled.  "But you're cute when you get overprotective.  Now go take care of our girl.  I'll put these up to dry and start on her rune.  The guys will be back soon enough."

      I just gaped at him for a moment, trying to take all of that in.  Unfortunately, the only reply I could think of didn't seem to fit.  I said it anyway.  "We should've found you a long time ago.  You really do belong with us."

      And then I left, because he was right.  I didn't know how to deal with this, and I felt kind of embarrassed, but in a good way.
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      I took us to the town I knew best.  The same one where Sia had gone to college.  Arriving in the corridor, all it took was a simple push to slip us to a Wal-Mart.  Bel and I walked through the veil, appearing in the casual clothing of Earth, and kept going.  We'd both done this often enough that it was a habit now.  Even Bel, because he'd been making the most trips back, desperately trying to learn everything about modern humans that he could in his efforts to relate to his girlfriend.

      And I was pretty sure he'd mastered it.  Sure, he still had an accent, but the fact that he was wearing jeans and a maroon-colored t-shirt meant he'd changed clothes at some point.  I was also pretty sure he'd gotten a haircut.  His skin on this plane was that of a black man, and his hair matched.  The tight curls of it had been styled, twisted on top to look like a normal college guy.  The sides were cut in a fade that worked really well for him.  Well enough that a pair of girls leaving the store couldn't help but giggle as they tried to sneak a peek.

      "You've put in some effort," I said, hoping it sounded casual.

      He grinned, never bothering to look at me.  "She finds me attractive."

      "Most people find you attractive," I pointed out.

      He didn't reply as we passed through the first set of sliding doors, but as he angled his feet toward the carts, he said, "She will need things, right?"

      I could only nod, pausing for a second to look at the assortment of fliers taped to the wall over the carts.  A lot of them seemed to be for missing teens and college students.  It made me wonder if this side of town was urbanizing faster than I thought, increasing the crime rate along with it.  Or maybe our quiet college town had simply grown more than I realized, and the problems along with it.

      "She'll need a few things," I agreed.  "We'll need some supplies for the bathroom, too.  Like a trash can."

      "Housewares," he said, aiming the cart for the main aisle of the store like he was a natural.

      I waited until we were past the main group of people at the front, then asked, "How many times have you been to Wal-Mart?"

      "A lot," he admitted.  "I have a house now, and it needs things.  Nick helped me hire someone for the furniture, but I do not have spatulas or napkins.  I want it to look nice when she sees it."

      "You know how much you have in the bank?"

      He looked over.  "Three hundred."

      "Million?" I breathed.

      He just nodded.  "I had no houses to drain it, Luke.  No maids to pay.  No servants - "  He paused, his brow creasing.  "Staff," he decided instead, "to pay.  Clauneck kept a line of ancestry for me, to explain any inheritance, and he invested as he thought best.  Two thousand years is a lot of time to make money."

      "Good point," I admitted, just as we turned into the bathroom decor area.  "She'll want a can with a closing lid, so no one can see the trash.  If we can find a little cabinet, that would be nice.  Someplace for her to store her feminine things."

      "Have you trained her how to shift items between planes?" he asked, reaching up for a rather attractive white, marble-looking trash can that would match the Tyrnigg bathroom.

      "To a point," I admitted.  "She hasn't really needed to worry about it.  Why?"

      He picked up a small box from beside where he'd found the can.  It appeared to be garbage bags to fit.  "Because if she does not know, then she will not worry about taking out the bag.  We can.  These things match."  And he picked up a toothbrush holder.  "Should we replace the old?"

      "Yes," I decided without hesitation.  "Most of that was Firiel's.  I think it's time for her to be put to rest."

      Bel just reached for a soap dispenser next.  "Can we take down her picture now?  Let Sia paint all of us together instead?"

      I moved to the side, finding a set of prepackaged towels in black.  "I would actually like that.  I just needed time, Bel."

      "I know," he assured me.  "So did Nick.  When you love someone so much, it is hard to let them go."  Then he glanced over.  "But you could feel that way again."

      I just shook my head.  "I made a promise."

      Bel tossed the soap dispenser into the cart as he stormed the three steps into my face.  "That," he growled, keeping his voice down, "is shit.  Nick does not want your promise.  We do not want it.  Ronwe hurts because of it.  He feels like you are abandoning him each time you hold yourself away from us.  Sia?"  And he scoffed.  "Even when she could not accept that it was allowed, she still fell into your arms.  And now, it's Nick."

      I just reached up, pressing my hand into the middle of his chest to ease him back.  "Nick and I are figuring things out.  Ron is happy about that.  Lay off, Bel."

      "You do not get to love me, get me drained for two millennia, and then pull away," he said.  "We do not deserve that.  I know she's moving too fast.  We all do, but it's her pace, and she's the only one who can set it.  She knows how strong she is, so we need to trust her.  That includes you."

      "How many times does she need to end up in Heaven before you all figure out that she's off the rails?" I asked.

      Bel grabbed the towels from my hand and tossed them in with the rest.  "She is not.  She is too strong to be just a Muse, but we do not have a better word.  She's not God, because this all existed before her, but she's almost as powerful.  She made life, Luke."

      "Yeah, I was there," I reminded him, pointing to the aisle we needed next.  "And her mother named her Ayala.  Do you know what that means?"

      "The angels' all-plane monster?" he asked.

      I nodded slowly.  "Yeah.  I haven't exactly told her about that theory, because I'm not sure how she'd take it.  I mean, the chances of a child being bred from all five planes?  Astronomical."

      "It was bound to happen eventually," Bel pointed out.

      "Four realms, sure," I countered.  "But someone with both demonic and angelic ancestry?"  I just shook my head.  "And yet here she is.  Of course she's a Muse.  She'd have to be.  Eons ago, angels predicted that the Ayala would have control over aether like nothing we've ever seen.  Tell me that doesn't describe Sia."

      He just shrugged as if it didn't matter.  "They also said she would be evil."  And he grinned.

      "Yeah, but..."  And I could only huff out a heavy sigh.  "Ok, fair enough.  Demons are evil, so by that standard, she is evil."

      Bel looked at me.  "What did you think it meant?"

      "That she'd destroy worlds with her power."

      "Angels are doing that now.  How could she be worse?"  And he grabbed a box from the shelf, carefully reading the information on the back.

      What bothered me was that Bel was right.  I'd always had this idea in my head of what it meant to be evil.  Back when I'd first heard the theories of the Ayala, I'd assumed it was a horror story, spread around for a little excitement.  Sure, the scientific theory had merit, but not enough to worry about.  After all, the chances of a person being born from enemies?  We all watched our immediate children too closely for that to happen.

      But evil.  There was that word again.  It bothered Sia.  It meant something completely different to me than it did to Bel.  I had a feeling all of the guys would have a slightly different take on it.  When broken down to its purest form, most people conceptualized it as nothing more than something bad.  The problem was that good and bad depended on who defined the terms.

      Sia loved multiple men.  Her foster parents would've considered that "bad."  She lived with demons - also bad.  She was kind, considerate, charming, and beautiful.  All of those were words used to describe me, often as a warning that I was temptation, and temptation was bad.  Although, when people wanted the temptation, it was always labeled as good.  Thus, it truly depended upon the perspective of the person judging.

      And I'd judged the concept of Ayala as an angel, not a demon.  The creature from all planes was predicted to secure the worlds, limiting the use of aether to all but itself, and destroying the creations of the multiverse for its own reasons.  The mix of planar variances in its body would make it a weapon.  Sentience would give it grudges.  The forces battling inside its body would make it temperamental and unpredictable.

      Damned if that didn't describe Sia.  She felt things stronger than most.  It showed in her art.  She'd learned how to act like she was calm enough, but the emotions crawling in her paintings proved it.  She had brilliant and unprecedented ideas, thought on her feet - like when she was face to face with the dragon that first time - and she'd already locked two worlds away.

      But if all of this was true, then we'd been teaching her wrong.  Our goal had been to protect and care for her, yet Sia was the closest thing to a god that could be born.  She was the culmination of an idea, destined to manage more power than any of us could imagine.  And while that sounded good, I couldn't help but worry about what it would mean for her.  My beautiful, innocent little human girl.  The one who'd broken all the rules we thought we knew, and who really did feel so good in my arms.

      I couldn't imagine an existence without her anymore.  Screw Firiel and her memory.  She'd made me feel like I was such a great man.  She'd fed my ego and loved my body.  She'd also been a means to an end, and if I was honest, I mourned her mostly because she'd given me a purpose.  One Michael had stolen away.  I never wanted that to happen to Sia.  Because, as powerful as she was, that woman was still very mortal.  She might not age, but she could definitely die.

      "Luke?" Bel asked, sounding concerned.

      Wondering if he was thinking the same way I was, I looked over at him.  "Yeah?"

      But he held up a box of feminine products.  "They have sizes.  What size is our Muse?"

      "I don't think those are sizes," I said, reaching up to take the box from his hands.

      And yet, sure enough, there was definitely a big S marked in the bottom corner.  So, like Bel had just done, I tried reading the back.  Sadly, it didn't really help much.  So I put the box back and grabbed another.  Then another.  Each one was different, and I had no idea what options she'd want.

      "Plastic applicators, cardboard, or none," Bel said.  "Different sizes, although I do not think that is for the opening, but the amount to suck up."

      "Disgusting," I mumbled.

      He chuckled.  "I do not know the word, but you understood.  Cosmo said that using the right product makes a woman's time of month easier to handle."  He looked over at me.  "What if we get it wrong?"

      "I think that right now, she'd be happy with just about anything."

      He gave me a look like I was a fool.  "Just because she does not complain doesn't mean she needs to suffer.  One of my wives had cramps so bad she could barely walk.  What if Sia has that?"

      "Then we'll get her Midol," I told him.  "And she's currently standing in the brook waiting for us to get back."

      He turned to head further down the aisle.  "She's with Sam.  She'll be fine."

      I was just about to tell him we should get the ones he saw in the magazine when a woman turned into the aisle.  She saw Bel and me staring at the boxes, ducked her head, and smiled.  I sighed.  Bel, however, headed right for her.

      "Excuse me," he said, waiting for her to look up before he continued.  "Our girl needs tampons, and we don't know which ones.  Can you help?"

      "Do you know what she usually uses?" the lady asked.

      Bel shook his head.  "She hasn't before."

      "Oh!"  Then she smiled at me, and I watched as her mind put the pieces together.  "Your daughter?  Well, it's hard to tell at that age."

      "No," Bel tried to say, but I cut him off.

      "She's older, but this is our first time handling this part."  And I moved toward Bel, reaching up to rub his arm gently.

      The woman just beamed at us.  I was simultaneously giving Bel a look that begged him to let me handle this.  He rolled his eyes, which was as good as giving in.

      "So, you probably want to get a multi-pack," she said, scanning the shelves.  "Ah, these.  It's what I got my oldest when she started.  Just make sure she knows about toxic shock, and not to leave them in too long.  You might consider pads for overnight."

      "Like these?" Bel asked, picking up a package.

      "Those are perfect," she told him.  "Comfortable underwear is important, too.  My daughter likes boy shorts so she doesn't have to worry about the pad or string becoming a problem."

      "Thank you," Bel told the woman.  "Luke, we need to buy panties."

      I quickly put the multi-pack she'd pointed at in the cart, then gestured for Bel to lead on.  When we squeaked past the woman, I paused to say, "Thank you."

      "Just don't embarrass her," she reminded me.  "This is a very awkward time for most teens, and it doesn't get much better."

      "I'll keep that in mind."

      The trick was keeping Bel on track.  He wanted to buy everything Sia might possibly need.  Blankets, clothes, and so much more.  I had to remind him that for now, all she needed was Midol, new panties, the pads, and maybe some chocolate.  But, when we made it to the candy aisle, he turned to face me.

      "You let that woman think we were lovers."

      I nodded.  "I did.  People tend to accept that easier than a woman with two boyfriends."

      "Because you are ashamed of what Sia does?" he asked.

      The sigh that fell from my lips was wrapped with frustration.  "No, because we wanted her help, and she was willing when she thought we were husbands who were bringing up a daughter.  She wouldn't have been so kind if she thought we were both sleeping with the same woman."

      "But you are just her friend."  He lifted a brow.  "You could've said that.  You do not get to be proud of being my lover when you aren't, and you do not deserve to think of yourself with her until you're ready to stop refusing."  And once again, he leaned in.  "You cannot make her proud of what she is if you act like it is bad, Lucifer."

      "Luke," I reminded him.

      "Don't fucking care.  What is the phrase about the fence?  Sitting on it?  Well, stop.  She is not weak.  Michael is in prison.  You jumped up to help so fast, and I do not think it was all for Nick.  For once, just stop lying."

      I grabbed three bags of chocolate candies, then wrenched the cart from his hands.  "I'm not lying.  I'm working the system."

      "Still lying," he said, moving to walk at my side.  "Would you just try?"

      "Try what?" I asked, not quite keeping up.

      "To be our angel," he said.  "Or maybe a demon.  I don't know, but try.  Stop being the terrifying Lucifer.  Stop trying to do for us.  Maybe, just for a bit, try to be with us, ok?"

      I stopped in the middle of the aisle and turned to him.  "I am trying, Bel.  I've been trying, but all of you refuse to let me just forget that I'm failing.  You complain that I get feathers everywhere, or that I'm not moving fast enough, but I'm doing the best I fucking can, ok?  I'm not a nice guy, and the truth is that I simply don't know how."

      Bel's reaction was not at all what I expected.  He smiled at me.  "Then do not try to be nice.  We like you for who you are.  If that isn't nice, then do not change.  Nick does not want you to be romantic.  He wants you to push him.  Sia does not want you to be gentle.  She wants you to lead so she can follow.  Ron does not need you to baby him.  He is a brilliant man who passed all of us long ago."

      "What about you?" I asked.

      He reached up to wipe his hand across his lips.  "I think that you are mighty in your anger.  I think that you are very proud.  I think we did not accept you into our legion because you are an easy man, but we still accepted you."

      "What about you?" I insisted, refusing to let him out of that so easily.

      Bel swallowed, his dark eyes holding mine.  "I do not like it when you joke about us together.  I do not want to feel like a joke to you.  I do not want to be an excuse.  I liked the man who believed he was stronger than me - and was wrong.  I miss the angel who could make all of Hell tremble."

      And the air fell from my lungs.  "It was a long two millennia, Bel."

      He stepped a little closer, looking down at me.  "You are an angel.  The most brilliant of them all.  Do not dim yourself because you are scared others may be blinded.  You are too mighty for that."

      "And my mightiness made her hate me.  She likes demons, Bel."

      His lips bounced upwards on the corners a few times.  "So you tried to make yourself gentle to impress a woman?"

      "A Muse," I admitted.

      He just shook his head.  "How would you feel if someone did that for you?"

      I'd honestly never thought about it like that.  "I think I'd be pissed that they thought so little of me."

      "Yes," he agreed.  "You say you cannot have her, and yet you bend yourself into a knot to get some little piece.  Trust your legion, my friend.  We will take good care of her."  And he grinned.  "We will even buy tampons for her.  I will let you give them to her."

      "Asshole," I grumbled, pushing the cart again, heading for the registers.

      He just chuckled behind me.  "She lives with demons, Luke.  She chased down Death.  She is not scared of you."

      "Yeah," I admitted.  "I know.  Ever think that might be why I'm a little intimidated by her?"

      He just mumbled some noise that I couldn't quite decipher.  So, fine.  If he was going to be like that, then he could redecorate the bathroom for her.  Bastard would probably even enjoy it.
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      As much as I hated to admit it, it was kinda nice to have an entire legion of men pampering me.  Without even batting an eye, these guys had all done their part to make things a little more modern in the house, and all while I was still getting dressed by the brook.  By the time I made it back inside, they were involved in something else, acting like we hadn't just gone through a moderate vagina crisis.  Sam had even brought in my painting and cleaned my brushes.

      The only downside was that there was no such thing as television on Tyrnigg.  Books, we had plenty of - but all written in Daemonic.  There was, however, one thing that could keep me from getting bored while I waited for my cramps to ease up a bit.  We still needed to design a system to protect the Vale and show our true bodies.  Plus, there was that problem of the rune to make sure this never happened again.

      So I invited Ron to head outside with me to work on that.  We didn't need to be outside, but since air conditioning wasn't a thing on this world either, it was nice to have the breeze.  And the space.  Definitely the lack of distractions.  I almost made it to the door when Nick caught my arm, silently begging me to wait.

      "I don't want you to overdo it," he said, keeping his voice down.

      My mouth dropped open.  "You think that being on my period is going to somehow make me unable to use my brain?"  I tried to tug my arm away.

      He didn't let go.  "No, I think you just made a veil on Vesdar, fought a battle with Michael, and you said yourself that the dragon's aether burned.  That is why I think you need to take it easy.  We do not want you to damage your ability to manipulate life, dove."

      And now I felt like an idiot.  "Oh."

      "So, let Ron deal with the sculpting for a bit.  We've already tested it, and the bubble here only responds to me.  I can give all of you access, but Luke and Ron couldn't even touch it to make alterations."

      "You really fucked that up, huh?" I teased.

      He stepped a little closer, realizing he wasn't in trouble.  "Dove, it's just proof that even a demon can make miracles.  Animals and plants can pass through the barrier without a problem.  Fairies, though?  Both times that we've seen one in the area - which was a very long time ago - they avoided that line almost unconsciously.  I have no idea if they could even pass through it, but it is possible to see through it, which is one of the things we should fix.  Regardless, it means that of all the places in all five realms, this one house will always be our sanctuary."

      I could see something in his eyes, as if he was holding back.  "Is that a problem?" I asked, wondering if he was still coming to terms with his former home being filled with so many people.

      He glanced away, but more like he was thinking than avoiding.  "I was thinking about making this a repository for the First Legion.  Ron's books.  Any items we don't want to decay with time."  Then he looked back.  "But it means we're going to need to enlarge the house, and, um, that can only be done by hand if we want it to last."

      "So we'll need a design?" I suggested.

      He nodded.  "Maybe you can help with that?"

      I reached up to kiss him.  "I can.  I'll come up with a few ideas.  How big are we talking?"

      "One floor," he said.  "I'm not skilled enough to make the second stable.  Not for more than the loft, and it only barely counts.  You can see our space, but the bigger it is, the longer it will take."

      "Time is something we have a lot of," I reminded him.  "Well, except for this rune I need."

      "Don't push yourself," he said again.  "Let Ron help."  Then he canted his head to the side.  "And keep in mind that he doesn't understand women's bodies outside of a textbook."

      I just groaned.  "Yeah, I know.  The weird thing is that it doesn't bother me as much because I know that he doesn't have any real-world experience."  I shrugged.  "And we need to start talking about how we're going to get the slaves off Angelis."

      Nick's eyes narrowed at the change in subject.  "What?"

      "Well, we went through all of that on Vesdar to make sure Michael can't get a dragon skin to make himself invulnerable to aether.  I managed to get him trapped in that prison, but we all know he'll figure out a way to escape.  Someone will find a way to crack the wards - if they haven't already.  Y'all always do.  That means we need to start working on where to put the slaves, how to get them out with the Angelis veil being locked to demons, and then Luke needs to help me figure out what it's going to take to tear down the veil they have now and put up one of my own."

      "No," he said, shaking his head.  "Sia, when I said that you need to be careful - "

      "Yeah," I said, glancing over to make sure no one was listening, "but this is one of the things where time does matter.  If nothing else, because it's going to take us a while to figure it all out!  Nick, this isn't like Vesdar.  You've never been there.  You have no idea what the angels are doing!"

      "I do know," he assured me.  "The problem is that I don't care about those people.  I care about you, dove.  More will be born, and more will die.  That is what midworlders do."

      "What?!"  I couldn't believe him right now.

      "Listen to me," he said.  "You can also die.  And if you rupture your ability to hold aether, you will.  With as much as you've been doing, and as fast as you've been doing it?  Let's just say that never in all of my very long life has pushing aether burned.  I think you need to rest a bit before any more significant workings.  Give your body time to heal."

      "No," I insisted, "we need to figure out how to lock the angels away.  That's been the dream of Hell, right?  When we met, you said you needed me to help you, and I'm trying, but you keep telling me to hold off, slow down, and take my time.  I just want to get this over with.  You can't show me the horrors of the worlds and think that I'm going to be able to ignore it!"

      He leaned in a little closer.  "Birth control first.  The bubble around this veil next.  If you both manage all of that tonight, then we can move on to designing the house - "

      "Nick," I groaned, aware of what he was doing.  "You're managing me."

      His lips tensed as he tried not to smile.  "I prefer to think of it more like focusing.  But, fine.  If this is that big of a deal to you, then tomorrow we will start to talk about the problems with locking down Angelis.  Talk, Sia.  Not do.  Not jump into action.  We will simply have a legion discussion and start looking at the complications so we can plan it out."

      "That's all I want," I assured him.  "I mean, my family is there."

      He nodded.  "And you kinda like them, huh?  Just know that Uriel is a rather arrogant man."

      "He's an angel," I said, making it clear that gave him no other option.  "But Kacira seems really nice.  Although, you wanna know something really weird?"

      "Sure."

      "I can't just call her mom.  I tried it.  Well, for both of them, calling her mom and him dad.  It just...  It feels forced."

      "Because you don't know them," he explained.  "They're mostly strangers, and having their genes doesn't mean they feel like family."

      "You do," I said, meeting his fey eyes.

      "Mm."  And he moved even closer.  "So, does that mean I'm moving up from boyfriend?"

      I just lifted my chin, tilting my face to his.  "Is there a title you'd prefer more, Satan?"

      "Well, lover isn't typically used in polite conversation.  Husband implies a wedding, and I prefer to avoid angelic ceremonies where I can.  Mate makes me sound like a beast, and it seems I'm a little sensitive to that.  So, what do you suggest, Muse?"

      My lips split into a mischievous smile.  "I'm partial to boyfriend, but I can mix it up with 'my man,' if you prefer."

      "I just like the part of that where you claim me."  And he bent, pressing his mouth against mine.  "Now, go get your rune."  He brushed my hair back, gently caressing my face in the process.  "I love you, dove."

      "I love you too, Nick."  And I leaned into his hand for a moment before he lowered it.  "I'll be careful.  I promise."

      "Thank you," he whispered before stepping back.

      Which meant he was honestly worried about me.  Well, I knew how to find out why.  Ron always had the answers, so the moment I slipped onto the bench across from him, I leaned over the table and decided I should just ask.

      "Why's Nick freaking out?"

      Ronwe slowly opened his journal, his eyes flicking across the pages.  "Because you make miracles happen too often."

      "I thought that's what I'm supposed to do," I countered.

      Ron finally looked up.  "Sia, the bruise on your face has faded, but it's still there.  Sam won't forget how close he was when Michael pulled you through the veil.  Bel believes in you, but he doesn't know how to keep you safe, and that's all he wants to do.  Luke's terrified that your sliver of mortality is going to be the weakness Michael exploits next.  They're scared of losing you."

      "But he was on board with the plan before I made that veil," I said.

      Ron nodded.  "And he's still on board with it.  The difference is that you told him that the dragon's aether was so intense it burned.  You said that you pushed aether out and into that veil hard enough to feel like it was stripping your veins.  Sia, you are something new.  You're not a Muse as we know them.  You're not an outworlder.  You're something that we don't understand, and those guys just want to make sure that they can help you grow in a way that doesn't end with you getting killed."

      "Well, yeah," I said, "but - "

      "No,"  Ron cut me off.  "There are no exceptions to this.  We cannot die.  We also cannot forget you.  Look at what happened when they lost their wife!  A normal, sweet, and completely oblivious fairy.  She had no idea that they were anything but men, and yet they mourned her for millions of years.  I think they still are."

      I ducked my head.  "I know."

      "And you are so young.  Your human life would've been so short.  They accepted that, but now you've promised them more.  You told them you would live forever, and all they want is to make that happen.  To you, though, it's hard.  You keep thinking that you have to get things done because there's never enough time, but there is, Sia."

      "But the time is perfect to deal with Angelis," I reminded him.  "Michael's  - "

      "An angel," he finished for me.  "He may already be out of that box, for all we know.   You still put him there once, which means you can do it again.  You also want to save all of those people, but have you stopped to think about what we're going to do with them?  We can't just send them back!  Imagine what would happen when humans who have been missing for decades just appear in the middle of town!"

      I honestly hadn't thought about that, but he was right.  They were presumed dead.  Their families had mourned them.  To have them return talking about being held captive by angels and fed to trees?  They'd be sent to mental institutions and written about in local papers.  It wouldn't take long before someone realized how many people were saying the same thing.  That would only fuel a new wave of religious fervor, and one that would not help us at all.

      "So, what do we do?" I asked.

      He reached over for my hand.  "First, we stop your body from ovulating."  His cheeks began to turn slightly magenta.  "I mean, Nick said..."  He closed his eyes and scrunched up his face as if convinced he had just said something wrong.  "I just ruined it, didn't I?"

      "No," I assured him.  "Ideally, I'd prefer to not ovulate and not cycle.  No more periods.  No chance of pregnancy."

      "It won't stop, um..."  He made a gesture toward his lap.  "That."

      "I already figured that out," I assured him, knowing he meant the current bleeding, "but I'm ok if this is my last period ever.  Has to be some benefit to being a Muse, right?"

      "Right," he agreed a little too quickly.  "So, I wanted to make this so you could deactivate it, but that's a little more complicated.  Instead, um, I was thinking that if you simply removed the rune?  I mean, since you have the ability to do that, right?"

      "I should be able to," I agreed.  "But I've never really tried."

      Turning his journal, he pushed it toward me.  "Well, here's a rune for minimizing scars.  I made it for another demon who didn't have the benefit of an aethersmith to heal his body.  Try adding that and see if you can take it off?  I figure it won't hurt anything if it stays, and its power requirements are minimal."

      "Ok?" I asked.  "And what are you doing?"

      "Sia, most of our runes are based on men.  I need to design a shape that will target a specific part of your body but not others.  Releasing an egg as opposed to your bladder.  And you need to be aware of the downside of this."

      Which didn't sound good at all.  "What's that?"

      "I can't prove this is working.  Not exactly.  There is always the chance that I could get it wrong."

      I just tilted my head to the side and lifted a brow.  "Have you ever gotten a rune wrong?"

      "Well, no, but you need to know that there could be a first time," he admitted.

      "I trust you, Ron.  Now, are you going to need this journal to build it?  Or can I have it to focus on the rune so I can try removing it?"

      He waved that away.  "All yours.  I actually have..."  He reached beside him to put a thicker book on the table.  "This is for alterations of the body.  The journal is just for my theories.  These are for the proven works."

      He patted the cover like he was proud of it.  Considering that the book looked like some ancient tome that belonged in a museum, he had a reason to be.  It wasn't tiny.  Even if there was just one rune per page, it was still an impressive collection of research.

      "You're kinda cute when you're being all sciencey," I teased.

      "Yeah," he said, then cleared his throat.  "So, are you honestly ok with the changes to the bubble that will show our skins?"

      That sounded like a loaded question, and this was Ron.  He tended to change topics when he was nervous or hiding something.  From the sound of his voice, this had a little of both, and it caught my complete attention.

      "I am.  Why?"

      "Um, because I was working on that with Nick and Luke earlier."  He glanced up quickly, then back to his book, convincing me I was right.  He was trying to edge around something sensitive.  "My natural body..."

      Was bent, twisted, and painful, I realized.  "Is there a way to skin you in here?"

      He just shrugged.  "I don't know."

      "Then we shouldn't do it," I decided.  "Not if it's going to make you hurt when you try to walk."

      "It's more the wings, actually," he admitted.  "I like being able to spread them.  And I know why Sam asked for it.  If this is going to be our home of sorts, then it makes sense to allow us to be in our own bodies.  Our natural ones.  The problem is just that my natural form is my least favorite."

      "What if we change your body on Daemin?" I asked.

      He shrugged, refusing to meet my eyes.  "I don't know.  I do miss my tail.  More than you know.  I'm willing to do it, but I thought I should mention the downside."

      "We'll think of something," I assured him, "or we'll pull it down, ok?  I don't want this to be a place you dread coming.  I'd rather re-skin all of us for this world and just deal with the..."  I paused.  "Wait.  That's it!"

      "What's it?" he asked, clearly unable to read my mind.

      "Tyrnigg!  Oh, that's the answer!  This plane has been reaped to near extinction, which means there are huge swaths of land with nothing but plants and pixies, right?  The slaves from Angelis, Ron!  We need a place to bring them, and this is the only world that has an area where they won't be noticed.  We can set up a town or something, have the angels from Vesdar slip over and help mind-fuck them so they don't remember anything, and then return them to their own planes."

      "And the ones with families?" he asked.  "Never mind that if you bring humans here and the native fairies breed with them, you're decreasing the lifespan of the inhabitants, but I'm not sure you'd increase their fertility rates.  Sia, letting them mingle could be enough to wipe out the last of the fey."

      "Ok," I groaned.  "So maybe that's not the best idea."

      "It's not the worst," he assured me.  "We just need to devise a way to contain them.  Possibly an island that's large enough, but devoid of sentients.  This planet is larger than Earth, so I'm sure there's something."  But he patted the book again.  "Rune first, Muse."

      "Yes, teacher," I grumbled, but I made sure he knew I was teasing.

      Ron smiled, making it clear he understood.  "You have time to make all of this happen.  Slow down, Muse.  There is no crisis.  We've already saved at least one world this week.  Heaven can wait."

      "But can the people?" I asked.

      "Sometimes, Sia, it's ok to put yourself first."  He flipped open his tome, but watched me while he did so.  "It's ok to be a little selfish.  Mostly, because it makes you stronger, and taking on all of Heaven?  You are going to need to be stronger than ever before.  They will fight for their way of life, and they will not care who they destroy in the process."  He paused.  "Which means you need to be powerful enough to destroy them first, not a girl running on fumes and anxiety.  Rest.  Recover.  Plan.  I promise that your legion will help, but only when it's the right time."

      I just nodded and pulled his journal a little closer.  "Rune first," I promised him, because yes, he was right.  I knew it.

      That didn't mean I had to like it.
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      I put the rune for minimizing scars on my wrist.  Then I took it off.  Just to make sure, I put it back on, watching a minor blemish on the back of my hand that I'd earned as a child.  It faded to nearly invisible.  And when I took it off for the second time, the scar returned to normal.  Clearly, I could do this.  That meant Ron's birth control rune would not render me eternally sterile.  And yet, I wondered if it would really be the worst thing ever if it did.

      I wasn't really old enough to want children.  Maybe chronologically, I was, but the reality was that I'd never had that sort of stable life.  Now, I never would.  A traditional family was not in my future, and yet I didn't really care.  I had eternity ahead of me.  There would be dozens of orphaned children, abused ones, or other kids in need that were already destined to die before me.  I couldn't figure out why, but my gut said this was the right thing, and I was just going with it.

      But I finished my test long before Ron finished the rune, and working in silence wasn't much fun.  Getting up, I rubbed his shoulder to make sure he knew I was leaving, then wandered out to the overlook.  My ovaries were still complaining, and I just wanted to stand.  Here, I could pretend I was looking out at something important.

      "Still doing ok?"

      The sound of Luke's voice made me jump, but only because I hadn't heard him move behind me.  "Jesus, Luke," I gasped, getting my pulse back under control.  "You startled me."

      "Sorry," he said, moving to stand beside me.  "The question still stands, though."

      "Yeah," I said, "I'm fine.  Fucking hate cramps.  Best part of depo, you know?  Nothing like that to worry about."

      He chuckled.  "This is one of those things I have to trust you on.  Still mortified?"

      I just shook my head.  "No.  And don't laugh at me, but this whole thing?  It's kinda been nice.  I love the bathroom, by the way."

      "That was Bel," he said, but the glint in his eyes said he'd had a little something to do with it too.

      "Uh-huh.  Well, it's still nice.  I just feel kinda bad that we're all taking over the cabin, you know?  This used to be a sacred place for Nick."

      "A shrine," he corrected.  "We never came here because it was too depressing.  Now?"  He turned me around to look at the adorable little hobbit-like cabin.  "The paint is fresh.  The flowerbeds are thriving.  The roof has been repaired.  That's a home, Sia.  When you get closer, you hear someone laughing.  Every single time I get near the door, it happens.  What was once the most tragic place I could imagine has now become something I want to call home."

      I leaned into him.  "So you're not mad that I'm stealing your boyfriend?"

      "No," he promised.  "But only on one condition.  That you won't be mad if I steal yours."  And he moved his arm to drape over my shoulders.

      I slipped mine around his waist.  "Fair's fair, right?  Just don't break the house when you finally give in, ok?"

      "That was only with Bel," he assured me.

      I scoffed.  "I have a feeling you are stretching the truth as far as possible."  But I refused to look at him.  "What's the line between us now?"

      "Sia..."

      "I'm just asking," I assured him.  "Because I keep crossing it, and I don't want to be that girl."

      "Think we can keep it like we have?" he asked.

      I wanted to look at him.  To laugh at the absurdity of that.  Instead, I kept my voice as neutral as possible.  "Which version of us would that be?  New York?  Or maybe when you healed me in Hell?  Or should we just go to the time I gave you aether outside Uriel's house?"

      "Oh, bringing up your father totally kills the mood," he teased.  "But I was thinking more like the version after we sealed you.  The one that can curl up beside me and treat me like her gay best friend."

      "You're not gay," I pointed out.

      "I'm also not your best friend," he agreed.  "I'm pretty sure Ron gets both of those."  Then he turned to face me.  "Sia, I just can't.  Not yet, ok?  I know you're powerful, but there's still so much you don't understand - that I do.  I'm happy with Ron.  I'm thrilled..."  And he stopped with a grunt.  "No.  I'm terrified of this thing that's building with Nick.  I'm nervous, and I'm stupid about it."

      "Hey," I breathed, reaching out for his hand.  "Luke, we're good.  I get it, ok?  And this thing with you and Nick?  It's real, but he's scared too.  He's pushing himself to accept that there's nothing wrong with caring about men.  I'm a little worried that he's pushing too hard, and yet it's ok with you.  It's kinda like you're the yin to his yang, you know?"

      "We're really more of a matched set," he admitted.  "The only difference is that Nick handles his inner turmoil by controlling everything around him, and I do it by fucking it all up."

      "Order and chaos," I agreed.  "Which only proves my point."

      He leaned in to kiss my brow.  "But, thank you for checking."  His eyes flicked from one of mine to the other.  "Curl up with Bel tonight?  He won't say it, but he's trying so hard to be the kind of man you want.  The problem is that he's never been the kind of guy anyone wants.  He's the man they accept.  The one they end up with.  He's not the one they seek out."  He paused to lick his lips.  "The last time he walked the worlds, he was considered a monster or a barbarian.  He's too big, too brutal, and too blunt for most people, but he turns into a puppy when he's with you because he's trying."

      "He's sweet," I assured Luke.  "And he's really good in bed."

      Luke just chuckled.  "He can get a little rough."

      "So can I."

      That made him glance away.  "Good to know."  Then he sighed.  "Sorry.  Habits."

      "Luke," I said, squeezing his fingers to make him look at me.  "We're ok.  I promise I understand.  I won't try to twist your words or screw up your promise again, because I get it.  All of you were so patient with me, and now it's my turn.  Figure things out with you, Nick, and Ron.  We have time, right?"

      "Ron said Nick tried to flirt."

      He dropped that on me, but I wasn’t actually surprised.  "I think Nick idolizes Ron, so it makes sense.  Just don't let him move too fast?  I know he's doing this for Sam and me, but he needs to do it for himself."

      "So do I," he said softly.  "But, I think your fourth boyfriend's waiting."

      "Just boyfriend," I told Luke.  "I'm not ranking them.  Oh, and I need a better word.  Something a little more..."

      "Permanent," Luke finished for me.  "I'm pretty sure I know a guy who could do a Satanic wedding.  You know, like Satan."

      "Asshole," I shot back.  "Maybe I want Lucifer to do it?"

      "Maybe just being in their legion means even more," he said.  "Because, Sia, it does.  Call them your family.  Call them your lovers.  You can even call them your husbands if you want, but that title means less to them than it does to you."

      "Yeah, and there's just no good word for what we have."  I took a step back, closer to where Ron was sitting.  "Which is why I need a word.  Some way to introduce them to others.  Something that will not be too shocking, but that makes it clear this is permanent.  Something that lets men in a bar know that making a move is stupid."

      "I'll think about it," he promised.  "And don't use too much aether for this?  You're supposed to be resting your abilities."

      I grumbled under my breath and turned, making my way back to Ron.  "One day, they'll realize that I can decide my own limits."

      "Heard that!" Luke called after me.

      Ron just ducked his head, but it didn't hide the fact that he was laughing.  "Not you too," I groaned.

      "No," he assured me.  "I just think it's adorable that Luke can't help himself.  From what I've heard, this is the most comfortable he's ever been with his legion-mates.  You push him just enough to make him turn to them, and that is exactly what he needs."  He smiled at me.  "You're good for him."

      "I never thought I'd hear the day that I was good for Lucifer."

      Ron just flicked his brows up.  "Kinda makes you wonder what that says about you, huh?  Our sweet little Muse might just be a bad girl, after all?"

      I could only nod.  "I'm kinda leaning that way.  So.  This rune?"

      "I designed it for your lower back, because then you won't have to look at it all the time."  And he turned his journal toward me so I could see the mark he'd sketched out.  "Most women are sterilized by tubal ligation, so I used that to make this easier.  This design will separate the connection between your ovaries and uterus.  This part, here, will halt the progression of growth in your uterus, but not the shedding.  And this part will slow the production and aging of your eggs.  They should remain in a nearly stasis-like state."

      "In other words, no pregnancies?" I asked.

      He nodded.  "Three different ways," he assured me.  "I may have spent some time learning about the supposedly fairer sex before you came to Hell.  I found the biological variances remarkable, but this is all theoretical."

      "Unless you've cut open a person, I would assume so," I countered.  "So, how are we doing this?"

      Ron smiled and gestured to the table.  "Lean over, pull up your shirt, and push down your pants enough to expose the area.  I believe I can add this to you without taking a demonic amount of time."  He eased himself off the bench.  "And I'd kinda like to try."

      "Then let's do this," I agreed.

      But in order to both brace myself and expose my back, the position was somewhat compromising.  I knew it.  Ron knew it.  There may have even been a few giggles that slipped out when he moved behind me.  Still, when he trailed his fingers across the skin of my lower back, it sent shivers up my spine - the good kind.

      I couldn't help but wonder how he would make love.  Ron was gentle.  He was also a lot stronger than anyone gave him credit for.  Never mind the billions of years of stored-up kink.  Granted, his time in Luke's bed had probably eased that a bit, but he'd still never been with a woman, and he didn't seem like he was in a hurry.

      With me being me, I couldn't help but worry that he wasn't actually interested.  Ron was gay.  Luke had made that very clear to me.  I, however, was a woman.  Those two things did not exactly go together, and yet it did with Ron.  Yes, I knew that sexuality was on a sliding scale, but me?  Of all the women in three planes of existence - because the outer two only had men - he was attracted to me?

      It seemed impossible, wonderful, and crazy, all at the same time.  But the feel of his hands on my body, the way he looked at me, and those nights he spent cuddled up with me in my bed did not feel like I was with a man who wasn't interested.  Truth be told, I honestly believed that he simply looked at men because that was what he felt most comfortable with.  Not because it was the extent of his sexual attraction.

      My skin began to grow warm before I could ask, which was probably a good thing.  Except after warm came hot.  Boiling was next.  Every rune seared into the pattern of my aether hurt, but I was learning how to tolerate this.  It was like a shot at the doctor, but worse.  A thing that was over quickly and better when it was done.  Most of all, I wanted this rune.

      No, I needed it.

      I would not spend the rest of eternity dealing with a period every single month.  I could not handle constantly worrying about if my birth control failed, if I kept track of the months between such different worlds, or the cramps!  This rune was just as important to me as the one that marked me as a part of the First Legion, and he'd designed it to be beautiful.

      In the center was an almost circular mark, but one that was broken in places.  Through that was a diagonal line with a hook on the end.  Swirls on each side reached out, tangled, and formed beautiful knots that did not look Celtic.  It had an almost tribal appearance, but softer, more feminine.  This was the type of scroll design that belonged on the front of a romance novel, just under the title.  And now, it would be permanently etched on my back as a burn.

      When the heat began to fade, I let my breath rush out, realizing only then that I'd been holding it.  Ron leaned in to kiss the side of my neck, but his hand was lowering my shirt back in place.  Those fingers.  They teased where they touched, proving the whole thing was now completely healed.

      "I added color," he told me.  "Nick said that tattoos are considered more attractive than burns, so I tried to make it both."

      I tugged at the back of my pants, pulling them up where they belonged.  "Is it pretty?"

      "I like it."  Then he moved closer.  "It should also sit just above your tail.  I think it is in the perfect place to kiss."

      Turning toward him, I grabbed his waist and pulled him a little closer.  "Why me, Ron?  Is it simply the novelty of me being a woman?  What is it about me that you like?"

      He leaned in, grabbing the table on either side of my hips.  "I like that you raise your chin when you feel intimidated.  I like that you are complicated.  Sia, I love that you are a demon.  Not just because you have wings and a tail on so many worlds, but because you act like one of us.  You are so different from any man I've ever known, but you are not at all like I expected a human to be.  You're mystifying and wonderful.  You're also my friend."

      But nowhere in there did he say it was because I was beautiful.  The strange thing was that I didn't mind.  It actually made me feel better because it explained so much.  He could think I was beautiful - or not - but it had nothing to do with why he was attracted to me.  That was all based on the person I was.  He liked me for my mind, and coming from a guy as smart as him, that was a very, very big compliment.

      "Why do you like me?" he asked back.

      Oh, but that was easy.  "Because you are sweet, sexy, and brilliant," I told him.  "And I know that's what everyone says, but it's true.  You are this smart guy who never makes the people around him feel stupid.  That's not a common thing, Ron, and it's sweet.  You also aren't ashamed of your intelligence or your ability to solve the problems we need help with.  You're brave and have this way of making me feel safe when I'm around you - "

      "I do?" he asked.

      I nodded.  "Like when you stood up for me in Hell?"

      He leaned back with a groan.  "When you had to save me?  Yeah, real heroic."

      "No, you don't get it."  I reached up to cup the side of his face.  "It's even more heroic when you can't win.  That's the thing.  If you were Bel and tried to scare a guy off, that's kinda nice.  But if you think you're going to lose and do it anyway?  It means even more.  It makes me feel... important."

      "I like that," he said.  "I should also tell you that I'm not sleeping with you tonight.  I, uh, promised Luke..."

      "Which explains why he's waiting."  I leaned in and kissed my sweet lavender fairy.  "It's ok.  My room is a sleep-only zone tonight."

      He stole another quick kiss.  "I honestly don't think anyone will care.  We love it when you curl up against us."

      I smiled at him.  "Tease.  Now go make out with your boyfriend.  I think he misses you.  I'll show off my new rune and let you know when dinner's done, ok?"

      "Are you cooking?" he asked.

      I shook my head.  "Bel's turn.  You're safe for one more night."

      "Whew," he teased.  "Was starting to get worried for a minute there."

      So I gave him a little push.  "Now you sound like that angel!"

      "Never!" Ron said in mock-horror.  "You'd almost think that I spent a lot of time with him or something."

      "He's corrupting you."  But I kissed him again before moving away from the table.  "Let me know if you need the soundproofed room.  Pretty sure I can share."

      Ron rolled his eyes at me.  "That's yours.  Luke and I just make sure to keep the moans and groans to a minimum.  Now the creaking?  Nothing I can do about that."

      "You," I said, "have become a very bad demon.  It's also kinda working for ya."

      He just laughed and made his way toward where Luke waited by the overlook.  I watched him for a moment, taking in the way his right leg didn't want to bend the same as the other, and tried to recall how bad it had been in Hell.  I could easily remember his wing and the way it had been cramped closed, but not his limp.  We'd been in the midworlds long enough for this version to take over my memories.

      And I really didn't want to make him go back.  I would not tolerate him hurting because we wanted to relax in the skin we were born - or formed - in.  That meant I needed to talk to Nick, because if this alteration to the bubble couldn't be undone, then we probably shouldn't do it.

      Which was one more thing to add to the growing list in my mind.  Get my birth control rune, protect the Vale, make sure Ronwe wouldn't suffer for it, and lock the angels on Angelis.  One thing down, and only a million little ones to go, but I could do this.  I had to.  Mostly because no one else could.
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      Once, a very long time ago, I'd been married to a woman who had monthly cramping so severe that her father had believed she was cursed.  The local village thought she was a djinn and wanted to stone her, so he'd allowed me to buy her from him for almost nothing: two goats.  The ceremony to bind us had been performed the very next day because her family wanted her out of the house before the evil spirit could spread to anyone else.  My new wife had been barely sixteen years old.

      Over the next four years, I'd spoiled her, earning her trust and friendship as I allowed her to grow up.  At first, she was afraid of me, convinced that the only person who'd want her was a monster - so I told her I was one.  Then I bought her everything she desired.  New clothes, a new home, and even a cat.  I made no rules about where she could go.  The one time she was accused of running from her husband by a man in the market, I appeared to make it clear that my wife had my authority.  After that, she began to grow brave.

      The more she did, the better her body felt.  It was as if being trapped in her home like a slave was damaging to her, and yet everyone had a remedy to solve her problem.  Some said pregnancy.  Others said to change her diet.  Poisons were offered, and prayers were said.  In the end, there was only one thing that truly helped: massage.

      Now, I couldn't even remember the woman's name, but I thought of her when I saw Sia press a hand to her belly that evening.  My Muse was nothing like that wife.  Sia was strong.  She did what she wanted and never asked permission.  She also had the benefit of modern medicine, and yet her body still protested its natural cycle, and all I wanted to do was help.

      All through dinner, I watched her.  She laughed like she always did, but there were still the subtle signs.  The long, slow blinks when her insides hurt, or the extra trips to the bathroom that we all pretended not to notice.  When the legion relaxed that evening, she sat down to paint, completely unaware that her expression changed as the discomfort ebbed and swelled.  That was why, when everyone began to slow down, grow quiet, and yawn a little too much, I decided to invite myself to her bed.

      "Muse?" I asked as I set my book aside.  "Am I allowed in your room tonight?"

      Sam lowered his pad of paper.  "You're not getting any, Bel."

      "Just wanted to cuddle - and maybe catch up on sleep," I assured him.

      "Sure," Sia decided, "But I'm sleeping in clothes."

      "Panties," Luke fake-whispered.  "Maybe even a tiny little shirt.  Pretty sure that's even more of a tease than naked."

      I gave him a warning look.  "Do not be jealous, Lucifer.  You have your own lover to cuddle."

      "You should take Nick, too," Sam said.  "That way I can spread out in the herb closet and actually rest without someone trying to grope me all the time."

      For a moment, the entire room paused.  Luke looked at Nick.  Sia looked at me.  Sam was smiling a little too big, clearly proud of himself, but Ron's eyes bounced between us.  In all of history, Nick and I had never shared a bed, let alone a woman.  They all knew it, but this time was different.  This time, we had a woman who wasn't a passing fancy.  Our Muse was part of our legion.  One we all hoped would be very permanent.

      So I looked at Sia.  "It is a big bed."

      "It is," Nick agreed.  "And a soft one."

      And just like that, the others let out a collective sigh of relief.  No one said anything, but I could feel them all relax, proving they'd expected one of us to resist what we all knew had to happen.  Then Sia nodded as if she was trying to convince herself this was allowed, and she just stood up.

      "Let me change real fast, ok?  Give me like ten minutes?" she asked.

      Nick waved her down.  "Yeah.  I need to finish this chapter, and Bel has to put away his book.  You've got time, dove."

      I didn't actually need to put my book away, but I still did, tucking it on the bottom shelf of the table beside the couch.  That took long enough that Sia was in her room with the door closed before I stood back up.  All around us, the others were quickly heading off to their own beds, almost as if they were escaping the coming explosion.  Evidently, the tension wasn't as gone as I'd hoped.

      "She knows you were lying," I told Nick.

      "I wasn't lying," he assured me.  "I was making a polite excuse to save her pride.  Yes, she knows it.  She also appreciates it."  Then he set his book on the top level of that table.  "You sure you're ok with this?"

      "She will be between us," I insisted.

      "Bel," Nick said, a sigh following right after.  "I'm asking if you would rather I found an excuse to stay out here."

      I shook my head.  "We know that this will happen.  She will want it, and we cannot tell her no.  You and I need to get comfortable with the idea, so Sam is right."  Then I crossed my arms.  "But I want to rub on her.  To ease her body."

      "Alone?" Nick asked.  "Because I can find an excuse to take a while."

      I had to think about that for a moment.  In my mind, I'd imagined us alone, but the truth was that I didn't need to hide from him.  I wasn't ashamed of wanting to care for my woman.  Not at all!  It was more that I felt as if there was some unspoken competition between Nick and me.  He was strong.  He was powerful.  And unlike me, he was romantic.

      "Can you make it not weird?" I asked.

      He just bent over his knees and scrubbed at his face.   "Bel, this is pretty weird.  I can try, but I'm having as much trouble with this as you are."

      "So maybe we should not?" I asked.  "I do not want to cause a problem for her."

      "No problems," Nick assured me.  "I honestly just want to spend some time with my girlfriend - and so do you."

      I bobbed my head in a slow and continuous nod.  "We need to get over this."

      "We do," Nick agreed.  "We also need to make sure that she doesn't feel like she's pushing us."

      "But this is our idea," I reminded him.  "Why would she feel guilty?"

      Nick just shrugged.  "Why did she feel guilty about Sam?  Or being with you?  I don't honestly know, but we all know that she did.  All I'm saying is that we need to get used to sharing her, because I really do want her to stay with us for the rest of eternity.  I also don't want to spend the next century planning out a schedule so we don't accidentally have an awkward moment.  She's already stressed about her period.  She doesn't need us making tonight any worse."

      "I want to make it better," I told him.  "I want to spoil her."

      "And can I do the same?" Nick asked.

      I found myself smiling.  "I will rub her body, and you can hold her while she falls asleep."  Then I realized another problem.  "What side of the bed do you use?"

      "I don't care," he assured me.

      "I want the right side.  That way, I will sleep toward her, not away."

      Nick leaned back in his chair with a sigh.  "We can do this, Bel.  We're just helping each other take care of our Muse, right?"

      "Yes.  And next time will be easier."  I glanced back at the door of her room.  "You know that she hurts?"

      "I noticed," he assured me.  "She's embarrassed that we all know, but we have to prove to her that being a woman in a group of men is allowed."

      "And make her feel pretty," I told him.  "Not just for sex, but because she is a piece of art.  Because we love all of her, in all of her states."

      "Kinda what I was thinking," he agreed.  "Just do me a favor?  Don't laugh when I turn into a mush with her?  Don't give me a hard time for the things I say?  Because you will hear it, and..."

      "It's hard," I agreed.  "To expose my tender feelings in front of others makes me feel weak, but I won't listen to you, if you promise not to listen to me, ok?"

      "How's this?" he said, making his way to his feet.  "You give her that massage to make her feel better, and I'll get rid of today's garbage?  I'll probably walk in at the wrong time, but we'll both pretend like this is no different than sharing her with Sam, ok?"

      "No."  I shook my head, having a better idea.  "Maybe I am wrong, but when I am around you, I want to prove myself.  To make it clear that I am just as strong, brave, and worthy.  You and I have always been friends, but also have the need to be the best."

      "To challenge each other."  He nodded in agreement.  "I can't say you're wrong."

      "Then I challenge you, Satan.  I can be more romantic with our lover than you.  I can bare my soul the most.  I can treat her better."

      His lips were curling in a smile.  "I do like how you think, Beelzebub.  No stealing the other man's moves.  I won't try to give better massages than you.  Instead, I'll do something else, hoping she'll like it more."  He lifted his chin toward me.  "So when do we stop?"

      "When the sun no longer shines," I decided.  "If we cannot help but challenge each other, then let us make the challenges ones that are good for our woman."

      "And what does the winner get?" he asked, his tone making it clear he approved of my idea.

      "A kiss from our Muse," I said.

      Nick nodded twice.  "And the loser?"

      I couldn't stop my grin if I wanted to.  "A kiss from our Muse."

      Nick pushed himself to his feet and slapped my shoulder.  "Thank you, Bel.  You're making this a lot easier."

      "So are you, Satan.  I am sorry that I do not want you like that, but you are too much man for me."

      Nick just laughed.  "Go spoil her.  I'll handle the trash and give you a head start.  I think we both know you're going to need it."

      "Nope," I said as I headed to the door, tapping on it lightly.

      Except that I did, and we both knew it.  Nick was charming.  He was handsome.  He knew how to romance a woman.  I was just strong.  Even now, months after I'd woken from a two thousand year nap, I was still struggling to master her language.  I was at a disadvantage, but that did not mean I'd give up - because I wanted to spoil this woman more than all the others I'd known combined.

      The pause after my knock took longer than I wanted, and then the door clicked open.  "Sorry," she said, as she invited me in.  "I forgot that soundproofing means you can't hear me yelling."

      "Or screaming," I agreed.  "Kartem, do you feel ok?"  The demonic word for sunset fit her so perfectly, and she seemed to like it when I called her that.

      "Yeah, I'm fine," she promised as she made her way back to the bed.

      I watched as she slipped under the blankets and moved into the middle.  In the days since she'd made the veil on Vesdar, we'd managed to get a few more things for her room.  On either side of the bed, there were now small tables.  One was filled with lubricants and cloths.  The other had a pitcher of water and two glasses.  Along the far wall were two dressers for her clothes and a trunk for shoes.  It only had two pairs, but we would fix that.

      In other words, this was quickly becoming comfortable for her, and yet she still looked like she wasn't quite at ease.  That meant my woman was nervous, and it tugged at my heart.  As I made my way around the foot of the bed, aiming for the side I'd claimed as my own, I slowly removed my shirt, then kicked off my shoes beside the table with the water.  I debated removing my pants, but finding her eyes on me was enough to make up my mind.

      As the stiff cloth slid down my legs, her eyes followed.  A little smile touched her lips, but she lay in the middle with her arms pulled up against her chest, so I kept my underwear on.  Once I was bare enough, I lifted the corner and slid into the spot beside her.

      "Does your back hurt?" I asked, reaching up to brush the hair away from the side of her face.

      "It's not really my back," she admitted.

      "But it often makes your back hurt too," I said, hoping to prove that I understood.  "I have big hands.  I can make it feel better."

      "Bel..."

      So I leaned closer and lowered my voice.  "I am not scared of your body, my kartem.  It does not disgust me, even when you think it should.  My body makes more messes."  I lifted a brow, waiting for her to realize what I was talking about.  "I stain the sheets and you do not seem to mind.  I ruin clothes and need to wash things because of it.  Please do not be ashamed because you are a woman.  I just want to help."

      "I don't want this to be a big deal," she groaned.

      "You are a big deal, and I do not like thinking that you are uncomfortable.  Lay on your stomach, my sunset, and I will rub so you can sleep easier."

      She shifted, doing like I asked.  "Where's Nick?"

      "He's taking the trash to Earth, so you do not have to worry about it."

      I eased the blanket lower, taking in the panties she was wearing.  They looked like the ones Luke and I had picked out for her.  Each one was marked with a number as if it was for a sports team.  Her shirt did not match.  It was black, but soft, and cut low in the back to make room for her tiny little fairy wings.

      The moment my hands found her lower back, she made the kind of sound a man loved to hear.  It was a groan, and the honest sort.  Her eyes slipped closed, those auburn lashes lying against her cheeks even as her lips parted slightly.  Clearly, she liked that.

      "I will do this any time you want," I said softly.  "To touch you is a pleasure, even if it's just like this.  You are so beautiful, my kartem."

      "When did you learn to give massages?" she grunted, her breath rushing out as my hands slid up her spine.

      "A very long time ago."  I paused.  "Aviyah!  That was her name."

      "Whose?" Sia asked, turning to see me.

      But I kept rubbing.  "I think she was my third wife.  I married her because they wanted to stone her to death.  Her village thought she was possessed because once a month, her body would be wracked with spasms as the creature tried to escape.  She would cry and pray, but God did not help her, so they were convinced there was only one way to keep themselves safe."

      "Cramps?" Sia asked.

      I nodded.  "She could not talk about it with the men who made the rules.  She could only suffer.  I paid two goats to marry her.  It was an insult, but she was not beautiful like you.  She was shy and timid.  Her nose was large and her eyes were small, but her smile was like the sun in the sky.  Her laughter filled our house with joy.  She was small and delicate."

      "Is that when you got that fetish?" Sia teased.

      "I have always liked small and delicate.  Before there were women, I liked men I could hold against me, but most men are smaller than me.  All, I think."

      She paused to sigh as I hit the spot that was bothering her.  I could see from the look on her face that it was working, and her shoulders tensed only to relax right after.  So I focused my hands there.  Sia's skin was so soft and silky.  The new rune on her back begged me to kiss it, but not tonight.  Later, though, I would.

      "Did you have kids with her?" she asked.

      "No.  She was pregnant a few times, but never long enough to have the baby.  They did not have medicine to understand, and we had not yet thought about ways to prevent children.  Instead, she raised children when their parents died.  It was not uncommon back then."  I paused, hearing the door open.  "But I learned how to ease her body.  I convinced her - which took years - to tell me what it felt like."

      "What did she say it felt like?" Nick asked as he moved to the other side of the bed.

      I looked over Sia's body and met his eyes.  "She had me lay like this, on my belly, and put a fist on either side of my back, and then leaned all of her weight on her hands.  Then she just stayed there.  I told her it was not bad, but she didn't move.  That was when I understood.  It does not ease.  It is not insurmountable, but it is persistent."

      "Yes!" Sia breathed, rolling over beneath my hands.  "Like a sore muscle, but I can't help but move the way that makes it hurt the most."

      So I bent to kiss the soft skin across her belly.  "Does this mean we do not have to pretend that you are not a woman now?"

      Her hand moved to the back of my head, and her fingers teased the short hair against my neck.  "I liked the part about making messes.  I think that was when you convinced me, Bel.  But do you really want to hear all about my gross period stuff?"

      "Yes," Nick said as he dropped onto the bed beside her.  "I want to hear all about all of your stuff."

      She finally giggled, and it was the most beautiful sound in the world.  My wife had taken so long to believe that I honestly cared.  Sia?  She'd figured it out in less than a day.  And if we could teach her that this was nothing to worry about, then it would only be easier when we faced the next problem - whatever that might be.

      With my head held against her hip, I looked up at Nick, not surprised at all to find him looking back.  He didn't say a thing, but he bobbed his head slightly, letting me know that he was on the same page.  This was our woman.  Ours, and we would not let her be treated as lesser.  We would never allow her to be ashamed of herself for any reason.  Our job was to teach her that she was the most amazing creature any of the worlds had ever seen.

      And we were doing it together.
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      Sleeping between Bel and Nick was more comfortable than I expected.  Neither one hogged the covers.  Both of them had a way of curling up around me without waking up.  It was nice, even though I'd kinda been nervous about it.  Mostly because I'd been warned that they didn't share well.  Personally, I disagreed.  The two of them were adorably cute with me.

      In truth, I liked this.  I had three boyfriends, a best friend, and Luke.  Ron preferred to be Luke's boyfriend, so calling him my best friend made that easier.  He wasn't actually the "best" one, though.  Things with me and the guys had found this comfortable balance, and it was working.  They didn't get mad at me when I worried or raged about things.  I didn't get mad at them when they forgot how new this lifestyle was to me.  Instead, we just talked it out.

      Which was how we all ended up sitting in the living room while rain pattered against the roof.  Luke had built a small fire in the hearth to chase off the humidity, but not big enough to make the house hot.  We'd brought all the pillows into the room, and I was lying on the floor with Sam.  Nick and Bel each had an end of the couch, and Ron was curled up by the chair where Luke sat.  It was casual, but only because this talk wasn't going to be the fast kind.  It had started when Sam asked how the bubble was going.

      "Our natural bodies might be a problem," I said, gesturing to Ron.  "His is painful, and that's not fair."

      Sam grunted in disappointment.  "Yeah, it's not.  So is there something else we can do?"

      "It's fine," Ron insisted.  "Nick had a valid point.  If this is going to be our sanctuary, then all of you deserve to have your real bodies.  There's no need for me to run here, and not enough space to fly, so I'll be fine."

      "I'm not ok with that," I said again.

      "I'm with Sia," Luke said.

      "I don't like being a fairy," Bel admitted, sounding almost like he was ashamed of it.  "I feel too small."

      "So, what's the compromise?" Nick asked.

      I'd already figured this out.  "Ok, so if you make the change, can you revert it?  Or is it one shot and done?"

      "Dove, I don't even know if I can make the change," he told me.

      I just nodded.  "Then, if I alter his body on Daemin, would that affect it here?"

      "Should..." Nick said, looking to Ron for confirmation.

      He shrugged.  "No way to know.  Nick, it's only theoretically possible to mix the skins of all worlds in one place.  It's easier to remove the skins, which would mean that any adjustments to my body would revert as soon as I left and came back."

      Nick's eyes slowly moved over to me.  "What if, instead of altering his skin, you tried to heal his joints?  Sia, you can do miraculous things.  Why can't changing his natural body be one of them?"

      "Still not willing to risk it unless you can change it back if this doesn't work."  I looked over at Bel.  "I figure that if we can make the bubble a protection, and none of us tend to run around Tyrnigg by 'accident,' then we could just make our skins here be our ideal bodies, right?"  My eyes jumped to Luke next.  "I can just re-skin you all back to the demons - or angel - that you should be?"

      "That's actually not a bad idea," Luke agreed.  "And if we need to go near any fairy habitations, you could re-skin us for the visit, right?"

      "I think so," I agreed.  "I mean, making skins is pretty easy for me."

      "It's not for the rest of us," Luke explained.  "This hunk of fairy?  Took me years to build it.  But, we have a working plan, I think?  Nick, if you can't make the changes reversible, then you can simply add the protections, and Sia can alter our skins.  You ok with that?"

      "I am," Nick said.  "It would be better to have the bubble remove our skins, so if someone stumbles into this area, we could simply chase them off without needing to find Sia, get a skin, and plan it out.  But if that's what we have to do to make sure Ron doesn't hurt, then that is what we'll do.  Any complaints?"

      All of us shook our heads.  We were talking about ideas and options that were only theoretical, to a bubble that shouldn't be possible.  Playing it safe was the best idea, and this sounded like it counted.  Yet the most important thing about all of this was that no one wanted Ron to suffer.  There had been no need to stand up for him or argue my case.  I pointed out that Ron could hurt, and the entire legion worked to find an idea where that wouldn't happen.

      Unfortunately, though, none of this got us closer to locking Angelis.  The guys hadn't said anything, but I got the impression they believed that since we'd handled all of the immediate issues, it was time to sit back and relax until the angels tried something else.  Almost like this was our little vacation, and we should enjoy it.

      But I couldn't.  All my life, I'd been raised that if you wanted something, then you didn't wait for it to come to you.  No one would do me any favors if they didn't have to.  The world wouldn't wait for me to get up my nerve or to get my shit together,  well, except my guys.  Life was nothing more than a game of catch-up, and the big goal was to finally figure out how to get ahead - and this time, I actually knew how.

      I'd locked Michael in his own prison.  He was trapped in a box, slowly deteriorating with the lack of food and water.  I didn't even feel guilty about that.  Not after what he'd done to so many people over the millions of years that he'd been raising us like livestock to fuel his luxuries.

      But the slaves needed a champion, and that was damned well going to be me.  To think, I'd been born there.  If Uriel and Kacira hadn't given me up, I'd probably be dead already - if I wasn't chained to Michael's side as his personal pet.  I certainly wouldn't be lying in the middle of the floor in a fairy cottage, plotting my revenge.  Maybe that was why this felt so personal to me?

      So, feeling like I was beating a dead horse, I decided to bring it up again.  "Guys?  What about the Angelis veil?"

      I expected Nick to try to talk me out of worrying about it.  Instead, it was Luke who let out the annoyed groan.  "No," he said.  "We have taken more risks with your growing abilities than we should have.  Right now, you need to give your aetherial conduits a rest.  Let them heal from the strain of making the Vesdar veil!"

      "You said the amount of aether you channeled for that burned," Nick reminded me, falling back on what seemed to be his favorite argument.

      Sam draped his arm around my waist and pulled me closer to his chest.  "How about a compromise?" he suggested.  "Clearly, this is a big deal to her.  There has to be a way to meet in the middle?"

      "I think the dragon hurt her," Bel said.  "She was fine until it touched her."

      "I touched it," I reminded him.  "She was actually very careful not to hurt me.  And I can't be more than a fly to her.  Probably more like an ant.  Never mind that I made the veil first, and that was when I felt the problem."

      Nick just reached up to massage the bridge of his nose.  "Sia, the fact that the dragon's aether burned should tell you something.  You've pulled from multiple angels and didn't feel that.  It means your conduits are raw, singed, or damaged.  You need to slow down and let them heal.  We have time, dove."

      "But planning takes time," Ron said, as if he'd just found the solution.  "Nick, how long would you feel comfortable asking her to wait before performing any more significant workings?"

      "A week, at least," Nick said without hesitation.

      I looked over to find Ron nodding, the unfocused look in his eyes proof that he was thinking quickly.  "So, let us plan this?  Not execute, but plan it.  We all know that locking the Angelis veil is going to be much more complicated than building a new one, and it took a week to get ready for Vesdar.  Considering how easy Sia made that look, well, I think this is actually possible."

      "And we have hoped for it," Bel pointed out.  "For the first time, it is a very real possibility."

      "What if she burns herself out?" Nick asked.

      Bel smiled.  "Do you really believe that she would no longer be able to slip through worlds?  That she would lose all ability to touch aether?  I do not.  She might become less powerful, but if the angels are no longer a threat, would it matter?"

      "I, uh..."  Luke sighed before he could finish his sentence.  Then he tried again.  "Nick, I don't think that will be her problem.  It's more likely that what she's feeling are growing pains.  See, I think Sia's something we haven't seen before."

      "A new sentient?" he asked.  "So you don't think she's human?"

      I wasn't sure how I felt about that.  Being human was an inherent part of my identity.  Yes, I liked being special, but they were talking about something a lot bigger than that.  Less "special" and more "freak."  Besides, if I wasn't human, what would I even call myself?  Yet I couldn't ask.  All I could do was watch them talk, my head bouncing from one side to the other as if following a tennis match.

      "She's a child of all five planes," Luke said.  "She aged at the pace of a human, so clearly she is one.  That doesn't mean she can't be anything else, though, right?"

      "Like a Muse," Bel said.

      "Or more," Luke suggested.  "How many times have we talked about gods?  What they are, what they were, and where they went?  It's like that."  He tilted his head my way.  "Sia's more than just a Muse.  She's Ayala."

      That word caught my complete attention.  "That's the name Kacira gave me."

      "And she didn't know how right she was," Luke said, his eyes flicking over to Nick before returning to me.  "Sia, when you were born, your mother thought you were a child of four planes.  She didn't know about your great-grandfather until later.  But when she chose your name, it wasn't because of how it sounded, but because of what it represented."

      "Luke," Nick said gently, "she won't understand."

      "So we'll explain it to her until she does."  He looked back at me.  "Back when I was still leading Heaven, a dominion - which is one of the ranks of angels - researched a theory.  He suggested that a creature born from all five realms of existence would be exceptionally powerful.  A creature like we'd never seen before."

      "So that's why Michael wanted me?" I asked.

      Luke tilted his head slightly.  "I don't think Michael knows what you are.  We do, and your parents do.  Thankfully, Uriel's not talking about it.  My point, though, is that if you are more than a Muse, then maybe your abilities aren't as fragile as we fear."

      I sat up, needing to swallow so I could ask, "Am I a god?"

      "No," Luke assured me.  "Just a trick of cross-planar evolution."

      "A new type of 'magic-user,'" Nick teased.  "Sia, the angelic theory of Ayala is more about the attraction of aether to resonances.  From what I understand, the idea is that the blend of the planes inside your body means that you can alter resonances easier than the rest of us.  We saw this when you sent all the angels back to Angelis.  It means aether should be drawn to you like a magnet.  We saw that with your pull on the veils.  With that said, you did not create the planes, nor the worlds on them.  You did not bring life into existence.  That means you're not a god.  Just a very powerful midworlder."

      I got the feeling they were leaving something out, and when I watched Nick, Luke, and Ron look at each other, I was sure of it.  "What am I missing?" I demanded.

      It was Ron who answered.  "Angels believe that Ayala will destroy them.  That the creature's need for aether to survive will be threatened by their way of life and the harvesting that they do.  Due to its theorized power, they believe that there isn't enough life to sustain angelic civilization while the Ayala exists.  That you're so insistent on locking them away?  What is that if not destroying?"

      "Is that wrong?" I asked, looking to Bel for some kind of support.

      "No," he said, making no effort to make any exceptions.

      "Sia," Sam said as he moved to hug my back.  "It explains so much, but who cares?  Does it really matter if you lock them away because you feel tied to the aether they're wasting?  Is that any different from feeling tied to the lives they're wasting?  Aether is life, sweetie.  One and the same."

      "Just more like before and after," I grumbled.

      "No, even while we're alive, we use aether.  It's only that harvesting it kills the holder.  And who knows, maybe that's the part that bothers you?  Because you seem fine when we ease the deaths of those who have no option.  You can't stand the idea of us killing people who have long lives ahead of them, right?  Maybe that's not just your morals but also some inherent resonance with what we're all made of?"  His hand rubbed my shoulder.  "Angels think Ayala is a monster.  So be that monster, sweetie."

      "Slaves think it's a savior," Luke added.  "To them, the Ayala is more like Robin Hood.  It will take from the angels and give to the midworlders."

      "And the demons," Bel said.  The other men in the room all glared at him, making Bel scoff.  "What?  I have heard about Ayala too.  It will be the only thing stronger than the outworlders, and will destroy them.  But this is our Muse.  She will not destroy us.  She will destroy Abaddon and Mammon.  Not her legion."

      All of this was seriously making me second-guess my plans to lock Angelis.  I couldn't even explain why, but hearing that I was "destined" to do it made me want to push back.  To not do it just to spite these theories they talked about.  Never mind that I couldn't even imagine how they'd come up with such detailed descriptions of how I'd act.

      "How would they know?" I asked on impulse.  "This dominion who came up with the idea.  How would he know that I'd do anything the way he thinks?"

      "Behavioral analysis," Luke explained.  "Sentients all react within certain ranges to certain stimuli.  Males try to protect their breeding females.  Groups protect their territory.  Fear can cause either aggression or bolting.  That's how.  And the predictions about your reactions are based on the concept that you are in tune with aether in a way the rest of us can't comprehend.  Almost like it's an extension of who you are."

      "As if your very emotions can bend it," Nick added.  "But, if Luke's right and you are this Ayala concept, then we need to be even more careful with your abilities.  As a child, you were addicted to aether.  We have to make sure that you don't use so much that it happens again.  I still think the pain you experienced while pushing and receiving aether is something to be concerned about.  Maybe you won't burn out, but could you fixate instead?"

      All I could do was sigh because none of us had these answers.  The question was if it really changed anything.  Or maybe we were thinking about this the wrong way.  They'd all focused on me destroying the outworlders.  They'd almost ignored another part.  One that they probably couldn't really understand, but which I latched onto like a lifeline.

      "I'm supposed to be the savior of the midworlds, right?" I asked.  "And nothing in these theories says that I destroy all outworlders.  So, if I'm understanding this right, it means that both angels and demons just got a boss.  No, that's not the right word..."  I groaned, wracking my brain for the idea that I was looking for, to put it in a way they could understand.  "Repercussions!" I finally said.  "For y'all's entire existence, angels and demons have been able to do what you want without worrying about who was watching.  At worst, you fought each other, but that was mostly a case of who could do what first, right?  Like, demons wanted to grow a population where angels wanted to harvest it, and maybe you fought over that, but you didn't have anyone saying to leave the midworlds the fuck alone, right?"

      "Right..." Sam said.

      "And now you fucking do!"  I used both hands to point at myself.  "Me.  I'm Ayala.  My mother named me that, and I am that thing.  I mean, it's pretty much what I've been doing: saving the midworlds.  I kicked the angels out of Vesdar.  We're doing everything we can to help Tyrnigg.  We left Earth so angels would too.  Never mind that we just became the third side in this war.  There's angels, demons, and us, right?  So, maybe that's what I'm doing?  I'm punishing the angels for getting out of hand, and the demons for being dicks - because I've done both."

      "She kinda has," Bel agreed.

      Nick casually leaned against the arm of his chair.  "I thought you didn't want to be a weapon."

      "I don't," I assured him.  "I will if I have to, though.  I'd much rather be the repercussion.  Like a defense system.  I mean, that's pretty much what we've been doing.  They attack something, we defend it.  We go in and lay the smack down so they can learn how to stop fucking up - or at least be prevented from hurting anyone else with their screw-ups."

      Nick was just nodding.  "Ok.  And if that's the case, don't you think we should treat your power as something important?"

      "Fine!" I groaned.  "I'll wait a week before I do anything serious."

      The look on his face softened.  "And we'll spend the time planning how to rescue the slaves on Angelis, ok?  I know this is important to you, and it doesn't matter what name anyone gives you or your abilities.  You are still our Muse, and all I want is to take care of you."

      "Nick, I can take care of myself."

      He just shook his head.  "No, dove.  No one can take care of themselves.  We all need a little help.  That is what a legion is.  It's the people you trust, who you know have your back.  These guys pick me up when I need it, and I will pick them up when they do.  Now, you're a part of that, so let us be protective?  Let us worry.  Let us spoil you so we don't worry."

      I could only nod at him, because he had a point.  "Ok.  I'll try."

      "Good."  He smiled at me.  "So, we need to figure out in what order this will have to happen.  With the Angelis veil locked, that means most of us can't help on Angelis, so we'll need to crack those wards first."

      "No," I said.  "Nick, the first thing we need to do is figure out what we're going to do with the slaves, because there's no way I'm locking them in with the angels.  That wouldn't really be punishment for the angels.  The slaves would simply be forced to breed more, breed faster, and if they die in the process, they'd feed more trees.  We have to get the slaves out or the whole thing is pointless."

      "And where would we put them?" he asked.

      I leaned back into Sam's chest.  "Here, on Tyrnigg.  There has to be an island somewhere that's isolated and uninhabited, right?"

      Luke groaned.  "Yeah.  Fire Island.  It's about the size of Hawaii, so could hold a few hundred thousand people easily."

      "And then," I said, "we can sort them out.  Pretty sure Phanuel owes us a favor, right?  Think the Unaffiliated Angels of Vesdar would help do some mind-fucking?  If the satyrs and humans can't remember where they were..."

      "Only works for the ones not born on Angelis," Nick pointed out.

      I pointed at myself.  "Worked for me.  Going to be a lot of cases of amnesia, though.  Which means we'd need a way to explain it.  Possibly even a pathogen, like some flu that would be easily treated and wiped out?  I'm not sure about this since science isn't my best subject, but there has to be a way."

      "You know," Ron said, "there's no reason that a new pathogen needs to cause amnesia.  If it's only seen in patients with it, the scientists on Earth would assume it was a symptom, and yet no one else would suffer from it.  We can make something harmless.  A new and easily resolved pandemic.  We'd just need to figure out how to 'expose' all of these people if we're going to send them back to Earth.  Create or find something that can be medically detected."

      "Or," Sam said, "we don't.  We just drop them off in small groups over the course of a few days.  Pick like five specific towns and space it out.  Would also mean less work for the mind-fucking."

      "Just one problem," I said.  "We don't want to do this unless they agree to it.  So what about the ones who want to stay with a loved one from a different plane?"

      Bel chuckled once.  "Then they can run Fire Island.  Or you could make them actual fairies."

      Everyone laughed at that, but I kinda thought he had a point.  The bigger question was if it was even possible.  That meant I needed to talk to Ron, because if I was this thing - this Ayala - then why not go all the way?
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      That night, I watched Bel, Sam, and Ron all try to decide who was going to spend the night with Sia.  Bel felt that since he'd gotten to cuddle with her the night before, he should let the others have their turn.  It was Sam who pointed out that they'd all fit.  Ron was worried about me, but I waved him off.  I wanted to talk to Luke, and if she was occupied with a bed full of men, I wouldn't need to worry about what she might hear.

      So, while they asked Sia if she'd mind, I focused on cleaning up the kitchen.  Luke picked up the pillows and blankets from the living room, cleaning that area.  The light from under Sia's door eventually went out, and I found myself breathing a sigh of relief.  That meant she was ok.  Not just with the guys, but with the information Luke had dropped on her without warning the rest of us.

      Eventually, Luke made his way through the kitchen to put the extra stuff in the herb room.  When he came back out, he paused, leaning his hip against the counter.  I just kept washing the last of the dishes, trying to figure out how to start this discussion.

      It was almost like he could tell.  "You're mad," he said.

      "Why did you tell her about Ayala?"

      Like the angel he was, the asshole turned to get more comfortable, resting his ass against the counter where I could see him.  "She's stronger than you think, Nick."

      "And she's also more sensitive than you think," I shot back.  "Luke, you just told her she's a monster!"

      "No, I told her the angels think she's a monster.  I also pointed out that the midworlders think she's a hero."

      I tossed the spoon into the basin of water, ignoring the splash, and turned to face him.  "And how will you explain it when she asks Uriel what that term means?  Or maybe she just asks Kacira why she chose it?  I mean, it's not like we can keep her from Angelis, and they've invited her back any time she wants to visit."

      "They're her parents," he snapped.  "Do you honestly think that either one is going to make the Ayala sound like a bad thing?  The simple fact that Uriel allowed Kacira to pick that name proves it.  Now, I know you've never had a kid, but let me make this clear.  Parents do not want to hurt their children.  They will tie themselves in knots to prevent it.  I'm not worried about Uriel.  He tried to hide from Sia that he was her father because he knew she hated angels!"

      Ok, maybe he had a point.  "But now that she knows it's a thing, she'll find out," I countered.

      "Nick," he said, reaching up to scrub at his face.  "Give her some credit, ok?"

      "The Ayala is a nightmare," I told him. "Evil incarnate.  A creature so hungry for aether that it will reap even those things that can't be destroyed.  It is the devourer."  And I lifted a brow.  "It's also the destroyer, which is where you stole the title from."

      "Not quite how that happened," he said, "but close enough.  Michael mixed the stories of my defection, your power, Bel's strength, and the fear of the Ayala when he designed the Bible.  That's how I got the title."

      I grunted, not even caring if he was right.  "Did you stop to think that if she's so worried about being bad, that it might bother her to know that she's supposed to be, well, evil?"

      "What is evil?" he countered.  "You?  Me?  I think that word is losing its power with her, which is why I felt it's a good time to talk about it."

      "She was terrified to be with more than one man at a time," I hissed, all too aware that the soundproofing of her room went only one way.  "Do you honestly think she'll just blow off being told that she's destined to torture people so long as she exists?"

      "I think she'll take something so drastic with a grain of salt," he said.  "Nick, she was scared to be with more than one guy because she felt guilty, and Sia doesn't do anything partway.  She loves you with her entire existence, and she had to figure out how to love Sam just as much.  Then Bel.  Now, she's working on Ron.  That's what held her back.  I also believe that the more you tell her she can't, or she won't, or that she shouldn't, then the more she'll fight to prove you wrong."

      A little chuckle slipped out, because he was right.  "So, you're basically saying she's a 'hold my beer' kinda girl?"

      "She really is," he agreed.  "Which is where I think we went wrong with explaining the legion to her.  We told her she could.  We reassured her that we were all ok. We even tried to help her.  For Sia, that's like setting up the trap.  You know she was picked on as a kid, right?"

      I nodded.  "She told me about it.  Being a local media sensation because she was abandoned at the fire station.  Yeah.  Probably bullied."

      "And that's what bullies do," he said, gesturing to himself.  "I would know.  The best way to win is to catch them off guard.  Get their defenses down by promising exactly what they want, and then screw them over before they can even brace for it.  Well, are you surprised that when things looked so good, Sia braced?  I'm not."

      I just lifted my hands and patted the air, conceding defeat.  "Fine.  But if she's Ayala, then what the fuck is the dragon?"

      "A dragon Muse?"  he shrugged.  "Don't know, and I don't really care.  Right now, you and I need to figure out what this means for us.  If Sia really is as powerful as Stieviel predicted, it means she can do this.  Nick, she can lock the angels away, and she wants to!"

      "Do you trust this guy?" I asked.  "The one who came up with the theory, is he reliable?"

      "In truth," he admitted, "I've never met him.  Dominions can't work with aether, similar to citizens on Daemin.  Instead, they focused on the staff positions.  When we began keeping slaves, they managed them.  Just like in Hell, Heaven has a small group of inventors, and he's one.  He reported to the thrones; they reported to the cherubim, who passed it to the malakim, up to the seraphim, until it got to me.  Archangels don't really interact with the lowest choirs."

      "Snob," I teased.

      He canted his head as if he couldn't disagree.  "I was a very powerful angel.  I didn't have time for such things.  We had demons to defeat."  And his green eyes jumped up to meet mine.  "I'm trying to take care of her, Nick.  Believe it or not, I actually like that girl."

      "I know you do. I just wish you'd stop pretending like you don't feel anything for her."

      He blew out a breath.  "I'm scared, ok?  She's mortal, and things feel like they're going too good.  Sound familiar?"  He lifted a brow.  "And she's ok with it.  We've worked out our problems."

      "And yet she still watches you walk across a room like she's mentally undressing you."

      "So do you," he countered.

      I just crossed my arms and leaned against the counter across from him so we were looking at each other.  "You're not any better."

      Luke pushed himself up.  "This was easier when I kept my love life out of the legion."  Then he turned, clearly heading for the living room.

      I caught his arm as he passed.  "You didn't mean to fall in love with Ron," I said.  "I get that, but you deserve him.  He's not scared of you."

      "Are you?" he asked.

      I shook my head.  "No.  I'm scared of a lot of things, but you are not one of them.  I've always assumed that you'd actually stand beside me when I had to face them down."

      "I'm scared of losing someone again," he said, his words little more than a breath.

      I pulled him a little closer.  "So we make sure that doesn't happen.  She isn't easy to kill.  She isn't weak, helpless, or ignorant.  She's the Ayala!  She is the destroyer of worlds, Luke.  That is why she glows so brightly, and you know as well as I do that we can't stop her.  Direct her, maybe.  Teach her, definitely.  But if you love her like I do, then stop pushing her away."

      He leaned into me.  "And us?"

      I moved even closer, turning until his back was against the counter.  "I don't think you're pushing me away anymore," I whispered.

      "But you're definitely chasing," he said.

      "Should I stop?"

      His tongue darted out to moisten his lips, but his eyes held mine the whole time.  "If I say no, then what?  Where does this end, Nick?  You distract me until we both fuck up and let her make a mistake?"

      "She has three other demons who are just as strong," I assured him.

      His gaze shifted, moving to my other eye as he lifted his chin.  "I am not your bitch."

      "Oh, but you could be," I purred.

      And his breath caught.  "Nick?"

      "You say you want to teach her how to be evil.  That means we have to stop being afraid of it ourselves.  You and I?  We are the most feared monsters in five realms.  We are the ones who make people quake in fear.  We are horrible, evil minions of Hell.  That's all I've heard for the last few centuries, and I know it hurts you as much as it does me.  The difference between us is that I don't lie about it.  But you?  Luke, you pretend like you are everything they say as you isolate yourself just a little more - but you didn't expect Ronwe.  He slipped inside your guard and found your heart, then offered it up for the rest of us.  He's pulling you into our legion deeper than you've ever been before.  So let me ask that another way."  I leaned in until my lips were beside his ear.  "Are you going to run away from me, Lucifer, because you're too scared to stay?"

      He shoved, forcing me back a step.  "Fuck you."

      "That's what I'm offering," I snapped.

      And he froze.  "What?"

      I stepped back into him without slowing down.  "You can tell me to stop, but you haven't.  You throw out all these excuses, but I know them well.  I've used them myself.  My question is if you're going to lie to my face, run from me, or finally fucking give in!"

      "Says the man who only likes women," he said.

      I nodded, accepting that I deserved that.  "So we both have a lot to learn.  I'm asking if you want to do it together?"

      "I can't," I groaned.  "Don't you fucking get that?"

      "I don't.  You already promised me you'd try."

      "I am," he hissed.

      I just shook my head.  "Liar." But my tone made it clear I wasn't mad about it.

      We were standing so close together, both of us panting with our emotions, but I didn't think rage was the right word.  Not with how hard my dick was at that moment.  Yes, I loved the fury on his face, but I knew it was a mask.  This was how he changed the subject, moving the topic back toward something he could control, but I wasn't about to let him.  He could talk about me, or he could talk about Sia.  This time, I wasn't letting him out of it.

      "What do you want from me?" he asked, but his hand found my shirt, fisting in the fabric over my chest.

      I leaned my hips into him.  "Oh, I thought that was obvious.  I want to make sure you will never leave the legion.  I want to stop thinking I know what I want, and stop running from the things that scare me," I told him.  "I want to watch you slide inside her body until she throws her head back and howls to the devil - whichever one of us she wants."  Then I ground my erection against his hip.  "But you have to stop saying no before you can say yes."

      "I haven't said no," he breathed.

      So I whispered, "But you also haven't said yes."

      "Fuck!"  And he pushed again.

      This time, I stumbled back, hitting the cabinet.  A pan clattered to the ground, but I really didn't care.  Everything about Luke drove me higher - in the worst way.  He made me want to scream, break things, or even break him.  Unfortunately, I didn't know if I could, or if he'd break me first.  Yet I was tired of running from it.  I no longer wanted to slip to another plane so I could be alone.  I wanted to be right here, in the middle of this mess we were making and calling our legion.  I wanted to finally stop wondering what would happen if I tried.

      So I was trying.

      Slamming my fist on the counter, I turned back to glare at him.  "And once again, you avoided it."

      "Do I want you?" Luke asked.  "Yes.  Do I deserve you?"

      "Yes," I snapped before he could say anything else.  "Damn it, Luke. How much longer are we going to do this?  I make an excuse, and you let me.  You make another, and I let you.  Sam watches us both and just rolls his eyes.  Well, here I am.  This is your last chance because I will not make a fool of myself like this again."

      "Yes."

      The word was so soft I almost missed it, but the way he looked away said enough.  He wanted to say no.  He thought he should, but I'd pushed him until I finally found the end of his deception.

      "Luke?" I asked.

      Slowly, he turned to face me.  "Yes, ok?  I love you, Nick, and I have for so long.  I hate that I love you and you never once noticed."

      "I noticed," I told him.  "But every time I tried to do something about it, you fucked off. You'd vanish for years at a time, and I..." I had to stop before I said something I'd regret, so I tried a different path. "I ended things with Sam because I was convinced that I should only like women. How could I want you if that was the case? How could I explain to Sam that I didn't want him yet was attracted to you? And every single time I finally decided it would be worth trying, you ran."

      "I'm done running," Luke said.

      "Because of me?" I asked.  "Or her?"

      "Because I have nowhere else to run," he admitted.  "And I really don't want to."  He stumbled forward, closing the distance between us.  His hands found my chest, and he pushed me back.  "Don't give me a chance to change my mind," he said, and then pulled my shirt open.

      I caught him with one arm around his back, the other hand pulling his face to mine.  The counter held us up, but he was still pushing.  I leaned back, giving him control as our lips met, and he reached for the counter to support his weight.  Another pan clattered, hitting the floor, but I didn't fucking care.  My tongue slipped into his mouth, and his met it.  I'd thought our fight was over, but he had to prove me wrong, although this way was a lot nicer.

      And then Sia's door clicked a second before it opened.  Luke and I both paused, looking to see who was coming out.  My gut reaction was to panic about how we'd explain this to Sia, wishing we'd made the soundproofing go both ways.  Knowing she said it was ok didn't stop me from feeling like I was guilty and about to get caught.  Thankfully, the face that peered around the corner wasn't hers.

      It was Sam, and he was struggling not to laugh as he silently left the room, padded across the living room in his underwear, and set a bottle on the preparation table behind us.  "Told her you were probably cleaning.  Thought you might need that."  And then he left.

      Neither Luke nor I moved until Sia's door was closed again, and then we both just laughed.  "Is that lube?" Luke asked.

      "Yeah," I groaned.  "Sam's good like that."

      Luke just nodded, but I could see something playing in his head.  I didn't want to rush him, but I was also worried that Sam's little interruption had just ruined the moment.  After what seemed like a small eternity, Luke sighed.

      "I like to be on bottom," he admitted.  "Not just for Ron.  I actually..."

      "I don't," I told him.  "I could never relax.  It doesn't get me off."

      "Upstairs?" he asked.

      I shrugged off my shirt.  "Right here?"

      His answer was to kiss me again, but this time the rage was gone.  "Hard, Nick."

      I was fumbling to get his shirt off.  "I can do hard," I promised.

      He helped me.  I helped him.  Both of us scrambled to bare our chests and open our pants, but we couldn't keep our mouths off each other.  I kissed his lips, his neck, and everything else I could reach, but he kissed back even as he towed me toward that preparation table.  Fuck if I didn't let him.  He was an intoxicating mix of elegance and arrogance.  Nothing about him was soft, yet I couldn't stop myself from wanting another touch.  I'd always believed that I only liked women, but it was deeper than that.

      I liked those who were willing to challenge me.  Those who pushed back as hard as I pushed them, and Luke had always been at the top of that list.  From enemy to lover, he was not going to let me win.  But that didn't mean he wouldn't give me everything I wanted.

      I spun him around.  "Grab the lube," I told him.

      He reached, bending to do so, and moved the bottle beside his right hand.  But he didn't stand back up.  With his left hand, he pushed at his pants, so I helped, baring his ass.  That perfectly round, muscular butt he liked to show off, and it looked even better with nothing over it.  I had to slide a hand across the fullness, but my other was pushing my own pants lower.

      They slid to my knees, and I grabbed the bottle.  "Hand," I told him.  Luke held up his palm, and I poured a dollop into it and then filled my own hand.  "I think you know where that goes."

      "Fuck, I wish you had a tail," he grumbled.

      I was coating my dick when he said that, and had to pause to suck in a breath.  Yeah, my tail would be useful right about now, but I'd learned how to work around that.  Moving my slick hand to his ass, I followed the line of his seam until I found that pucker, and then I teased it.  Leaning closer, my other hand reached around to grab him.

      "I promise I don't need it," I whispered as I stroked down his length.

      His knees almost gave out, and the sound he made was perfect.  Half breath, half groan, it made my dick throb in anticipation.  There was no way I'd be able to take my time with him.  I'd waited too long.  I'd spent too many nights wondering how this would go.  Trying to savor the moment would just end up with me finishing before him, and that was not going to happen.  But when I pushed my middle finger into his ass, stopping at the first knuckle, I realized I wasn't the only one.

      "I'm ready," he all but snarled.  "Just fuck me, Nick."

      So there, in the kitchen, where anyone could walk in on us, I angled myself and slowly pushed in.  I felt the heat first, then the ring that relaxed easier than I'd expected, and I was in.  Balls deep, I was buried inside Lucifer.  For just a moment, I had to pause to take that in.  And to let myself calm down just a bit.

      But Luke was not a passive lover.  He pushed his hips forward, thrusting into my hand as he slid off my dick.  I almost came undone, so I caught his hip and pumped into him again.  Hard.  Like everything else he did, he had to show off, and I wasn't about to let him make a fool out of me.  I wanted to hear him gasp my name - I didn't even care which one.  I just wanted to make sure that he could never forget this.

      I didn't have to squat to get the right angle.  I didn't need to be careful because I couldn't hurt him.  He couldn't hurt me.  Not with our bodies.  This part was safe.  It felt good, and there was no risk.  It was what came next that could destroy me.  Luke might not know it, but right now, my heart was hanging from my chest, waiting for him to stomp on it again.

      But I just thrust, working his ass while my hand stroked him in time.  Both of his hands clutched at the edge of the table, his knuckles just a little too pale for him to be faking it, and his head was turned down.  He wouldn't look at me, and wasn't trying to kiss me, so I kissed him.  My lips found his spine, then his shoulder, making my way up until I got to his neck.

      "You feel amazing," I panted.

      "Shut up," he told me, trying to make sure he stayed in control.

      But that was not how we were doing this.  Letting go of his hip, I grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled his head back.  "So fucking good," I growled, driving into him a little deeper.  "Just like I always imagined."

      And his breath caught.  "Nick."

      "Shut up," I told him as I thrust again, squeezing his shaft just a little tighter.  "You want me to make this hurt, and I will."

      "Yes," he breathed.

      And that was when I understood.  He wanted me to punish him, so I did.  I fucked him hard, using that fist in his hair to bend him back until I could kiss him as I pleased.  This moment was the only time he didn't have to be in control.  The decision was out of his hands.  He couldn't blame himself, which was all he needed to finally give in.

      There, in the middle of our kitchen, feet away from where we'd both watched our wife die, I finally began to understand the man who'd given up everything to be with me.  This proud, powerful, amazing angel.  The worlds all thought he was evil, so he wore that like his own armor.  He'd shielded himself with the hate others were willing to throw at him.  But he couldn't do that with me.

      "Lucifer," I breathed against his ear.  "My sweet, sweet Lucifer."

      "Satan," he gasped, his ass clenching around me.

      "Cum, angel," I begged.  "Stop fucking fighting me and just cum."

      He slapped the table, his hips rocking in time with mine, and then I felt it.  His breath caught first, his body tensing a second later, and then his ass got so tight, but I didn't stop. I pumped through it, teasing the underside of his dick each time I reached the tip until he moaned, the sound everything I expected from an angel.  Hearing it, I couldn't have held off if I tried.  I felt his dick throb with his release beneath my hand, and I wasn't far behind, my balls clenching tight just before I spilled myself deep in his ass.

      And then we both collapsed against the table, still connected.  For just a minute, we sucked at the air, desperately trying to catch our breath.  Then, beneath me, Luke chuckled.

      "Yeah," he huffed, still breathing hard.  "Now, we have to figure out what comes next."

      "Sleep," I told him as I slid out of his body.  "We'll figure out the rest later.  It's not like either one of us is going anywhere, right?"

      Luke turned to face me.  "I'm not, Nick.  I can't."

      "And I will never make you," I swore.  "Luke, you worry about keeping your promises, but this is mine.  We will never be enemies again."

      He nodded, the movement just a little jiggle of his head.  "I swear I'm not going anywhere."

      "That," I told him, "is the only promise I want.  I like it a whole lot better than the other one, but you can only have one eternal vow."

      "I'm not going anywhere," he said again, and then he reached up to palm the side of my face.  "I swear it."
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      Something rustled.  I rolled over, not quite ready to wake up, and a lean arm moved around my waist.  Then something heavy swept across my legs.  It felt enough like a snake that I sucked in a breath and wrenched my eyes open, only to find a thick, black tail.  Wait.  Tail?

      But my movement had disturbed Sam, who jerked his wing back.  Like me, that made him wake up, so now both of us were sitting up, gaping at Bel and Ron.  Our jumping had disturbed them too, but they hadn't quite figured out the problem.  I looked back to Sam, who just shook his head, making it clear he had no idea what was going on.  That was when Bel figured it out, looking at his black skin with relief.

      I was a human and the three of them were demons.  Not fairies.  Not humans either, and I was definitely not a demon.  We all wore our own bodies, in the same place, at the same time.  The big question was why.  An even bigger one was if Ron was ok.

      "Your right side?" I asked him.

      Ron made a face.  "I'm used to it, Sia."  And he rolled onto his back.  "Yep, the wing's locked up again, and my leg feels bent."

      "Ok."  I patted Sam's leg.  "Let me up.  I'm going to go see what's going on."

      "Yeah..." Sam said.  "I should probably mention that Nick and Luke were kinda getting hot in the kitchen last night.  Just so you're prepared."

      I just chuckled.  "Well, that explains it.  Nick's distracting himself."  And I moved to crawl over Sam's legs so I could escape the bed.

      He caught my waist as I straddled him.  "Sia, don't make them feel bad.  This has been a long time coming."

      "Not gonna," I promised as I stretched to give him a peck on the lips.  "I was more thinking that I might talk him down.  Go back to sleep, Sam."

      He flopped back and turned to snuggle into the pillow as soon as I was off of him.  With a shy little smile, Ron moved closer, taking up my spot, and Bel shifted in as well.  While I pulled on my pants, I paused to appreciate them.  Pink, purple, and black, they looked amazingly good together.  There was also a level of acceptance that I'd never imagined was possible.

      It wasn't attraction between them, per se.  It was more that they simply didn't see anything wrong with physical contact for no reason.  Human girls were that way.  We hugged and clasped each other for almost any reason as teens, but as we aged, we learned to do it less and less.  Boys grew out of it by the time they were in middle school.  That made it even sweeter to see men who'd lived billions of years together so at ease with their bodies.

      Yeah, and if I was honest with myself, it was pretty sexy, too.  Those guys in the same bed were like an assortment of beautiful.  We had the lithe and ethereal-looking Ronwe, the athletic glory of Samyaza, and the powerful sensuality of Beelzebub.  I couldn't decide which one I liked most, and the best part was that I didn't have to.  They were all mine, in their own way.  They were also each other's, which made it even better.

      But if we were in our own bodies, that meant Nick had been experimenting with the bubble.  Last night, he'd promised not to make any changes if he couldn't undo them.  So, as I slipped out of my room alone, I tried to convince myself that this would be ok.  He wouldn't have forgotten about Ron, would he?

      The main house was empty.  The kitchen was just a little too spotless, which made me think they'd cleaned up to hide what had happened there.  If I knew my guys, both Nick and Luke were probably feeling very awkward and doing their best to pretend they weren't.  Working aether together would be their best distraction.  Yet when I made it outside, I found Nick sitting alone at the table, flipping through one of Ron's books.  He no longer looked like a fairy, either.

      "Hey?" I said when I was halfway there.

      He smiled first, then closed the book and looked up.  "It was easier than I expected," he explained.  "I pushed a rune into the pattern for home, and it just clicked in."  Then he wobbled his head from one side to the other.  "And that took about six hours to make happen."

      "Did you sleep at all?" I asked.

      He sighed.  "Not really."

      "Uh-huh."  I took the chair across from him.  "And where's Luke?"

      A look flickered across his face that could only be described as wistful.  "Coffee and donuts.  We, uh..."

      "Sam told me," I assured him.  "And I'm happy for you."

      He reached across the table to clasp my hand.  "Are you really?"

      "Aren't you?" I countered.

      His eyes flicked up to find mine, and they were filled with the stars I remembered.  "I don't really know what I'm doing."

      "Then why are you doing it?" I asked.

      He just stared at me for long enough that I realized he didn't have an answer.  "I thought this was what you wanted."

      I lifted his hand to my lips.  "Nick, I want you to be happy.  However you need to be happy.  The same way you want me to be happy.  You don't have to fuck men if you're not into it.  You don't have to do anything but be my demon, ok?"

      "I wanted to," he admitted, "but that doesn't mean I know what I'm doing."

      "We never really do, huh?  Personally, I just make it up as I go along."  And I let go of his hand so I could slide around beside him.  "Things with Luke didn't go well?"

      "The first time was a little intense," he admitted.  "The second was better.  More kissing, less pushing."

      "Wanna know something funny?" I asked.  "Ironic funny, not haha funny."

      "Sure," he agreed.

      "When I left my room, I was thinking that it was so amazing how those three are so comfortable with each other.  Billions of years, they've lived together, and they're perfectly ok with snuggling, you know?  And then there's you and Luke."  I leaned my head against his arm.  "Do you think it's because it's your name that everyone knew?  And Luke's?"

      "I honestly don't know," he admitted.  "I can tell you that it started with Abaddon.  Somehow, he convinced me that being involved with my legion would weaken us.  And I don't even know how it ended up as my legion.  That part, I think, was Luke's fault.  He couldn't defeat me, so he slandered me, and it worked.  I was the great and evil Satan, leading the forces of Hell.  When he changed sides, he became the evil and deceitful Lucifer.  And then we just never did anything to change it."

      "And are you changing it now?"

      Nick nodded.  "I'm trying.  It seems that having a woman around makes all of us want to try a little - or a little more.  Since we found you, all of us have become a little closer.  We have a lot to work out, dove, but we are trying."

      "You've been alive for a long time," I reminded him.  "It's not surprising.  Just remember that it's not supposed to be perfect.  It's supposed to be wonderful.  Those two things are not the same.  And if you need more time with Luke, I'm ok with that."  I bumped his side gently.  "I'll even let you have the room."

      "It's your room," he told me.  "Now, I might sweet-talk you into taking those three demons with you again, but I'm pretty sure you won't mind.  I also have a feeling that they wouldn't either.  I think Ron and Bel just need a little excuse."

      "And Sam?" I asked.  "I mean, since he's the lover of the legion?"

      Nick shook his head.  "No, that demon is all yours.  For the first time in his life, I think he's figured out what it really means to fall in love."

      I glanced away, hoping to hide my smile, because I really liked how that sounded.  Sam and I had something.  I couldn't even explain what it was, but it was always there.  Where Nick awed me with his sex appeal and Luke drew me in with his charisma, Sam just had this way of making me feel like I had it all together.  Even when I didn't.  I was still figuring out Bel, and coming to realize that he was definitely a romantic.  Ron was shy and sweet.  They were all great in their own way, but none of them was as easy as Sam.

      "Are you ok with that?" I asked him.

      Nick nodded.  "I am.  I also think that if I wasn't, Bel might beat my ass into the ground, so it's a good thing I'm on Sam's side in this."  Then he leaned closer and kissed my temple.  "How's Ron?"

      "Lame and cramped," I told him.  "He's not too bad, since he went back to sleep, but we should probably see if we can fix him."

      "Think you can change him here?"

      I could only shrug.  "Nick, if I can't give him a skin, I'm not sure I can change him at all."

      "Heal him," he said.  "Don't give him a new shell to live in.  Fix whatever it is that made him twist.  And if you can't, then I'll take out the rune and everything can go back to how it was."

      "Even the protections?" I asked.

      Nick made a noise that warned me there'd been a problem.  "So, I'm not an aethersculptor.  I can't just alter something with a thought and a push.  For me, there's a very slow and complicated pattern that has to be created.  That's how my ability works.  Luke's is almost an inverse system, but also slow.  Although that doesn't really matter since he can't see the veil."

      "What are you trying to say?" I asked him.

      Nick sighed.  "I haven't tried to put in the protection runes yet.  I wanted to make sure that the process was reversible first, but it seems the bubble is completely attuned to me.  Luke can't even touch it.  He definitely can't see the pattern it's made of."  Then he paused.  "Can you?"

      "I never have," I told him.  "Even when I get to the crease in the ground, there's nothing.  No shimmer.  No glowing runes.  Nothing."

      "And for me, it's always there," he said.  "On the upside, that means Michael won't be able to break it if he can't even detect it.  On the downside, I would really like to figure out how I did this so I can do it again."

      "I'd rather not die to find out," I teased.  "Too soon?"

      He reached over and grabbed both of my ribs.  "Succubus," he hissed, that being their favorite insult for me.  Then he stopped, his head snapping up.  "Looks like the guys are up.  How about I go work on this bubble, and you see what you can do with Ron?"

      I nodded, staying where I was as Nick slipped off the bench and headed toward the edge of the bubble.  Over at the house, Ron had peeked his head out and gestured to Nick, but his eyes were on me.  I just waved him over.

      But watching him walk made me regret that.  Ron's limp was back, and the grass wasn't as smooth as the halls of Hell where I'd last seen him like this.  Then there was his right side.  That arm was withered and twisted, but the wing was worse.  Centuries of disuse had caused it to atrophy, the muscles contracted so it was held closed against his body.  He could open it, but not the same way as the other.  And when he winced, it killed me inside.

      "I want to try healing you," I said, gesturing for him to sit down.  "Not skinning, but healing."

      "Is the rune permanent then?" he asked.

      I moved to squat before him, letting him use the table as a backrest.  "It's not, but taking it out won't be a quick process.  That means I can test my new and amazing abilities, right?"

      Ron found my hand.  "Sia, I'm more used to being crippled than not.  I'd prefer you don't feel bad for me."

      "I don't like it when anyone hurts," I told him.  "Doesn't matter if that's a splinter, a wound from an angel, or an ache from a twisted joint.  I don't want you to have to suffer that.  It's sympathy, Ron, not pity."

      He chuckled once.  "Ok.  I'll accept that.  But aren't you supposed to be resting your sculpting?"

      "Nick seems to think this is ok," I assured him.  "He also just left to add the protections to the bubble, which means he'll be a while."

      So the lavender demon leaned back and flicked his tail toward me.  "You seem smaller without wings," he teased.

      "This is me," I said, unsure what he meant.

      "Yeah, but..."  His tail slid around my leg, holding it casually.  "You're missing the best parts."

      I just stuck my tongue out at him.  "I'm so tempted to make you strip for this."

      "Healing doesn't make heat," he teased.  "Do your best, Muse."

      So I did.  Then I tried again.  Of course it couldn't be that easy.  At some point, Luke came back with coffee for everyone and a few dozen donuts.  Eventually, Sam and Bel got up.  I still hadn't made Ron any better.  In truth, it felt like all of my efforts were going right through him.  Like I couldn't touch the body I was trying to fix.

      We took a break for lunch, then tried again.  This time, the pair of us laid out in the grass between the table and the cottage.  Somewhere in there, I realized I wasn't even using aether.  It actually felt like when, during my training, I'd pulled out a glob of my own aether to shape like a flower or sprite and then resorbed it.  There was definitely a transfer, but my internal level wasn't decreasing at all.

      That led to a discussion between us about the how and why of altering him.  I thought it had to do with this body being a copy of his real one on Daemin.  The resonance of particles on this plane wasn't the same as where he was from, so the changes I made weren't in the right pitch - or maybe it was called a key? - to touch him.  He theorized that since I couldn't even completely alter his body in a skin, that maybe healing wasn't possible.  Ron wondered if I'd need to do something a lot more drastic, like change him from the inside out.

      I didn't like that option as much because there was too much of a risk for messing it up.  And if I messed up the real him, could I kill him?  They kept saying they couldn't die, but no one had tried this before, and killing my best friend was not how I wanted to find the limits of that.  He just insisted that it would be worth it.

      But the sun kept moving across the sky, and I was pretty sure that Tyrnigg days lasted longer than the ones on Earth.  By the time the sky began to turn dark, I'd run through my complete list of tricks and ideas, without moving even a single hair on his head.  Well, except the ones my fingers played with.

      "We can go to Daemin," I told him.

      Ron gave me a look that made it clear he wasn't on board with this idea.  "Conserving your power?" he asked.  "Sound familiar?"

      "I can still move between planes," I groaned.  "I'm allowed to do some things.  Just not big workings."

      "And you don't think that changing my natural body is a big thing?"  He rolled into me, pushing me onto my back.  "Sia, it's never been done before.  I don't even know if it's possible.  I'm certainly not going to agree to doing it tonight."

      "Tomorrow?" I asked.

      He spread his good wing, reaching out for the ground to balance.  "Does how I look bother you so much?"

      I just looked down at how he was kneeling over me.  "That does.  The way you have to change your posture so you don't injure yourself bothers me.  Ron, I don't want you to hurt."

      "Sia, I have always hurt.  It's been a constant companion for my entire life.  This is normal, and I do like having my tail."

      So I pushed, forcing him over so I could straddle his hips.  "Yeah?  Guess this means I get to be on top, huh?"

      He froze.  "Really?"

      "Uh..."  Because I was still waiting for my period to end.  "Ron..."

      He just pulled me down against him.  "So not yet," he said.  "Am I supposed to avoid saying the words?"

      "That I'm still on my period?" I asked.

      He nodded.  "You once told me it was rude to ask."

      "It's a little more complicated than that," I admitted.  "You aren't supposed to blame my bad moods on my monthly cycle.  If you're making plans to get me naked, that's different."

      "Oh, is it?" he asked, but he looked a little nervous.  "If, um, I said I kinda wanted to be alone...  You know, if we ever..."

      "Then we'll be alone," I promised, realizing he was talking about his first time with me.  "You've only ever been alone, right?"

      "Yeah," he sighed.  "But maybe I could ask Luke to share the bed with us tonight?  You know, let him and Nick have some time to get used to what happened?"

      I shifted off his hips and moved to lay beside him, tucking my head against Ron's weaker shoulder.  "Are you ok with that?  And does everyone know?"

      "Everyone knows," he assured me, "and I'm fine.  No.  I'm thrilled.  I've been hoping that Luke would finally accept his legion completely, but - "

      "Wait," I said.  "Accept us completely?"

      He curled his lean arm around my back.  "That's how it feels for us.  All in or all out.  It's why they tried so hard to tell you this is ok.  To demons, there's no middle ground.  Either you're invested in all of your legion, or you're trying to find a way out of it."

      "But Bel and Nick," I said, since those two weren't intimate.

      "They're not fucking," he agreed, "but they're invested in other ways.  They're friends, and they have an understanding.  There's no sexual attraction, but I'm pretty sure that's because they both want to top."  And he leaned in to kiss the top of my head.  "I can't explain it, but you can almost feel it.  They're happy with their relationship."

      "Relationship!" I said, finally understanding.  "Doesn't matter if that's a friendship, a lover, or anything else, so long as it's confirmed and stable, right?"

      "Yes!" he agreed, sounding thrilled that I'd figured it out.  "We set our own limits, but when you were desiring Bel but unwilling to touch him?  We could tell, and it's like a shoe that doesn't fit right.  It's not... natural?  I don't think that's the word I want, but it's not what we're used to."

      "And now we're ok?" I asked.

      Ron nodded.  "Yes.  Even you and Luke seem to have settled things.  You feel like you are happy with us now, and that makes me feel like you aren't about to leave."

      "I'm not going anywhere," I promised him, then turned so I could see his face.  "Do you think Luke would spend the night?  I mean, he and I are just friends."

      Ron's smile looked almost like it belonged on Sam's face.  There was a little devious twist to it.  "I think that since you are not allowing sex at this time, it makes the perfect excuse, and maybe I'll get brave?"

      "But, would Luke...  I mean, if I'm there?"

      He shrugged, his arm moving against my back as he did it.  "I think he's a lot more comfortable with you than he admits, and I would kinda like that.  Maybe because you won't judge how I love him?  I don't know, but the idea..."  He glanced down.

      My eyes followed, finding the peak in his pants from his erection.  Clearly, the idea was appealing.  The only problem was that I kinda wanted to touch, not just look.  I didn't, though.  It wasn't fair.  The idea of period sex grossed me out, plus Ron and I had never really made it that far.  I couldn't just assume that I could give him a handjob - or a blow job!

      So, I ended up doing nothing.  The strange thing was that I had a feeling Ron understood.  He and I were both kinda bad at being sexy.  We didn't have as much experience as the others, but we also didn't try to pretend we did.  There was something a little reassuring about that.  Almost as if being with him made me feel ok to fumble around and make mistakes.

      "So," I said, changing the subject before we both thought about his dick too much.  "You want to ask Luke, or should I?"

      "You should," he decided.  "After all, it's your room, right?"

      "It should be all of ours," I told him.  And then I realized that I'd just given myself the perfect line to convince Luke that this was ok.  "I'll ask after dinner.  I think he'll even say yes."
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      Convincing Luke to crash in my room wasn't exactly easy.  He told Ron it was ok.  He told me it would be a bad idea.  Almost as if they knew my plan, Bel announced that he was taking the mattress in the herb room so he could finally stretch out his wings.  Sam and Nick eye-fucked each other all through dinner.

      And that was what convinced Luke to just give in.  I was pretty sure the entire legion was inwardly adoring the excessive cuteness Sam and Nick were giving off, but no one said anything out loud.  We just smiled, giggled, and kept the conversation going.  But when that pair claimed the loft for the night, it left Luke nowhere else to sleep.

      Then there was the part where I may have stretched the truth.  My period was down to spotting, but I pointed out that I was still on a no sex day.  As if that was the last bit of reassurance Luke needed, he said that if Ron was in the middle, then he'd enjoy having a real and modern mattress for at least one night.

      But falling asleep wasn't easy.  Part of me felt like I'd deceived Luke, luring him into my bed under false pretenses, but for all I knew, Ron could chicken out - and that was allowed.  And if he didn't, Luke could still say no - which was also allowed.  There was no reason I couldn't just leave if they started getting all hot and heavy, but Luke felt weird about me being there, right?

      Yet the thought of them kissing, touching, and more while that close to me?  It was weird and exciting and alluring all at the same time.  Ron was definitely one of my boyfriends.  Well, they all were, except Luke.  Which was where my brain stalled out.  Luke was off-limits.  We were just friends.  He was adamant that nothing could happen between us, but that line had grown rather vague and blurry over the last few months.

      Finally, Ron draped his arm over my waist, then relaxed his weak wing to lie against my hip.  I scooted closer, snuggling up into his chest, and then felt another hand come to rest on my ribs.  Luke's.  As if that was the reassurance I needed, my brain stopped fighting so hard, and I found sleep.

      Movement woke me the next morning.  I opened my eyes to see Luke leaned over Ron, and the pair of them kissing slowly.  It was the sweet kind.  Ron's hand caressed the side of Luke's face as their mouths moved.  Teeth flashed when Luke teased his lip.  Ron's tongue slipped out to torment Luke's lip.  Everything about them was soft, almost gentle, but with this underlying masculinity that was tangible.

      Not once did Luke shy away from Ron's weak side.  His hands skipped over the scarred skin as if the angel was worshipping it, and their kisses became deeper, longer, and more intense.  Watching them, all I could see was love.  Every touch, kiss, and shift of their bodies was meant for the other.  Each moment of contact was almost desperate, as if they knew that there would never be enough.

      Angel and demon, they were so different, and yet so perfect together.  Luke's brilliance.  Ron's muted iridescence.  Purple against gold.  Leather beside feathers.  I couldn't contain the sigh of appreciation that fell out.  In all of the fantasies I'd had in my life, none of them compared to the perfection of this moment.

      But Luke heard me.  His wings flared open to shield his mate, and his eerie green eyes snapped over to me.  Ron tensed.  I froze, but Luke swept his thumb across the line of Ron's cheek again.

      "I, uh..."  I scooted away, intending to leave the bed.

      Ron reached out to grab my wrist, halting me.  "I want this, Luke," he whispered.  "Let her watch us?  She doesn't make me nervous."

      While he thought about it, Luke watched me.  His eyes made a slow trip down my body, taking in the sheets laying across me, then all the way back up to pause on my chest.  A smile touched his lips as he pulled his wings back in, clearly having made his decision.

      "I've always liked to show off," he said before kissing Ron again.

      This time, it was more passionate.  There was no subtle seduction, but rather a need, almost as if Ron's request was a turn-on for Luke.  I felt my pulse speed up even as it dropped into the pit of my belly.  Everything about this was naughty, but in the best way.  I'd been taught that sex was supposed to be a private thing, that watching was perverse, and yet I couldn't look away.  I also didn't want to.

      Their kisses grew more frantic, and Luke rolled, dropping down onto his side between Ron and me.  Lying on his wing shifted the angle, pushing the long feathers at the end across my legs, and the other relaxed to match.  From here, I could see the way Ron's fingers were buried in Luke's golden locks.  I watched Luke's cotton-covered ass flex as he ground himself against his lover.

      I wanted to touch, but I shouldn't.  I knew I wasn't supposed to, and yet when his wing stretched even further, I was unable to resist the temptation.  It was just the tips of my fingers, and I lightly traced the leading edge of the largest line of white feathers, thrilled with how sleek and strong they felt.

      Luke moaned at the contact.  As if that was some signal, Ron grabbed the waistband of Luke's underwear and pulled, clearly taking charge.  I hadn't expected that, but damn, was it hot.  Slowly, more golden skin was revealed, and my eyes hung on what little I could see.  My hands continued to stroke his wing absentmindedly.

      Then Luke lifted his hips, and Ron shoved, pushing the last of Luke's clothes beneath the sheets that were now tangled around their calves.  Immediately, Luke was reaching for Ron, undressing him.  In all the times we'd been together, I'd never seen Ron naked.  Not completely.  So, when Luke grabbed the front of Ron's underwear and pulled out and down, my breath hung as I waited for the reveal.

      He didn't make it an inch before the swollen head sprang free, devoid of any scars.  Ron's erect shaft was roped with veins and straining to be free.  Still easing the underwear down, Luke's other hand nudged Ron gently, encouraging the demon to sit up and shift onto his knees.  Ron complied, but his left hand found his dick, pumping it until the tip wept for attention.

      And Luke leaned in to lick it.  "That's my demon," he breathed.  "What do you think, Sia?"

      "Beautiful," I said, my words coming out breathy.

      "That means she wants to touch too," Luke told his lover.  "Let her lick it."

      Ron nodded, so Luke shifted his wings, making it easy for me to lean across him even as Ron crawled closer until only Luke's body separated us.  I glanced at Ron's face, finding his star-filled eyes hanging on me, but there was no hint of refusal.  Nothing but anticipation could be found in his gaze, so I reached out for his dick.

      It bobbed with excitement just before my hand closed around his length, then I leaned in to kiss the tip.  Luke's palm found my lower back, helping to hold me in this precarious angle, and that was all I needed.  My lips gently caressed the tip, and then I sucked him into my mouth, pushing my fist down toward his balls.  Ron moaned, but it was the hardened length pressing against my forearm that I couldn't stop thinking about.  That was Luke's dick.  Right there, hovering between us.

      "Don't be greedy," Luke said as he bent.

      Shifting his legs toward my side of the bed so he could also reach Ron's dick with his mouth, miles of angelic skin slid against me.  His shoulder, waist, hip, and legs all managed to brush against my body, but I was leaning across him.  It was probably accidental.  Then again, this was Luke.  When he stretched his wing out, I was sure of it.  He was trying to torture me.

      His hand surrounded mine, trapping Ron beneath.  Luke guided the strokes, and I sucked, lapping at my little demon's sensitive flesh.  When Luke pushed in to kiss the soft skin where Ron's dick met his body, I was sure I couldn't take anymore - but neither could Ron.  His hand landed on the back of my head.

      "She's so soft," he gasped.

      "Mhm," Luke agreed before moving downward to suck at Ron's balls.  His other hand moved up to Ron's ass, encouraging the man's hips to come just a little closer.  "Let her have some more, my genius.  She can't reach like that, so you have to give it to her."

      Ron pushed deeper into my mouth, and I sucked at him, then Luke eased him out, using only that hand on Ron's side.  Then back in.  It was the most tender way of teaching him I could imagine, and fucking hot as hell.  I shifted, getting a knee under me so I could reach across Luke a little easier, and the angel just kept going, pulling Ron into my mouth and pushing him partially out.

      The demon's wings relaxed, dropping behind him as much as they could, and he kept thrusting.  When I looked up, I found his eyes closed and the most beautiful expression on his face.  This was supposed to be him with Luke, but I'd been waiting for a sign that he wanted to be with me, that he was honestly interested in touching a woman, and this was it.

      So I stroked him a little harder, letting my tongue tease the underside each time I slid off.  I stopped trying to focus on everything, and just gave my demon what he deserved.  I could feel Luke's arm between my body and Ron's, but I didn't care what he was doing.  Ron was panting, and that was enough.

      Then, "Sia..."

      "Just cum," Luke told him.  "She's a big girl.  She'll take it all."

      Ron made the smallest little grunt, and his hand pushed my face deeper onto his dick, holding me there as he pushed into my mouth again, then again, each thrust making him swell a little more until he shuddered.  Warmth flooded the back of my throat a second later, and I swallowed, refusing to give him up as I did so.

      And then his hand relaxed, and Ron eased himself from my lips.  "That was amazing," he breathed.

      "Different?" Luke asked, reaching up to guide Ron back down onto the bed.

      Ron's eyes found mine over Luke's body.  "Yes and no.  Her mouth is smaller, and she's more gentle."  Then he looked at Luke.  "It may sound stupid, but you take and she gives.  It's..."

      "Different," Luke finished for him.  "I know, genius."

      But I was starting to feel self-conscious.  "Sorry, I didn't mean to - "

      Luke cut me off.  "Your turn to give, my love," he told Ron, flicking a finger to the bedside table where three different lubricants were sitting on the top.

      A smile flashed across Ron's lips.  "You just want my tail," he teased.

      "And your dick," Luke said as he rolled a little more so that he was lying on his belly.  Then he turned his head to see me.  "Everything you hoped?"

      I just reached up to feel his wing again.  "I don't usually get to touch them," I said, "so yes."

      But the pressure of my hand made his eyes slip closed.  "I can feel that," he breathed.

      "I think you like that," I whispered.

      "Like a hand in your hair," he agreed.  "Mm, but I'm going to get feathers everywhere."

      "I don't care," I promised, looking up to find Ron leaning against the pillows, watching us.

      The look on his face was tender, almost proud, even as he spread the lube across the length of his mostly-hard dick.  When he saw me looking, his cheeks flushed to lilac, but he shifted his hand, giving me a better view.  My teeth closed on my lower lip, and I watched him stroke himself back to excitement.

      "Now that," I said, my words for Luke, "is beautiful."

      "He is, isn't he?" Luke agreed.  "Like some work of art.  I'm fond of his hands.  Don't know why, but I think they're sexy."

      "Forearms," I countered, aware that Luke was still looking at me, not Ron.  "But the flatness across his waist is almost as good."

      "One day," Luke said, his voice dropping to a deep rumble, "I want to watch him with you.  To see your arms wrapped around his back, your leg against his ass..."  He murmured appreciatively.  "But first, you can see him with me."

      Ron rolled closer, his slick hand reaching for Luke's ass.  "You make me sound like a fetish."

      "You are," Luke agreed as he lifted his hips, pressing back until he found Ron's hand.  "My fetish, but it sounds like Sia and I have similar tastes."  Then his eyes slipped closed as Ron began to tease him.

      Against the edge of the bed, Ron's tail twitched, but he leaned in to kiss the line of Luke's spine, right between his wings.  "Maybe the two of you are my fetish," he breathed against Luke's skin.

      And then his hand slipped lower.  Luke sucked in a breath, groaning as he let it out.  I couldn't see exactly what Ron was doing, but I could imagine.  From the look on Luke's face, it was also very good.  I was close enough to touch, but I was supposed to just watch.  Yet Luke spread his wing toward me, almost begging for contact, so I gave it.

      Trailing my fingers through the enormous feathers made the angel writhe.  He lifted up, almost like he meant to move, but Ron had been waiting for that.  He rolled over Luke's back, settling his knees between Luke's thighs, and then caught the angel's hip and pulled Luke onto his knees.  Ron's other hand reached for the wing near me, his tail flipped around Luke's leg on my side, and then he leaned in.

      Luke's mouth fell open with pleasure as Ron filled him, but it was the contraction of the tail muscles that told me there was a lot more going on.  Luke's hips twitched as if he wanted to thrust, but he was resisting.  I kept toying with that wing, and then, finally, Ron began to move.

      Gently, he rocked into his lover's body.  I could see the base of Ron's dick as he leaned back, and I watched as Luke's ass was crushed against Ron's body.  Over and over, the pair moved together, both of them doing their part.  Luke pressed into his lover, taking what he wanted, and Ron followed his lead.  It was beautiful.  Their bodies fit together so perfectly.

      I tried to ignore how turned on I was.  Playing with Luke's wing was as close as I was getting - or so I thought.  With each thrust, Ron leaned a little closer to his lover's body until he had to let go of Luke's hip and shove that hand against the mattress.  It never broke the rhythm.  If anything, Ron moved faster, the look on his face proving this felt so good to him.  His lips were parted and he panted for breath, but his eyes were almost closed.  Dark lashes fluttered against Ron's cheek, and each pump of his body now ground his chest against Luke's back.

      "Kiss him," Luke begged.

      That was all I needed.  Rolling onto my knees, I reached for Ron's neck, angling him toward me.  The hand that had played with Luke's wing now used it for balance, grasping the base so I could get close enough. Then our mouths met.  I could feel Ron's movements through his lips, ignoring how he bumped against me even as his tongue demanded more.

      I gave it.  He fucked Luke, and I took control of his mouth.  Ron groaned in the back of his throat while I drank it in, wishing I was wearing a lot less, that I dared to do more than just kiss, but I was only supposed to watch.  I had already crossed a line with Luke, and I was sure of it, but I also didn't care.  He'd said it was ok, and we'd deal with the regret later.

      Then Luke swung his arm back to yank my hand from his wing.  Ron didn't seem to notice.  Not until Luke shoved my arm beneath him, right at his dick.  My fingers wrapped around thick coils, which had to be Ron's tail, and my demon sucked in a breath against my lips.  Then he smiled, and his tail moved, the flattened tip rolling across the back of my hand, pushing my fingers down against Luke's shaft.  I could feel Luke's dick slide through my grip, and Ron's tail constricting, making me squeeze him gently.

      "Oh, fuck," Luke groaned.  "Yes.  Ron, please.  I can feel her hand."

      "Fuck it," Ron told him, driving Luke's body forward with each thrust.  "You know you want to."

      So I stroked him, moving my lips to Ron's throat to keep kissing.  Damn, but these men were sexy.  There was none of the shame I always had.  Just a pure, honest need to feel good, and I was helping them get there.  While I worked Luke's dick, I sucked at Ron's neck, and that was all I could do.  I also didn't care.  I could feel their bodies beside mine.  My breasts ached with the need for more, but I ignored it.  I wanted to grind against them, to moan at the beauty of what they were doing, but I wasn't brave enough.  This was as much as I could handle.

      Then Luke began to falter, his rhythm inconsistent even as Ron kept pounding into his ass.  I looked back at his face to find his head pressed into the pillow, his mouth open, and then I felt him lose control.  In my hand, Luke's dick throbbed.  Against my arm, his body shuddered in ecstasy, and Ron groaned as he felt Luke tense.

      Ron only managed two more thrusts, then he collapsed against Luke's back, his tail releasing my hand as it went limp.  And the guys were both panting, both very spent.  I leaned in to kiss Ron's shoulder one last time and then eased myself away.  Once again, Luke grabbed my arm and pulled, but this time, he tugged me onto my side, my face right next to his.

      "I shouldn't have done that," he breathed, still catching his breath.  "And I certainly shouldn't do this."

      Then he leaned in and kissed me.  The hand on my arm tightened, holding me there, and yet I wasn't trying to leave.  I stretched closer, my mouth parting to give him access, even as I inched toward him because this was what I needed: them.  These were my demons.  All five of them, and it was hard to think of Luke as anything else.

      He teased me, flirted with me, and I knew he wanted me as much as I wanted him, but there was always an invisible line between us.  I tried to respect it, he tried to keep it, and yet we both kept failing.  While I plundered his mouth, I decided that we'd come too far already for this kiss to matter, so I'd make it as good as I could.

      But we kissed like long-lost lovers.  Our tongues tangled like they knew each other well.  Just like with Ron, I had no hesitation, and I loved the way he made me feel.  But I'd made him a promise, so I caressed his lips with mine one last time, and then eased back.

      "You're supposed to kiss him," I said, meaning Ron.

      Luke just smiled, not even bothering to open his eyes.  "I needed you to pass that to him because I can't even move."

      I knew that was bullshit, but it was a good excuse, so I turned to kiss Ron.  "This is from Luke," I whispered before pressing my lips to his.

      Ron's hand cupped the side of my face, and he pulled me in, kissing me like he never had before.  Gone was the shy and sweet.  This was the man who'd just fucked Luke so confidently.  The one who'd let me watch as he stroked himself.  As our mouths danced in a slow, drawn-out kiss, I couldn't help but wonder if I would ever see this side of him again.

      But when he pulled his lips away, he didn't let me go.  "I love him," he told me, "but I love you too, Sia.  I have for a while."

      I wrapped my arms around his neck.  "I love you too, Ron," I said.

      "And I still have a dick in my ass," Luke said from beneath us.  "At least let him off me, woman.  Then you two can kiss, and I'll find a fucking towel."

      I laughed and flopped back onto my side of the bed, leaving room for Ron between Luke and me.  "Fucking towels are in the top drawer of the nightstand, Luke.  Sam made sure my room was fully stocked."

      Ron groaned at the bad joke but moved to lie beside me.  Luke just leaned over to grab two towels, then back to pass one to Ron.  But his eyes met mine.  A moment of panic hit me, then he nodded.  The look on his face said enough.  This was ok.  We'd finally found the balance between his fear of my mortality and the chemistry that kept pulling us together.  We both loved Ron, so that made all of this ok.

      "Thank you," I mouthed to him.

      He just smiled.  "Love him," he mouthed back.  "Not me."

      Easier said than done.  I kinda wanted them all.
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      Nick had spent all night working on the protections that he was adding to the bubble. By lunchtime, he'd added three new defenses to keep our Vale from being discovered. The first would make anyone passing by see this area as an unsafe place to walk. It was subtle but would dissuade those who just happened upon the area. The second prevented anyone but the First Legion from crossing into our private little area. No weapon or tool would be able to shatter the undetectable wall, making this our haven.

      The third, however, was different. This was what had taken so long to create. Because of the unique features of the bubble Nick had created so long ago, time ran at a different pace inside than it did outside. Using this, he altered the perception of the world around us so that this place basically didn't exist. No eye would see it, no map would show it, and those of us inside were completely undetectable even using demon technology. It stretched the limits of physics, but so did the initial weaving that had made this place.

      But for a demon, all of that was a major working. When Nick was finally done, he was also completely exhausted.  We managed to convince him that he should get something to eat.  In truth, he was too tired to complain, which meant he'd used a lot more aether than he'd intended. Sam and Luke ganged up on him, making sure he was completely taken care of. Bel offered to go reaping so he could fill Nick back up.

      That left Ron and me alone. After what happened this morning, I'd been a little bit shy around him for most of the day. Granted, he wasn't any better around me. Every time our eyes met, we'd both blush, smile, and look away. Not that I regretted it. Oh, not at all. He and Luke were incredibly hot when they were together. I couldn't say it was the hottest thing I'd ever seen, though, if only because that was starting to be a pretty long list.

      Right now, I needed to distract myself, and fixing Ron's natural body was the first thing that came to mind. Since we'd already tried everything either one of us could think of yesterday, and since Nick was in no shape to offer any new suggestions, I decided to bring up my last idea. It probably wouldn't work. I still figured it was worth trying because everyone seemed to like having their own bodies again - including Ron.

      Outside, the Demon of Knowledge was working on his favorite thing: the flowerbeds.  Sam and Luke were putting Nick to bed in my room, and there was no space for me to help.  Bel had already left, so I headed for Ron, determined to find a way to make his body stop hurting.  It seemed wrong for Nick to have put in this much effort, only to have to take it all back off because I couldn't find a way to make Ron at least comfortable. So that left only one option. I was going to figure this mess out come hell or high water.

      "Ron," I asked as I stepped outside, "do you think trying this on Daemin would make any difference?"

      He looked up and shrugged. "No, not really. I can't rule it out, though."

      I made my way over to see what changes he'd made to his plants. Every time I looked at the flowerbeds, there was something new. Not all of the plants got along, but Ron had found a way to group them so they were still beautiful but didn't completely kill each other. Today's addition looked like a fern with yellow and orange leaves. When he saw me looking at it, his tail swished, betraying his nervousness.

      "I like that one," I said as I squatted down beside him. "Should have been gold instead of yellow though."

      He stretched his good wing around me in the demon equivalent of draping an arm over my shoulder. "So you're not laughing at me today?" he asked.

      "Nope." I glanced over at him, feeling my cheeks getting warmer already. "I mean, this morning was pretty hot, right?"

      "And I didn't do anything stupid?" he asked.

      I shook my head vehemently. "Oh, no. In my opinion, you did a whole lot of things very, very right." Then I giggled. "You know, I really didn't mean to get in the middle of that."

      "I kinda like you in the middle," he admitted. "And Luke knew that I would. That's why he pushed." But Ron wouldn't meet my eyes. "I… When you…" He sighed. "I liked it when you sucked my dick, but didn't expect it," he finally blurted out.

      "Well," I said, aware that my face was bright enough to match my hair now, "I like sucking your dick, but I didn't think it would happen either. So, are we good?"

      "Very, very good," he assured me, the most adorable smile taking over his face. "So, why do you want to go to Daemin?"

      Which meant he just changed the subject, and in truth, I was kinda glad. I was pretty sure that my face couldn't take much more of this abuse. Between the blushing and the smiling, I was dying over here.

      "Well, I figured that if this is your natural body, then it's not actually here, right?  The changes to the bubble just let us see it.  Here, we made an improved, aether-sensitive skin for Tyrnigg.  The one that looks like a fairy but allows you to still use aether like you can on Vesdar.  If I understand right, it's just an 'overlay' for this world, basically."

      "Which is why I still should look like a fairy outside the bubble," he agreed, nodding for me to keep going.

      "So, when I try to think about this rationally," I said, desperately twisting my mind around the confusing issue of so many bodies, "the only way it makes sense is for Nick's changes to the bubble to basically ignore any skin on this plane.  Like it erases everything done to your body here.  That means that if we want to change you, then I need to heal you there.  On Daemin, in your real body."

      "Or make a skin on Daemin?" He asked.  "There's a chance that would work, and it should be a lot easier.  Less chance of you overdoing it."

      "Nick says that a skin won't work because they're localized, so a Daemin skin won't be seen here regardless.  Am I understanding this right?" Because, after all, he was the genius when it came to this aether stuff.

      "We actually don't know, but you're thinking the right way," Ron agreed. "But, in theory, there's a difference between making a skin and reshaping me. Healing would be somewhere in the middle. Granted, I'm pretty sure that no one's ever had the power to reshape a natural body before, so it's been a moot point. That's pretty much why we use skins."

      "Want to try?" I asked.

      "Now?"

      I just nodded at him. "I have plenty of aether - which Nick won't take.  Sam and Luke are going to be busy with Nick for a while, and Bel's probably going to need two trips to fill him up. Not that Nick would need two trips, but we both know Bel doesn't do anything by half. So, I figure if I go tell Luke where we're going, then he could tell the others for us."

      "And Nick is going to be pissed if he realizes you're doing a major working," Ron pointed out. "If he won't even take your aether, then he certainly doesn't want you spending it on me."

      "That's not how this works," I told him. "I feel fine. Nick likes to worry. If he doesn't want this aether, then there's no reason I can't spend it on you. Otherwise, he's just going to have to do this all over again when he removes that rune from the bubble and we're all back in our fairy skins."

      Ron pushed himself to his feet and turned to face me. "Sia, in case you missed it, I agree with Nick on this."

      "Fine, then you can make sure that I don't spend too much aether making sure that you don't hurt. While you're at it, you can also help me understand why it's okay for you to hurt, but not me." And I stood, crossing my arms to make it clear that I wasn't about to budge on this.

      "Because I have always hurt. This is how I was made. When you experience that burning? It means that you're damaging your potential to use aether.  It's not your natural state of being, ok?"  Then he pulled in a long breath.  "And because this is how I can take care of you."

      "You take care of me in so many ways," I shot back.  "Teaching me is only one.  Fighting beside me when we pushed angels out of Vesdar is another.  You want me to go on?  Because I can."

      He caught the side of my face and kissed me before I knew what was happening.  "Compromise," he offered, the words spoken against my lips.  "If Nick agrees, then I'm in.  If he thinks it's too soon, then we wait."

      "Nick's sleeping," I told him.  "Maybe Luke?"

      "Nick," Ron said.  "Now, I could make it both of them, but let's be honest.  Luke would let you get away with anything you wanted.  Nick, on the other hand, tends to be a little overprotective.  This time, you have to convince him."

      "Fine."  I stole one more quick kiss, then pulled away, heading for the house.

      Behind me, Ron gasped in surprise, because that clearly wasn't what he expected.  I was smiling when I stepped into the house, but Luke and Sam were still in the room.  That made me worry, so I walked a little faster.  Was something really wrong with Nick?  He'd said he was just low on aether, and it wasn't like this was the first time it had happened to him.  Was I being the least sensitive girlfriend in the world?  But when I opened the door to my bedroom, the sound of three men laughing made me feel a lot better.

      "Oh, she was lying all across me to get to that cock," Luke joked.  "They're pretty amazing together."

      "Yeah, they are."  That was Nick, and he sounded exhausted.  "Hello, dove.  We're talking about you."

      So I came the rest of the way in, my eyes immediately jumping to Sam.  "Should I be embarrassed?"

      "Not at all," he promised.  "Should we?"

      "Why?"  I wasn't sure I was keeping up.

      Sam gestured from himself to Luke and then to Nick.  "Kissing and telling?  Comparing stories so we know who likes what?"

      "Oh."  I waved that away.  "No, I already figured out that y'all did that.  Otherwise, you and I would be in a lot of shit for talking about Nick, right?"

      Sam grinned.  "Told you she wouldn't care."

      Luke just chuckled.  "What is it Bel says?"

      "Modern women!" Nick said, trying to mimic Bel's deep voice and making me sound like one of the wonders of the world.

      "Or maybe I'm just kinky," I assured them, "but Nick?  Um, I want to take Ron to Daemin and see if I can fix him up.  You didn't want my aether, so he says we shouldn't go.  He said that if you're making Bel reap for you, then clearly you're still worried about me, but it's been days now, and I'm feeling fine.  Besides, how am I ever going to know if I'm all 'healed up' if y'all won't - "

      "Yes," Nick said, cutting off my poorly thought out argument before I could even warm up.  "I didn't want your aether because you told me yesterday that you wanted to do this, and I figured it would be less strain for you to just try to heal him than to refill me, reap a few dozen humans, try to heal Ron, and then come back."

      "Oh," I said, because I honestly hadn't expected that.

      Nick reached back, moving one of his pillows so it wouldn't get stuck on his horn.  "I'm fine.  The Vale is protected.  Sam and Luke are going to check the defenses once Bel's back, so go."  Then he grinned.  "And you might want to test that body while you're at it."

      "Period," Sam fake-whispered.

      "Um..."  I scrunched up my face.  "So, yeah, that's done.  Um... yeah.  I'm gonna..."  And I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at the door, even as I backed toward it.

      "Don't mess up his dick!" Luke yelled after me.

      I managed to close the door before my face started to feel hot.  It had been a long time since I'd blushed this much, but these demons knew exactly which buttons to push.  The sad thing was that I really liked it.  No, I loved it.  I couldn't get over how well all six of us worked together.  We weren't exactly perfect, but somehow, we all found ways to make sure this fucked-up group dynamic just... worked.

      And they didn't make me feel bad for jumping from one man to another.  If anything, it was like they were as excited about it as I was.  That still didn't make sense to me, but I was just going with it.  It was as if I'd woken up my own inner bad girl, and now she was learning how to take control.  Just look at the things I'd done with Luke and Ron!

      Ok, those things weren't that bad, but it was Luke and Ron!  Luke had completely friend-zoned me, and yet I'd all but jacked him off while Ron fucked him.  Nuances of that aside, of course.  And then Ron's first blow job from a woman?  And he'd liked it!

      As I reached the front door again, I decided that I kinda liked this new and improved version of me.  I honestly felt stronger, more confident, and a lot more in control.  I knew where I stood, and it really didn't matter if anyone outside of my legion liked it.  Most of all, this meant that when I had Ron strip down so I could work on his body, there was no reason at all that I shouldn't touch.  Well, so long as he was ok with it.

      "Ok," I said the moment I was outside.  "Nick said he didn't want my..."  And I trailed off because I didn't see Ron where I'd left him.  "Ron?"

      "Over here," he called from the other side of the house.  "I was just getting the dirt off."

      "Here" was by the rain barrel that was tucked around the side of the house, where I never went.  There were some pretty angry plants over there, and in my opinion, the sink was easier to use.  Ron shifted to the corner so I could see him, but he was still scrubbing his hands together, so I headed that way.

      "Anyway," I continued, "Nick didn't want my aether because he and I talked about this yesterday, and he said that it would be less strain to just try to heal you than it would be to refill him, reap, heal, then reap again and come back."  I was pretty sure my order wasn't the same as Nick's, but it didn't really matter.  "So, you want to do this?"

      "I have conditions," he told me.  "First, you will let me know if there's any pain or burning when you use aether.  Second, when I say we're done, then that's it.  This is my body, after all, and being bent around isn't exactly comfortable."

      "Ok," I agreed.  "And?"

      "That's it," he assured me.  "But, um..."  His eyes dropped to the ground.  "I might need some help getting there."

      Because this body couldn't feel aether.  That was only in his skins!  "Ok," I said again, offering my hand.  "And maybe we'll see if I can fix that too, right?"

      "I certainly hope so," he agreed as he placed his damp hand in mine.  "Lead on, my Muse."

      Together, we stepped backward, into the corridor.  I immediately moved closer so I could wrap an arm around his waist, just under his wings, and then pushed.  From Tyrnigg to Daemin was a longer trip, yet the colors shifted to the warmer shades quickly.  We stopped in the corridor outside Hell.  Mostly because after hearing about Luke slamming into it, I wanted to make sure no one had changed anything.

      "Sia?" Ron asked.  "We need to go!"

      I glanced back to see an angel heading toward us much too quickly, so I did what anyone would.  I pushed, aiming for the spot on Daemin I knew best - outside the city of Hell, that was.  I could almost feel the breeze of the angel's hand as the veil washed over me.  Never mind that the corridor didn't really work that way, or that it was all in my head.  I was still a bit freaked out that I'd forgotten about all of the angels we'd trapped in there.

      "Shit," I gasped, flaring my wings as the pair of us stumbled on the rocks before a massive zerky vine.

      Ron saw it and immediately started to laugh.  "I'm starting to think this is the First Legion's hookup spot.  How often have you been here?"

      I just flapped my hand toward one of the few plants on this plane.  "I made the flutterbee here.  It's where I went when Gramps was pissing me off.  So, maybe twice?"

      "Probably a better choice than where I would've picked," he admitted.  "The plateau over Hell is a rather popular spot for demons."

      "Is that where Luke took you for your date with him?"

      He nodded.  "My first date ever, actually."  Letting out a sigh, Ron limped closer to the plant.  "It's weird, you know?  I've been on Tyrnigg long enough that I keep expecting this thing to try to eat me."

      "They don't do that, do they?" Because in truth, I honestly wasn't sure.

      "They don't," he promised.  "But where's the.."  Ron bent, peering into the leaves.  "There it is."

      "Is it still alive?" I asked.

      "And bigger."  He pointed.

      Hurrying up beside him, I followed his hand to see that he was right.  It wasn't drastically bigger, but the flutterbee had grown enough to be obvious.  The solar-panel wings I'd made still flapped lazily, and its little prehensile tail allowed it to hang in the middle of the bush.  Clearly, it was a lot more than a sprite.

      "Think anyone else knows about it?" I asked.

      "No, and I'd rather they didn't," Ron said.  "Some demon would try to kill it just to see if he could, and..."  He reached up to drag a hand down his face.  "I'm willing to bet this plane is still leaking aether."

      "Should I fix that?"

      Because I honestly wanted his opinion.  Now that I wasn't angry, I felt kinda bad about leaving so many demons trapped here with no way to figure out how to save themselves.  I'd taken the best aethersmith with me, along with the only theoretical scientist this plane had ever known.  No one else I'd talked to when I was here seemed like the type of person who'd even bother trying, except Azrael, and I'd left him a gigantic mess that would probably take up most of his time.

      "I think," Ron said, "That you should make another flutterbee.  Or just change the first one so it will reproduce.  After all, it doesn't hurt anything to have too much aether, but too little is crippling.”

      I lashed my tail as I thought about that.  "Promise you won't tell Nick?"

      "Not at all," he said.  "But I will promise that I'll make sure he knows it's the smallest working I could talk you into."

      That was all I needed to hear, so I reached my hand into the branches and stretched out a finger.  The tiny little grasping legs attached themselves to it the same way any insect on Earth would've, and it was all the contact I needed.  Letting my eyes close, I felt the pattern of this thing's little life, and then nudged it just a bit.

      It was easy.  Maybe even too easy.  Still, something inside the flutterbee changed, and I could feel it.  But along with the ability to lay a nest of eggs, I also added the urge to disperse and find more zerky plants after they were born, and to protect the eggs.  Most of all, I made sure that the amount of aether it could create would balance everything I was asking of it.

      Then, just because I could, I made sure that they wouldn't all be born blue.  Some would be pink, others lavender.  A few would come out metallic gold or completely black.  I'd made the first one blue because I'd been completely smitten with Nick.  Now, well, I liked the idea of spreading the love between all of my guys. I figured this was my own way of showing that I didn't need to have a favorite.
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      I hadn't meant to get distracted with the flutterbee.  Although, it was probably good that I had, because I'd completely forgotten about the tear in the Daemin veil.  It had been a little crazy lately, and it seemed my birth control wasn't the only thing that had slipped my mind.  But I was here to fix Ron, and I was honestly trying to limit what I did with my ability.  After all, I was going to need my Muse power if I was going to lock the angels away, so I had to take care of it.

      That didn't mean I'd leave without at least trying to fix Ron.  So, once we knew that the flutterbee was still acting normal - which basically meant that it hung there and flapped its wings every so often - I turned my attention on him.  With a devious little smile, I pointed his way and made a circle in the area of his body.

      "I think it's time for you to strip," I told him.

      Reaching up for the highest button on his shirt, Ron asked, "Do I get to at least sit, or should I pose for you?"

      "I seriously like this new and playful version," I told him, feeling my own tail swish behind me.  "I mean, I'd ask for the poses, but I have a feeling this is probably going to hurt.  You know, not in the sexy way."

      "There's a sexy way of hurting?" he asked.

      I scoffed at him.  "Hair pulling?  Hello!  Yeah, there can be some hot pain.  I personally prefer the minor stuff."

      He'd reached the last button and tossed his shirt on the ground.  "Yeah, I'm with you on the hair-pulling.  Slap on the ass can be nice too.  Choking?"

      "I'm more into the holding type than the erotic asphyxiation type," I said, dropping my eyes to his pants.  "Those too, big boy."

      Ron rolled his eyes.  "Pretty sure I'm smaller than Sam."

      "I wasn't talking about either height or muscle," I assured him.

      And right on cue, Ron's cheeks turned pink.  "Oh.  It's not..."

      "It's big enough," I promised.  "I mean, no one's as big as Bel, but I can't swallow it all, so that has to count."

      Ron just groaned.  "And now it's hard.  I'm going to need a minute."

      "Nope."  I just pointed at the ground.  "Pants.  Off.  Now."

      The problem was that watching him strip ruined the moment for me.  Seeing him wince as he tried to pull his leg free was not sexy.  Ron still looked beautiful, but I hated that such simple things caused him pain.  Maybe he was used to it, but I sure as hell wasn't.  Not that I would let him see it on my face.  I was not about to make him feel like the cripple the demons had always called him.

      Then, after he'd removed every thread from his body, he stood back up and spread both his arms and wings – as much as he could.  "Happy now?"

      Damn, but he was gorgeous.  Ron had that same lean elegance I'd always liked in goths or skaters.  It didn't matter that his pecs were only normal-sized or that his abs weren't standing out to be counted.  He still looked good, and I took a moment to appreciate all of him, including the part that was still standing up for my attention.

      "Very," I said, moving closer.  "And I'm going to touch."

      He groaned.  "I can't decide if I love it or hate it when you tease me."

      "Well..."  I stopped just before him and reached down to grab both of his hips, one in each hand.  "Just remember that my goal is to make sure you feel better when we're done, ok?  Because I have a suspicion this isn't going to feel good.  Just tell me if you need me to stop?"

      He moved both of his hands to either side of my face.  "I am in love with you, Sienna Parker," he said softly.  "That means I trust you completely."

      I tipped my head forward, pressing my forehead against his.  "You are much too good for me, Ronwe."

      "No.  You simply don't realize how amazing you really are."  Then he leaned in, pressing a chaste kiss to my lips.  "I can take it, but please do not damage yourself because you think I'm broken?"

      "I think you hurt," I corrected.  "And I think that if I have this much power, then it's my responsibility to do something about that.  Not once have I thought you were broken."  I looked into his starry eyes.  "And asymmetrical art was always my favorite."

      Then, without moving away from him, I closed my eyes and tried to feel him.  Not just his skin under my hands, but the angles beneath as well.  My goal was to make both sides match, and I wanted to start with his legs.  Trailing my hands lower, I had to kneel so I could reach his knees.  That meant dropping my wings so I didn't crush them into the ground.  And yes, I noticed when he shifted his hips to keep his dick out of my face.  It made me smile, but I didn't dare stop.

      At his knee, I found the first major problem.  The bones on his right weren't aligned the same as the left.  His ankle was just as bad, but I had a feeling that fixing those would emphasize the position of his hip.  My poor demon felt like a sculpture that had been pulled apart and then pushed back together, and the pieces weren't aligned quite right.

      So I tried to heal that.  It was easier with my eyes closed, because then I could only feel.  I also couldn't see him watching me, waiting for some miracle that I probably couldn't give him.  Pushing my aether into his body, I focused on making him whole again, aligned properly, and easing the strain on his joints.

      Nothing happened.

      I tried harder, pushing even more aether.  My channels, or whatever they called it, didn't burn, but I also couldn't feel anything in Ron changing.  It would've been easier to make him a skin, but that wasn't the same thing.  It was more like a layer of paint over his body that he could step into.  Like a Halloween costume, of sorts.  This was closer to mental surgery, and I had never even made it to a biology course in college.

      But what if I was doing this wrong?  More power didn't make a change, but was that because he didn't need to be healed?  Instead, he needed to be sculpted - and that was what I did best.  I didn't really know how to do this, but I hadn't when I made the flutterbee, and that had worked out.  Sometimes, I just needed to trust myself.  Nick always said that my instincts would lead me better than anything else.

      Which meant that the first thing I had to do was open his aether gate.  The resistance of his natural body was almost like a tingling under my hands.  No, a vibration - and that was something I could control.  The same way I'd slipped inside Sam's wards when I was learning how to mind-fuck someone, I followed the harmony of Ron's body.

      Because working inside was aetherweaving, and it was how angels worked.  I'd been coming at this the wrong way!  The life inside his body had a specific resonance with the plane where he was formed.  A part of me understood and could match it, allowing me to slip inside.  Then, I followed his shield across his skin until I found the note that felt off.  That was the gate, and it was right beneath his seal.

      From the outside, I pushed aether at him, while from the inside, I drew it toward me, but each side was just a bit different.  The power of life was bound by the laws of its plane, and Ron was from Daemin.  I wasn't.  I was born from all of them, which gave me the advantage.  Shifting the pitch changed the vibrations.  That made his internal gate groan in protest, the sound falling from Ron's lips, and then it gave up and swung freely.

      Ron sucked in a breath as the limited aether around us could finally reach him, but I wasn't done yet, and I didn't dare slow down.  Releasing his gate gave me access to his body, but healing wouldn't work.  This was him.  I didn't want to make him better; I wanted to make him different.  I needed to remove his pain and banish it from his body.

      So I pushed.  Ron's hand clamped down on my shoulder, and I felt him trembling in my hands, but he refused to cry out.  What I was doing had to be hurting him, but it was also working.  I could feel the contracted tendons in his wing stop fighting me and stretch to match the other side.  The dozens of jagged edges between his bones all dissolved at my command, making it easier for him to flex and bend.  His shoulder smoothed inside, now able to move without catching.  Then I turned my focus on his leg.

      If I could remove all of his lameness, I'd be happy, but the pain was my main concern.  Having a limp didn't make him any less perfect.  His scars made him beautiful to me.  This was the man I'd grown to know, and I loved his imperfections.  I hated the pain, though.  No one deserved that, and I was here to destroy it.

      Bit by bit, I pushed, shifted, and adjusted his body the same way I did when making a piece of pottery.  My mental hands slid across the pieces, smoothing them out and trying to make them all even.  It wasn't perfect, but under my real hands, I could feel his body changing.  I could also feel the aether I was pouring into him, and I was glad I had plenty to spare.

      But nothing burned.  If anything, I felt stronger than ever, as if the rust had been knocked off, and I was going to use that.  I made my way down his leg, aligning the bits as well as I could, and then I went back up, trying to make it better.  However, his body fought me.  Whatever had warped him when he was formed was stronger than me, but I could make him better.  At least as well as his skin on Vesdar.

      Then something clicked into place, and Ron gasped, his knees buckled, and he collapsed against me.  I jerked my awareness back to reality, feeling his internal gate slam behind me as I withdrew, but I caught him before he hit the ground, wrapping both my arms and wings around his waist.  Both of us thumped onto our rumps, and I immediately reached for his face.

      "Ron?"

      He caught my hand, but leaned his cheek into it.  "It worked," he breathed.  "I'm ok, but it worked, and I didn't expect it all to go away at the same time."

      "Huh?"

      He shifted so he could push his leg out - the bad one - and move it.  "I don't feel the pinch.  The tendons aren't fighting me."

      "Did I make it straight?" I asked.

      So he turned and pushed the other leg out to match the first.  He didn't have to say anything.  I could see for myself that his right leg was still slightly twisted, but they were the same length, and he said it didn't hurt.  Then I realized that I'd accidentally done a little more.  Reaching behind his back, I slid my hand along the base of his wing, feeling the muscles that hadn't been there before, but which he'd worked so hard to build on Vesdar.

      "I bet you can fly," I said.

      He just rolled into me.  "Don't even care," he breathed as he eased me onto my back, giving me time to get my tail and wings out of the way.  "Because this?"  And he shifted onto his knees, "used to be excruciating."

      My eyes followed his body all the way down to where his right knee was pressed against the rock, holding him up.  Then I moved my attention to the part that was hanging down between us.  He wasn't exactly limp, but his dick wasn't completely hard either, and yet he was leaning right over me.  Naturally, I thought of only one thing, and moved my leg to caress the outside of his thigh.

      Ron leaned a little closer, moving his hands so he was even with my face.  "And to think, I'm lying here naked, completely alone with you, and you can't do anything about it."

      "Uh..."  I reached up to catch the back of his neck.  "That's not exactly true."

      He paused.  "I thought..."

      "It's done.  No more restriction," I said.  "I mean, I'm not saying anything has to - "

      He silenced me with a kiss, and I felt his tail wrap around my leg, pulling it back against him.  My other was between his knees, but it didn't matter.  The clothes I was wearing were a bigger problem right now, and I wanted them off.  I just didn't want to assume that he was ready to do this.

      "Ron?" I asked, pulling back so I could see his face.  "If you don't get dressed, I might get the wrong idea."

      "What if it's the right one?" he asked.  "Sia, I've never done this with a woman, so I'm not going to be any good, but..."  His eyes dropped to my chest.  "I need you to say it's ok before I make a bigger fool of myself."

      So I reached for the top button of my own shirt.  As it fell open, the air rushed from Ron's lips, but he waited like the perfect gentleman.  Between us, his dick was now completely hard, and I wanted to reach down and stroke it.  The problem was that we'd never talked about this.  I had no idea what he'd be ok with.

      I decided to just lay it all out there.  "I want to be with you, Ron.  I want to make love to you, but I don't want to do the wrong thing either.  Tell me what you want?"

      "I want to face you," he said.  "Just like this, and I want you to tell me how to make you feel good."  Then his hand slid up my waist, moving toward my ribs.  "I like it when you touch me.  It's so different from any man I've known.  I want you, Sia.  All of you, and any way I can do this."

      "Then open my pants," I told him as I worked to get out of my shirt while still lying beneath him.

      This was where having wings helped.  They were strong enough now to lift my shoulders off the ground so I could pull the open-backed shirt out from under me.  Ron didn't have any problem with my pants, and as he eased them and my panties down together, he leaned in to kiss the point of my hip, and kept moving all the way down as he went.  I tried to kick off my boots, but they were tied, and I couldn’t reach them.

      Thankfully, Ron handled that as well, then he pulled all of it away, not caring where it landed.  But when he made his way back up, it was with kisses along the inside of my leg.  He didn't wince as he crawled closer, and his wings hung open above him, proving that pain was no longer a problem.  Neither was desire, because I could feel it each time his hands slid over my skin.

      When he reached the middle of my thigh, he paused, but I simply spread my legs in an invitation.  Ron understood.  His eyes hung on my pussy for a long moment, then he looked up to me.

      "How do I make it feel good?" he asked.

      I reached down and rubbed a circle around my clit.  "This?"  And I did it again.  "Like a very little dick.  Suck it, lick it, and play with it."  Then I reached lower.  "And this?"  My fingers slid into my body, and I let my back arch so I could push deeper.  "I think you know how that works."

      "But not how it feels," he breathed as he leaned closer.  "Moan when it feels good, beautiful."

      And then he licked.  From my entrance all the way to my clit, he learned my body by feel, it seemed.  When he pressed against that hard knot, I moaned, and it wasn't intentional.  He did it again, and then pressed his face closer and sucked, teasing my clit like he was playing with a nipple, and damn if it didn't feel good.

      I grabbed a fistful of his hair and bucked into him, setting the tempo.  "Two fingers," I gasped.  "Fuck me with them."

      No, finding my opening wasn't elegant, but he had the idea.  Ron wasn't new to sex, just new to sex with a woman.  When his fingers slid inside me, I felt him inhale, the cool air rushing across my skin.  Then he began to work me slowly, matching the rhythm I'd set.

      I'd expected my first time with him to be a letdown, but I should've known better.  Ron had spent far too much time thinking about what he'd do to a lover, and now he was getting the chance to prove it, but I didn't want to feel his hand.  I wanted to see his face when another part of him was inside me.

      "Ron," I begged, tugging gently at his hair to encourage him to look up.  "That feels so good, but I want you."  And I tugged again.

      He made his way higher.  "I'm nervous."

      "I'm not," I promised as I hooked my leg behind his ass.  "But I need you to be sure."

      Then his dick pressed against my mound, lined up all wrong.  "I'm sure," he said, "but you have to help me."

      Well, fuck being all sexy about this.  I simply reached down between us, grabbed him by the shaft, and lined him up.  Then I lifted my hips until he was right there, pushing inside me.  All he had to do was thrust, and the moment I got my hand out of the way, he did.

      The look on his face would've been comical if it wasn't so amazing.  I'd never truly understood the definition of awestruck until that moment, but as he buried himself inside me, his eyes went wide, his mouth fell open, and then his lids slowly slipped down as he took in all of the sensations.

      "You feel so good," he groaned.  "I had no idea."

      And then he slid out, only to rock into me again.  Each time he entered my body, he groaned, moaned, or grunted, making no attempt to hide how much he liked it.  Beneath him, I'd never felt more beautiful than I did in that moment.  Ron tried to be a good lover.  His hands moved to my waist as if he was going to caress, but then they stalled out.

      "I'm sorry," he panted.  "I'm..."

      No, he wasn't amazing, but he'd chosen me.  Of all the women in the worlds we knew of, he'd picked me to be his first, and that meant more to me than anything else.  For the rest of eternity, when this demon thought back to his first time with a woman, it would be my face that he remembered, my body wrapped around him, and I wanted to make sure it was everything he deserved.

      So I wrapped my legs around his back and took over, pulling myself onto him.  Harder, then a little harder still, I thrust myself onto him, pulling him closer so I could kiss him at the same time.  Ron dropped onto an elbow, his mouth finding mine, and he rocked with me.  His tail tightened on my leg, and his good hand found my hip.  He pulled, realizing that he really wouldn't hurt me.

      "I'm sorry," he breathed against my lips before plunging into me again.  "I wanted to... "

      And then he just groaned, his body tensing as he lost control.  Above us, his wings spread out protectively, shielding me from anything above, and I just held him.  My beautiful, sweet demon deserved this.  I didn't even care that I hadn't gotten off.

      "I love you, Ronwe," I whispered against the side of his face.  "I love the way you feel with me."

      He chuckled.  "I'll be better the next time.  I promise."

      Turning his face, I made him look at me.  "No one is good the first time.  I'm still glad you wanted it to be me."

      He just nodded.  "Thank you for not lying about it."  Then he eased himself out of me, pulled his wings in, and dropped down beside me, both of us staring up at the Daemin sky.  "Am I a jerk if I said we should go back and make sure this worked?"

      "No," I assured him.  "Why?  Wanting to tell Luke all about it?"

      He turned his head so he could see me.  "It's really more that I want to ask him how I can make you feel as good as you make me. He said women are harder to please, and I think he's right."

      "He's right," I agreed, rolling closer to cuddle against his side.  "Doesn't mean it didn't feel good, though."

      "Really?" he asked.

      I nodded.  "Before I met demons, I was kinda used to having an orgasm maybe every other time if I was lucky.  Often it was a lot less.  It still feels good.  If nothing else, this?"  I pressed my head against his chest.  "It makes me feel closer to you, and I like that part a lot."

      "Yeah," he agreed.  "Me too.  I think it's my favorite part."
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      When we got back to the Vale, Ron's body didn't change.  The fixes I'd made seemed to be permanent!  He could also still feel and use aether.  I hadn't been able to fix his twisted joints completely, but I had a suspicion these alterations were now a part of him, which made me feel a little better.  If anything ever happened to me, at least I knew he'd be fine for the rest of eternity.

      He also couldn't stop smiling, and every chance he could, Ron found a way to at least touch me, if not sneak in a kiss.  It was probably the cutest thing I'd ever seen, but the man had waited four and a half billion years to have sex with a woman.  I figured he deserved to be giddy about it for a bit.  Then there was the fact that it made me feel pretty good.  I'd put that look on his face.  It wasn't because he'd been with just any woman, but because he'd been with me.

      The best part, though, was how the others reacted.  Ron didn't even need to tell them.  It was like they knew, and every time Ron turned his back, I'd catch at least one of the guys smiling at him proudly.  There was no jealousy.  No eye-rolling or laughing at him.  They were honestly as happy for him as I was - and I had a feeling they were happy for me as well.

      This was why I loved them.  Yes, all five of them.  I'd tried to deny it.  I'd worked so hard to convince myself that I was just friends with most of them, but that clearly wasn't what had developed.  Even Luke!  He was adamant that we couldn't become intimate, and yet he'd been the one to kiss me, not to mention how he'd all but shoved my hand onto his dick.  In his mind, it was ok because Ron had been there.  I didn't even need to ask to know that.  I was getting pretty good at figuring out how that angel thought.

      But it didn't matter.  I understood where he was coming from.  I'd been just as bad with Bel, and probably a lot worse with Sam.  The whole time, I'd fought the feelings I was having because I was convinced that I wasn't allowed to have this much happiness.  All those months I'd wasted!  Now, thankfully, I didn't have to fight it anymore.  I had my demons, they had each other, and this felt like it was meant to be.

      So why couldn't I just stop and enjoy this for a bit?  We were living in a fantasy, with everything we needed, and no immediate threats.  I should be thinking of this as a vacation, and yet, in the back of my mind, that little voice had a new obsession.  Now, it was telling me that if I wanted to go back to Earth, then I really needed to do something about the angels.

      The truth was that this life was too easy.  It also wasn't distracting enough.  Tyrnigg didn't have television or cell service.  Electricity wasn't a thing here.  Well, not like I was used to on Earth.  Fairies had their own utilities, but only for the small areas where they still existed.  In other words, my only distraction was to plan the next thing, and I was used to being constantly slammed by all the stuff I had to finish.  For twenty years, my life had consisted of chores, homework, and bills.  The absence of that left me feeling a little lost.

      Which was why, when we all sat down to dinner that evening, I couldn't help but bring it up.  "Guys?" I asked as I accepted my serving of plant stew.  "Can we start talking about Angelis now?"

      "You know," Ron said, "she didn't have any problems with using aether.  No hesitation, pain, or limitations that I could see.  So, whatever she did on Vesdar seems to have healed already."

      "Why?" Bel asked, looking over at me, his inky black features fitting him much better than the yellow ever had.  "Have they done something else?"

      "Probably," Luke said.  "Angelis is like a machine.  There is always something being planned, being executed, and a better way being invented.  The more aether they get, the more they believe they need, and angelic culture evolves to use every last drop they can harvest."

      "Like humans with fossil fuels," Nick grumbled, nodding to show he understood.  "What do you want to talk about, dove?"

      I pushed bits of things around my bowl.  "Um, I still want to free their slaves."  Then I looked up, meeting his eyes.  "Maybe it's because I should've been one?  I honestly don't know, but I hate the idea of so many midworlders spending their lives like that.  We need to break this cycle, because while we might have eternity to 'worry about it later,' that doesn't mean that they do."

      "It makes her anxious," Sam told the others, "and she probably feels a little guilty.  It is kinda her go-to response."

      "Our Muse feels more strongly than others," Bel told him.  "It is what makes her so amazing."  And he looked around the table.  "Why can't we do this?  Is there a reason we should wait?  Or are we all just lazy?"

      "Not lazy," Luke assured him.  "It's just not that easy, Bel.  Removing a good..."  he paused, looking over to Nick.  "How many slaves do you think are on Angelis now?"

      "I have no idea," Nick told him.  "I'm locked out, remember?"

      So Luke looked at Ron.  "Statistically speaking.  If we had ten thousand about two million years ago, but angels consistently kill and drain them, yet steal more to replace the loss, what would the growth look like?"

      "I'd need more data," Ron said.  "For all we know, the numbers could've gone down."

      "They didn't," Luke sighed.  "Trust me on that.  When Sia and I went to Uriel's place, he had a small army just for himself.  Considering that he's trying to stay unobtrusive, I have a feeling that most archangels have more, and then there will be the general groups managed by the thrones and malakim."

      "Would he know?" I asked.

      Nick just groaned and dropped his head, but the smile on his lips made it clear he was mostly picking on me.  "Guess this means a trip to find out, huh?"

      "Really?" I asked, reaching over to grab his arm in my excitement.  "You're not going to try to talk me out of it?"

      Nick placed his hand over mine.  "Sia, you are more powerful than any demon I know of.  You understand your abilities well enough to move where you want.  You can fly, which means that even if you haven't been somewhere, you can get there faster than walking.  Why is it ok for us to go where we want and do what we want, but you think you need permission?"

      "You are a Muse," Bel told me.  "You lead and we follow.  We may tell you what we think, but we do not own you like a slave."

      "Or a wife," Luke mumbled under his breath.

      "But I thought...."  And I paused, not quite sure what I'd thought.

      Because the truth was I really hadn't.  They were the strong ones, so I had to listen to them - except that wasn't really true.  I was the strong one here.  I didn't feel like it, but while they could all do miraculous things, I could do more, do it faster, and hold enough aether to make it all possible.

      And yet, my entire life had taught me that if I cared about someone, I had to do what they wanted.  Parents, teachers, and even boyfriends, it had been drilled into my head that I shouldn't disappoint people, so when my legion suggested something, the most I would do was try to change their minds - and half the time I kept waiting for them to get pissed about it.  They never really had, though.

      "So," I said, trying again, "y'all wouldn't get mad if I just popped over to Earth for a coffee, or slipped to Angelis to get to know my parents better?"

      Sam held up a finger.  "I'm going to say no, but with a caveat.  Running off without letting us know would make us worry.  If you're just gone, then I can't promise I won't lose my shit and possibly yell at you for scaring me like that."

      "And," Nick said, "if we think it's a bad idea, we will tell you.  Doesn't mean you have to listen to us."

      "Or you can take one of us with you," Bel said.  "Luke is the only one who can go to Angelis - "

      "Uh," Luke interrupted, "I'm not completely sure about that."

      Which immediately had all of our attention.  "What do you mean?" Nick asked.

      Luke just tilted his head toward Ron.  "I never had his seal.  When I figured out how to make an exclusion for all demons, I harvested seals from every demon I could.  Whether that was cutting them from your unconscious bodies, or simply memorizing the design when I managed to get my hands on you, I kept notes."  He looked over at me.  "No, they no longer exist."  Then back to Nick.  "But Ron's seal isn't like most demons'."

      "It's more intricate," Nick agreed.

      Luke nodded.  "So, while I'm not sure, he might be the key for breaking the wards.  He might even be able to cross through on his own."

      "So should we take him?" I asked.

      Ron was shaking his head.  "Not until I can defend myself better.  I don't..."  He swallowed as his eyes jumped over to Luke.  "No offense, but the world of angels scares me."

      "Then let's put training you on the list."  Luke smiled tenderly at Ron.  "I'm willing to bet that Sia's already making one.  She probably even has little checkboxes beside each item."

      "I do not," I told him.  "Besides, it's all in my head."

      Sam shoved a hand over his mouth, but it couldn't hide his chuckle.  "She even admits it."

      Nick reached over to caress the back of my head.  "So what's on the list so far, dove?"

      "You're laughing at me, aren't you?" I asked, looking at each of my guys in turn.

      "Not laughing," Nick promised.  "Well, Sam is, but I'm honestly curious.  What's on your list?"

      I chewed my lips, because the truth was that I didn't exactly have a detailed, line-by-line list like they expected.  It was more a stack of to-do items that were all jumbled in a heap.  "Well, we've talked about the slaves, but that's the thing.  I mean, we kinda need to know how many, right?  Then we need a place to put them when we get them out.  That's going to mean somewhere that they can't mingle with the natives, so Tyrnigg makes the most sense, because y'all keep saying the fairies are almost extinct.  And once we have that, they're going to need to be fed and housed, right?  But if they're slaves, will they know how to do that?  Yeah, and then we'll have to go through them all and figure out who can go back to their own planes, who won't want to - because it's just as cruel to separate families and friends as it is to enslave them.  And, um..."

      "How to get them off Angelis," Nick said.

      I nodded at him.  "And that's a whole 'nother list.  Like, we'll have to get in - which is easy for Luke and me, but not y'all.  Then we'll need to make some kind of portal, right?  Because it's not like we can just slip ten thousand people out one by one.  So, like a tunnel?  And I figure that if Gabriel wanted me to make a hole, then that means something like that is possible.  Although, the 'how' part is going to take some research, and we won't want to leave it open.  But then where?  If there's that many people, we can't just open it and risk angels catching us in the act."

      "And the Angelis veil," Nick added, encouraging me.

      I sighed.  "Ok, so from what I understand, if I just shatter the veil around that plane now, it will let all of the aether leak into the corridor, right?  Basically, a death trap for anything not immortal, like the slaves and the trees.  Considering fairy trees seem to have a mind of their own, well, that's kinda cruel.  So, I'll need to make another veil either inside or outside the original, and then pop the one the angels made.  Which, when I say it like that, it sounds pretty easy, but with what I did on Vesdar, I know that's a whole lot of heavy lifting."

      "So where do we start?" Nick asked.  The expression on his face made it clear he was taking me seriously.

      Unfortunately, I didn't really know.  I didn't exactly have an answer yet, because I didn't know enough.  Wait.  My eyes jumped over to Ron.  What had he said earlier?  He didn't have enough data?  Well, that would probably be the logical first step!

      "We need to know more," I told him, feeling like I was back in school and had figured out what the teacher wanted to hear.

      Nick just smiled at me.  "So far, I agree with you completely.  Now, if this is your project, where should we start?"

      "Uriel," Luke answered for me.  "We can't do anything until we have something set up for the slaves, and her father happens to be heavily involved in the slave industry on Angelis."

      I groaned.  "Not quite the legacy I want to be known for.  The child of a slave trader."

      "More like a slave manager," Luke corrected.  "And Uriel is also a master that most respect.  He's fair, he tries to make sure their lives are comfortable, and he thinks of the mortal races more like pets than servants.  Sia, they donate aether to him by choice.  He doesn't take, and he also never has a shortage.  Your father is really more like a shield for them."

      "He still owns them, Luke!"

      Luke just canted his head.  "True.  But he uses his power to help them as much as he can.  I have a feeling he'd be happy to be a part of this project, which means we might have some inside help when it comes time to get them out."

      "So can we go talk to him, maybe, tomorrow?" I asked.

      "You need aether," Bel said.

      "I can reap before we go, right?"

      He sighed, the sound proving that he didn't like it.  "Why do you have to go yourself?  Can't Luke talk to him?"

      "Maybe she wants to see her parents," Luke countered.

      Sam held up a hand.  "What's bothering you, Bel?"

      He just thrust an arm at me.  "Why is she always the one?  We are supposed to protect her.  We are supposed to be her shields.  Why should we not also find the information she needs so she doesn't have to?  We are her legion, so we should do for her!  And how do we keep her safe if we do what Nick says and just not care when she visits dangerous places?"

      "Any place is dangerous," I reminded Bel.  "Unicorns, dragons, and car accidents could all kill me.  I kinda don't want to spend eternity wrapped up in bubble wrap!"

      "I just worry," he grumbled.  "I am supposed to protect you, Muse."

      "You're supposed to help me," I corrected.  "And yes, part of that is protecting, but I'm supposed to protect you too."

      "Slaves are not me," he said.  "Slaves did not help us.  On Vesdar, Earth, and Tyrnigg, they call us monsters and tell their children to be afraid of us.  How many of our wives came to us because they had no other option - "

      "But those wives were midworlders too," I reminded him.

      "Yes, and not the ones you are talking about.  Help the ones who deserve help.  Not all of them simply because they exist.  And do not think that I am ok with you being hurt for someone who would spit in your face if they found out what we are!"

      "Bel," Sam said, clearly warning the man to calm down.  "She's just going to talk to Uriel.  Not all the angels - just her father."

      "I want to meet him," Bel said, the words seemingly coming out of the blue.

      Luke groaned.  "You know Uriel."

      "No," Bel corrected, "I have fought Uriel.  I have hurt him, and he has hurt me.  I do not care if he fucked some woman to make our Sia.  I care if he is good to her and will keep her safe."

      "Not here," Nick said.  "I don't want to let anyone else into this Vale but our legion."

      I reached over for Bel's hand.  "I'll ask him if he'll meet us on Earth sometime, ok?  And if he says no, then I won't go back, but I still need this information.  Helping these slaves is something I have to do."

      The big guy sighed.  "Ok.  I just hate it when you're someplace I can't reach.  It makes me feel helpless."

      "I'll have Luke with me," I reminded him.  "I promise that I won't go anywhere on Angelis without him.  Does that make it better?"

      "A little."  Bel was pouting, and as much as I shouldn't think it, he was actually kinda cute.  "Luke will keep you safe, but it still makes me feel useless."

      "Bel," I told him, "you are not useless.  You taught me how to fly!"

      "I almost taught you how to die," he countered.  "They taught you how to do it right."

      I just lifted my chin and met his dark eyes.  "You were going to rip a demon apart for me, and I didn't even know they weren't friendly.  That's about as far from useless as I can imagine.  Luke couldn't do that!"  I flipped my hand toward Nick.  "I'm not sure he could either."

      "I definitely couldn't," Sam told him.

      Bel just sighed.  "I know, but she is too strong to need me."

      "No," Nick said.  "Bel, you do not protect her because she is weak.  You keep her safe because she is the most important thing we have.  Being strong does not mean she can do everything on her own.  That's why she has..."  He glanced at Luke quickly, then struggled not to smile.  "...Four boyfriends."

      "Think you're funny, don't you?" Luke asked.

      "Just calling it like you want us to see it," Nick assured him.
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      Luke and I made arrangements to go see Uriel tomorrow while we finished our meal.  The whole time, Bel didn't look any happier.  If anything, he looked a little angrier.  Not at me, though.  Granted, Ron wasn't much better, although he looked worried instead of angry.  But until we got more information, we couldn't do anything else, and I was tired of putting this off until later.

      So, when I headed into my room that evening, I wasn't surprised at all when Bel followed.  That he slammed the door behind him, however, wasn't what I expected.  I spun to face him.

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      "I do not trust your father," he grumbled, stepping right up to my chest just to cross his arms and stand defiantly.

      I felt my head bobbing as I tried to figure out what had brought this on.  "Why now?" I asked, hoping for some kind of a hint.

      "You have been too lucky," he said.  "And Uriel is an angel.  They can't be trusted."

      "Luke?" I countered.

      Bel glanced away.  "He's not an angel anymore."

      Well, at least there was that, because the truth was that it bothered me when Luke got lumped into all the shit his kind had done.  Not that Luke was necessarily a good guy, but he was my bad guy, and that made all the difference.  So was Bel.

      I reached up, laying my palm against Bel's bicep, aware that my hand couldn't reach all the way around it.  "What's really wrong, baby?"

      His face softened at the pet name.  "I don't like feeling useless."

      "I already told you," I said.  "You're not - "

      "I am useless when you're on Angelis," he finished.  "You defeated Michael.  The angels will be angry about that, and if they even suspect that you have been to see Uriel, they will make him tell them.  They will offer him everything he desires, and if he refuses, then they will break him until his only way to make it stop is to hand you to them.  Muse, that is how angels work.  They are not like Lucifer.  They do not care.  Not even your father!"

      "I think you're wrong," I said gently.  "I think Uriel has done a lot of things to help me, but no, I don't completely trust him.  Bel, I don't know him.  I promise that we'll have a way out, and I honestly believe that Luke would shield me so I could get away, even if that means he couldn't."

      Bel just leaned closer to my face.  "And then we would be unable to help him.  Angelis is a bad place.  Nothing good happens there."

      "I happened there!" I shot back.

      He just shook his head.  "You happened on Earth.  You were born on Angelis, but you became you on Earth.  You learned to be kind on Earth.  You learned to be strong on Earth.  You even learned how to love on Earth.  None of those things happen on Angelis."

      "And I can't find out how many slaves we need to save on Earth," I told him.  "Bel, I'd take you if I could."

      He reached up to run the backs of his knuckles across my cheek.  "Would you, though?"

      I leaned into his touch.  "Always.  You're my guardian demon, right?"

      "I am," he whispered as he leaned just a little bit more.

      And his lips found mine.  I hooked an arm around his neck and pulled a little more, letting my mouth part beneath his.  As if that gave him permission, he surged into me.  Bel's arms wrapped around my back, and his tongue took me, making me moan against him.  All day, I'd been teased by these men.  My body was begging for more, and Bel felt like he was more than willing to give it.

      Kiss by kiss, he walked me backwards.  I thought we were aiming for the bed, but I didn't look.  My eyes were closed, and my complete attention was on pressing more of my body against his.  I felt his hand drop to my ass, and then my back hit the wall.  I sucked in a breath, my eyes opening wide just as he lifted.

      I didn't need to think.  My legs wrapped around his waist of their own accord.  My hands grasped his shoulders, but I didn't need to.  He had me, and he held me as if I weighed nothing when he leaned in, devouring my mouth until I felt like I couldn't breathe, but in the very best way.  Only then did he move to my neck.

      But before he made it there, the latch clicked and my door began to open.  Both of us froze, and Bel eased me down to the ground as he looked back to see who had just interrupted.  From the crease on his brow and the lashing of his tail, I had a feeling this wasn't going to go well.

      Then Sam slipped through the smallest gap he could, easing the door closed behind him.  He took one look at us and smiled.  "Don't mind me.  I'm just here for the show.  Well, and the bed, since those three were giggling about something having to do with vaginas as they headed to the loft."

      "Three?" I asked.

      Sam was nodding as he pulled his belt off.  "Yep.  So, since your period is over, does that mean this is no longer a sex-free room?  Or are we still on our best behavior?"

      Bel looked back at me, a smile on his lips.  "Can I do more than just kiss?" he asked.

      Ok, this whole period thing with five guys?  Yeah, it was completely mortifying, and right about now, I was thankful it would never happen again.  Standing there, trapped against the wall by Bel's mass, I was doing everything possible to keep my face from turning bright red.

      "You can do more," I mumbled.

      He caught my chin, lifting it so I had to look at him.  "May I, kartem?"

      "Oh, 'sunset.'  I like that one," Sam said.  "Fits her."

      Bel's head snapped over to glare at him.  "You are not helping!"

      "Nope," Sam agreed.  "Just watching."

      "Then say less," he almost snarled before looking back at me.  "May I?"  His tone had become perfectly gentle.

      I just grabbed the bottom of my shirt and pulled it over my head, leaving behind the bra I'd had to create that morning.  Bel's eyes dropped to my chest, and then his hand moved to my waist, those long fingers reaching all the way back to my spine.  Behind him, his tail thrashed once before he stopped it.

      "You may," I said as I reached for the front of his pants.  "And Sam can watch.  Or play."

      "I think it's time our girl learned how to show off," Sam said, and I heard something heavy hit the ground.

      Looking over, I realized that was his boot.  The other came off a moment later, then Sam simply dropped his pants and stepped out of them, making his way toward the bed the whole time.  Damn, but he looked good as a demon, right down to the dick that was making it clear he was enjoying this.

      So I worked at Bel's laces a little faster.  Seriously, he needed to consider buttons on these things, but when the knot came free, all I had to do was pull.  As the constriction eased, Bel let out a sigh, and then he reached to the side and lifted his leg so he could pull off his own boots.  I didn't have that problem.  I just toed off my shoes, deciding that there were a few benefits to being the only human in the room.

      But when his feet were bare, Bel didn't strip.  Instead, he kissed me again, and his hand moved to the front of my pants. With a twist of his wrist, he opened them and began to push them lower. At the same time, his other hand slid behind my back to release my bra. The moment that clasp was undone, I shrugged the straps over my shoulders, tossing the whole thing away.

      As he bent to ease off my pants, Bel snuck in a kiss just beneath my belly button. I lifted first one leg, then the other, until I stood before him completely bare. Slowly, Bel pushed his hands up the outside of my legs, as if savoring every inch of my skin. It felt as if he worshipped me. There was no other word to describe both the gentleness and determination of his touch. Then he kissed the spot at the base of my sternum. The hollow of my throat came next. Last was the side of my neck before he found my mouth again.

      His touch was careful but insistent. The size of him was almost intimidating. The last time we'd been together, he'd been a fairy, made smaller so he'd blend in, but the man before me now was all demon. He was taller, broader, and so much more amazing this way. Just as both of his hands cupped my jaw on either side, his wings reached down to tug my hips closer.

      And I couldn't take any more. I leaned into him, sliding my bare skin against his chest, and my hands sought out the waistband of his pants, but my mouth had already found his. I pushed, only able to reach so far and completely distracted by his lips. Then he caught my lower lip and sucked it into his mouth, but the sound he made could only be described as animalistic.

      Soft, sweet, gentle, Beelzebub was a monster, and I was under no delusions that he was anything else. He had me right where he wanted me, and I couldn't even get his pants all the way down. Yet the moment I relaxed into him, he lifted. I hooked one leg over his hip and could feel him. He was right there, pressing against the junction of my legs, but just a bit too far away for me to do anything about it. I wanted to, though, so bad.

      Then my back found the wall again. He pushed me into it, using it to hold both of us up so that he could bend a little lower. His wings held most of my weight, and the wall gave him leverage, leaving his hands free to torment me as he wanted - and I wanted all of it. Both thumbs found my hardened nipples and teased the tips. I arched into it, pushing my hips even closer, and the damn demon ground his hardness against me. His dick slipped between my folds, but at the wrong angle, sliding against my clit hard enough to make me moan.

      He drank in the sound, but his hands didn't stop. Sparks of pleasure raced up my nerves, and all I could do was wrap my legs around him a little tighter, trying to let him know what I wanted. I couldn't even beg, not with the way he was kissing me, but he knew. I felt his lips curl against mine as he thrust against me again, driving me even higher.

      At this rate, he was going to get me off before he even got inside me. My fingers clutched at the back of his head, and I whimpered as I thrust against him, riding him the best I could. The sound he made proved he liked that. Over and over, he teased me, and I could feel my body responding. Each time he ground against me felt a little slicker than the last. My breasts ached with the need for release, and I moaned without shame, groaned into his mouth, and whimpered for more.

      His mouth trailed kisses on my jaw, on his way to my ear. "So beautiful," Bel breathed. "So perfect." He thrust against my clit again. "So nice to watch."

      That made my eyes jump over to the bed where Sam lay. His legs were open, his hand on his dick, teasing the spot just under the head. He wasn't even ashamed of it, and his eyes were locked on me. When he realized I was watching him, he looked down to his dick and pumped it again, his fist sliding all the way down to his balls. I watched the flesh strain, the head swell, and his eyes closed with a long, slow blink that proved he liked it.

      And Bel slid himself against me at the same time. "Please," I begged, sure I couldn't take any more.

      "I do not want to hurt you," Bel whispered.

      I turned my attention back to him. "I'm not easy to hurt."

      He didn't need me to say it twice. Bel shifted his hips, sliding his dick downward until he prodded my opening, and then he began to push in. Fuck, but he was big. After the first inch, I was glad he went slow. I'd been impressed when he was a fairy, and this was more. So much more. Wonderfully, amazingly, damn near miraculously more. And it felt so good.

      As I stretched around him, he paused. Even his hands, and his eyes searched my face. "You okay?"

      I nodded. "I just wish you would stop teasing me."

      His lips curled into a smile. "Hold on."

      First, I pressed my shoulders to the wall, and he leaned with me. Leather rustled against my ass as his wings supported me, and his right hand closed on my ribs, tilting me just the way he wanted. The left reached over my shoulder to brace against the wall. Slowly, he withdrew just to pump into me again - hard. He knew just how deep to thrust, and between the quick penetration and slow retreat, it felt like a new sensation.  Then he did it again.  There was no steady rhythm, no frantic fucking. This man was working my body as if he owned it.

      I could feel the plaster pressing into the skin between my shoulders, but I didn't care.  I knew my fingers had to be bruising his skin, but he didn't complain. All that mattered was the friction building between our bodies and the pleasure it created. At some point, his pants dropped a little more, and the waistband caught on the back of my heel. I didn't even bother trying to kick it free. I didn't care about it at all.  In truth, I only barely noticed it. My entire focus was on the man filling me completely.

      Then he bent his head to suck at my breast. That hand on my ribs shifted to tease the other side, and he pushed me closer. My lower back hit the wall. The angle changed as he began to thrust more upward, and he had to pull his head away because our bodies were too close. I couldn’t even arch my back, and my overly sensitive nipples slid against his bare skin, driving me even higher.

      The sound I made definitely wasn't a moan. It was closer to a scream, but not that intentional. I simply cried out, giving my passion a sound, and he loved it. With a growl, he thrust even harder, and I felt my tits bounce at the impact. Then faster. Each time he entered me, he shifted his pelvis, grinding against my clit as he rolled his hips. I tried to hold out, but it was pointless. This man knew exactly what he was doing to me.

      As my climax hit, I clawed at his back, not sure if I was trying to get away or get closer, but I clearly wanted something. He didn't care. He didn't even flinch, he just kept thrusting and thrusting, and thrusting again until, with a roar, he found his release. And I felt it. He stretched me even more - if that was possible - and then his breath rushed out in a very satisfied sigh.

      The last wave of pleasure had barely left my body before I collapsed onto him. My head fell against his shoulder, and I hugged his neck, sneaking in a gentle kiss against the side of his throat. Bel just wrapped his arms around me and lifted just enough so he could extract himself from my body, then he eased me to the ground - but he didn't let go.

      "Are you okay, kartem?" He panted.

      I couldn't quite manage to answer him, so I nodded. I was breathing too hard to get any words out.

      From the bed, Sam chuckled. "And now you understand about the wall thing."

      I looked over to find him wiping at the base of his dick with one of the washcloths that normally stayed in the drawer. I was pretty sure I hadn't heard him pull out a clean one - which made me groan. I had a feeling he'd picked one up from the pile in the corner because it was closer. Or maybe because he thought it wouldn't disturb us. Either way, if that wasn't the definition of boys will be boys, then I didn't know what was.

      So, I eased myself away from Bel and headed for the night table only a few feet away. "Sam, use a clean one, at least." I tossed one at him.

      He caught it with a mischievous grin. "Why? That one had my cum on it already."

      Bel stepped in behind me, reaching around to take a cloth for himself. "Someone needs to do laundry soon," he said.

      "I don't even know how to do that on this world," I told him.

      "He means me," Sam said, crooking a finger to encourage me onto the bed.

      That was all I needed. Crawling onto the mattress, I made my way to him on my hands and knees. "You know, right now, I feel like a very bad girl, and I kinda like it. How was the show?"

      "Oh, the show was amazing," Sam assured me.

      Then he surged forward to grab me around the waist and pull me up against him so that my back was against his chest. I squealed at the sudden movement, but didn't resist. Yet, when Sam got me situated, I was facing Bel, and the big guy was grinning at us like we were the most adorable thing he'd ever seen. He didn't even look like he was offended, but rather like he adored me.

      "If being bad makes you smile this much, then you should be more bad," he told me.

      Sam pressed his lips beside my ear. "I kinda agree, because you seem a lot happier lately."

      "More confident, too," Bel added. "We don't like it when you worry."

      I turned my head so I could see Sam. "I didn't mean to be a problem -"

      He cut me off. "No. You are not a problem. Don't even go there. You are allowed to be good, bad, worried, or happy. It's just that this looks good on you. Like you're not waiting for us to tell you that you screwed something up, or that we’re going to leave, because Sia, we’re not going anywhere."

      "I know you aren’t," I told him. "I think that's the thing I finally figured out. And this…" I gestured between him and Bel, making it clear that I meant the sex I’d just had. "It feels naughty, but in the best way. Like the girls I'd always wished I could be when I was younger. I…" Twisting a little more so I was almost facing him completely, I continued, "I guess I always thought that the bad girls were the strong ones, and I wanted to be like that."

      Bel eased himself onto the bed behind me. "You, Muse, are the strongest woman in five worlds. You can think you are bad, but I think that you are good." The way he said that made it clear he was not talking about behaving well.

      I giggled and rolled towards him, curling up along his side. "So, you're basically saying that being bad feels very, very good, huh?"

      He smiled down at me. "I want to say yes, but do not know if it will get me in trouble."

      "Yes!" Sam said. "Oh, yes. And I think you should be bad like that with me next."

      I decided that was a pretty good idea. After all, if I could seduce an entire legion of demons, that meant I was bad in all the right ways.
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      The next day started earlier than I liked. Luke woke me by banging on the door with his fist loud enough to make me jump. At that point, there was no going back to sleep. Thankfully, I didn't have to answer it. Bel did that in all his naked glory, and the set of his wings made it clear he wasn't pleased. Luke didn't seem to care. He just said that if I wanted to make it to Angelis today, then I needed to get my ass out of bed, get dressed, and we had to get a whole lot of aether.

      That took us a couple of hours, and by the time I was done, I was dying for a cup of coffee. No one should make a Muse get out of bed without providing caffeine first. Evidently, Luke didn't get that memo. Either that or he just didn't care. The second was more likely, but the smirk that seemed permanently attached to his face made me think he'd had a pretty good time sharing his bed with both Nick and Ron. Unfortunately, he was adamant that nothing had happened.

      But I didn't get coffee. Instead, Luke and I slipped straight from the corridor to Angelis. I ended up inside Uriel’s house, but Luke hadn't been added to the wards, so he arrived outside the back door. The same place I'd come the first time I'd made a trip to visit my parents. Without bothering to ask for permission, I headed over and released the latch, inviting him in.

      Luke stepped through it and caught my arm, turning me toward the only hall in this house I knew. It was only a few steps, and then we walked into the same sitting room where I'd talked to Uriel last time. It was empty. Not that I was surprised, but without people in it to distract me, I realized just how angelically pristine this place really was.

      The walls were white. The floor was white. Even the furniture was white. The only color I could see came from the massive painting on the back wall. Mine. Almost as if it was the focal point, even though all of the chairs faced away from it. Then there were the large windows that looked into what I could only call a garden. It reminded me of a cross between a Japanese Zen garden and a botanical conservatory. The most exotic flowers grew alongside immaculately manicured trees, and the white pebbles beneath had been raked perfectly, leaving parallel lines across all of it.

      Clearly, it was good to have slaves, because I knew Uriel hadn't done that work on his own.

      While I looked around, Luke headed for the closest seat and dropped himself into it. "I have a feeling Uriel can manage to get you a cup of coffee," he teased.

      I flipped him off, tossing a smile at him a second later to make sure he didn't take that the wrong way. "Can you tell me again why I couldn't have coffee before we went reaping?"

      He just shrugged. "Nick and Ron were being cute. I didn't want to interrupt. Don't judge."

      I gaped at him. "What?! Being cute how? You cannot just drop that on me and think that's enough information."

      "Nothing like that, you pervert." Then he grinned, making me wonder if it was exactly like that. Asshole.

      I didn't get the chance to ask though, because the door to the room opened and Kacira stepped in. Her eyes landed on me, widened, and she held up a finger in what appeared to be the universal symbol for needing a second. Then, without a word, she spun and headed back up the hall. What she didn't do was close the door behind her.

      Luke and I shared a confused look, but she was back in less than a minute, dragging Uriel with her. The copper angel looked at me and smiled. Then he turned his attention to Luke.

      "A little warning would've been nice," he said.

      I wasn't about to let Luke get shit for my decision, so I said, "I'm the one who wanted to come. He just wanted to make sure I wasn't alone on this world. So if you're gonna blame anyone, it should be me."

      Uriel chuckled. "Trust me, seeing you is not a cause for blame. I just would have been a little more prepared if I'd known you were coming."

      "She'd love a coffee," Luke drawled, sounding like some spoiled rich boy.

      Kacira pressed a hand to her husband's shoulder, then left. I could only guess she was going to get the coffee Luke had just requested. It was such a completely domestic thing that it made me smile after her. Of course, Uriel saw.

      "Believe it or not," he said, "she just wants to make you happy." Then he gestured to a chair, silently inviting me to sit.

      I took it, aware that it was on the longest couch in the room. I expected Uriel to claim the other side, but he didn't. Instead, he lowered himself onto what I thought was an ottoman, then leaned his elbows on his knees and smiled at me.

      "So to what do we owe this pleasure? Since we all know you didn’t come just for a polite visit."

      I quickly glanced at Luke, not sure how much was safe to tell him. "I kinda had some questions, and I was hoping you would answer them," I said.

      Uriel dipped his head in agreement. "As much as I can, if I can," he assured me.

      "It's fine, Sia," Luke said. "If he tells anyone what you ask about, then he all but admits that he's welcomed you into his house, and that would cause more problems than it's worth. I know Bel's worried, but I think you can trust your father. He hasn't screwed me over in well over two decades."

      "Just under," Uriel said. "Right at nineteen, almost 20 years. You're what, almost 25 now?"

      I nodded. "You been keeping track?"

      "We have," he agreed. "But I'm distracting you."

      He didn't have to say it. I knew he was dying to know why I was here. He was also probably chafing to ask for a deal. That was an angel thing. Everything they did had to be balanced against what the other person could do for them. The last time I was here, I'd made it clear that I wouldn't play that game. I was actually kind of impressed that he'd remembered.

      "I need to know about the slaves," I said. "How many there are, where they're located, what kind of facilities they have, what kind of training and experience they've been given, and how many were born here."

      Uriel's eyes narrowed but never wavered from my face. "What do you think you're going to do with my slaves?"

      "They are not yours," I said, making it clear that was not up for debate.

      His lips curled in a lazy smile. "Oh, but that's where you're wrong. They are mine, and I made sure of it. No, not all of them, but quite a few. The thing you don't seem to understand is that they're safer when they're mine."

      I leaned forward, mimicking his pose. "No, they are theirs. No one should be owned. We are not pets, resources, or anything else you angels seem to think is okay. We're people who can think and feel just like you. We are no less than any other sentient on any plane of existence."

      He sat up and lifted his hands, spreading them apart. "This is the world I live in. What do you want me to do about it?"

      "Something!" I snapped. "Doing nothing means you approve of it, don't you get that?"

      "And yet here I am," he said, his voice perfectly calm, "willing to answer questions. What is that if not doing something?"

      His elegant and collected attitude was only making me angrier. I was dying to scream at him, pick a fight about this, and make him see just how bad this really was. Yet, he had a point. He hadn't told me no, and he wasn't trying to stop me, so I had to give him a little credit.

      "Okay, then I need that information." I crossed my arms, making it clear I meant now.

      "We currently have approximately ninety-seven thousand midworld slaves on Angelis. Two thousand of them are on this… property. I have what can best be translated as a stable near the orchards. The rest are scattered across the planet. Most archangels keep between five hundred and a few thousand slaves to manage their… property."

      "Plantation is the word I prefer to use," Luke said.

      Uriel dipped his head. "I think that's a fitting term. The angelic word literally translates as a master's house with property and value. At any rate, those aren't the only slaves. The rest are managed by thrones and malakim. We have dedicated breeding facilities in the more open and less fertile areas. Those probably have the largest concentration of population. The thrones manage the workgroups and handle the corpses, using those to feed the trees."

      I shook my head with a groan. "That's disgusting. You know that, right?"

      "I happen to agree," he told me. "That's why I created my stable. It gives them more freedom in an environment closer to what they would have had on their native planets. It's not perfect, because I blended the housing of Vesdar, Earth, and Tyrnigg together, but it's what I could do."

      Okay, so maybe my father wasn't completely bad. I still wasn't okay with this. "And their training or experience?" I pressed.

      "It's different for each one," he said. "Some tend the orchards. Others clean our homes. If there is something that we don't want to do, there is a group of slaves that were trained to do it. For us, this system works better than spending aether, and it creates more at the same time."

      "And how many of the current population were born here?" I asked.

      Uriel blew out a breath as he thought. "Probably around forty-five percent of them." He paused to lick at his lips and then asked, "Why?"

      "Because I want to take them," I told him. "I just need to know what I'm looking at so I can plan how to make it possible. I mean, with Michael out of the way, this is the best time to do it."

      That had his complete attention. "What do you mean with Michael out of the way?"

      And now I was totally confused. "Has he already gotten out of the box?" I asked.

      "What box?" Uriel demanded. "Sia, what are you talking about?  You mean the prison he made for you?"

      It seemed we were talking in circles, so I just started from the beginning.  "Yes the prison, box, cell thing he had in his backyard that I told you about when I was here a week or so ago. The one he tried to throw me in, but I put him in it instead and then locked it."

      "Ah, ok.  Sadly, all I know is that he's been directing things all week long," Uriel insisted.  "Nothing has been said about him being locked away for any length of time."

      "Wait," Luke said, interrupting. "Have you seen him?"

      Uriel paused. "No, but that's not unusual. Stieviel has been relaying his directions..."

      Luke's brow furrowed. "The dominion?"

      "Yes," Uriel said, dragging out the word. "Michael has had him running his errands for centuries now."

      Something in the back of my mind clicked. "Does he happen to have, like, a weak wing and maybe a messed-up leg?"

      "He does," Uriel said. "How do you know that?"

      "Because that's how I got out of Michael's house. I couldn't open the door, but he was coming in, so I grabbed it before he could close it." I looked over at Luke. "That's the angel I told you about who looks like Ronwe."

      Suddenly, I had both of their attention, although that was when Kacira decided to return. When she opened the door and walked in, both angels turned to look at her. She didn't seem to care. Kacira made a straight line for me, holding out a large cup of coffee. As soon as I took it, she eased herself down on the cushion next to me, just far enough away so that she wasn't invading my space.

      "I added cream and sugar the way I like it. I hope that's okay?"

      I took a sip before answering her, and found it was pretty close to how I made my own. "This is good. Thank you."

      "What do you mean he looks like Ronwe?" Uriel asked.

      "His skin is like a purplish silvery color, and one side of his body is weaker and scarred almost as if burned. The difference is that this angel has feathers and Ronwe has leather wings, but their faces are almost identical." I looked over at Luke. "I'm not kidding, they could almost be twins."

      "And both of them are crippled," Luke said as if he was thinking something through. "So how did this dominion end up in such a powerful position? Relaying Michael's orders isn't something for such a low choir."

      "He worked his way up," Uriel said. "I mean that rather literally. The guy offered his services to Michael, doing the most menial things. The sort of tasks that most angels would find beneath them. But, over time, Michael began to trust him. Lately -"

      “Which means the last thousand years or so," Luke clarified.

      Uriel bent his head to show Luke was right but kept going. "Lately, he's been relaying Michael's orders. Of all the angels in existence, he seems to be the only one that Michael thinks won't betray him. So, if Michael is still in this prison you made, it's possible that Stieviel is caring for him and keeping up the illusion that Michael is still in power."

      "Which means I still have time," I said. "Okay, Uriel. So, with this many slaves, what would be the best way to get them all off this plane?"

      "What?!" Kacira asked, her head whipping around to stare at me. "That's impossible."

      "Nothing is impossible for Sia," Luke assured her. "After all, you did name her Ayala."

      My mother scoffed at him. "I chose that name because I thought she could become something great."

      "She kinda did," Luke pointed out. "Do not be surprised if our Muse makes miracles. She is so much more than she appears."

      I couldn't tell if he was being serious. This was Lucifer. He would say anything he thought he needed to in order to make his point. Sometimes it was just to get a slight advantage. Considering that we were trying to steal angelic trade secrets, an advantage would be pretty useful. And yet, the way he looked at me made something in the center of my chest grow warmer. I was pretty sure this was not a lie.

      "I would have to get a list of the current breeding facilities," Uriel told me. "I can do that. No, I will do that, but it's going to take a little time."

      "How much time are we talking about?"

      "I'm not sure. A week, maybe?" he said.

      "The faster it happens, the sooner we can make plans, and the more likely it is that I will be able to do this before Michael is free," I told them.

      Kacira's hand lightly touched my knee. "Michael is not the only angel you have to worry about. There are multiple archangels. He is only one."

      "My father is another, and Lucifer is a third. I have a feeling that Gabriel is locked in a corridor somewhere, Rafael is still regenerating, and at least one more has to be floating in a corridor as dust somewhere. In case you missed it, I've kind of been fucking them up lately."

      "Yes, you have," Uriel chuckled. "Right now, you are public enemy number one."

      But the words were no more than out of his mouth before a light knock came on the door. Without waiting for a response, the visitor turned the knob and cracked it open. Luke jumped to his feet, his wings spreading protectively. I didn't have as good a response. I just flinched in place, but the guy who came through the door was not some angelic threat.

      It was a human, and his face was oddly familiar. It took me three whole seconds before I realized how I knew him. Although, it seemed he recognized me as well. His mouth fell open, and he couldn't look away - until Uriel cleared his throat pointedly.

      "What made you think interrupting my conversation was a good idea?" Uriel demanded.

      "There are two seraphim requesting your presence," the guy said. Then his eyes drifted back to me. "Sienna?"

      Now Uriel was on his feet, and his wings were braced the same way as Luke's. Between the two of them, there was a wall of feathers between me and the guy that I was pretty sure was my ex-boyfriend. Granted, it had been a long time since I last saw him, and he had certainly lost some weight, but that had to be Aaron. Then again, the last time I'd seen him, he'd been mind-fucked by Michael.

      "How do you know her name?" Uriel demanded.

      "It's okay," I told him. "He knew me on Earth."

      "You’re… A demon? Is that even the right word?" Aaron asked.

      Kacira ignored him. "That doesn't matter now. Luke, Sia, we need to get both of you someplace where our guests will not see you. Follow me." And she looked at Aaron. "You. Make an excuse to our guests. Let them know Uriel is coming in just a moment. And if you tell them that we have seen anyone else today, I will feed you to the trees myself."

      Aaron was jiggling his head quickly in a very nervous nod. "Yes, ma'am," he promised.

      And then Kacira grabbed my arm at the wrist and started walking in the opposite direction. At the back of the room, she opened what I could only call a door, except that it slid sideways like something out of Star Trek. Since it was as white as the rest of the room, it wasn't immediately noticeable. To an angel, it probably looked like a door, but this was like nothing I'd seen on Earth before. I also didn't care, since it let us slip into another area of the house.

      Luke was right behind me. The pair of us followed my mother up the hall that I wanted to call narrow. It wasn't. However, having wings made things feel a little smaller. Somewhere in the middle, she opened another door and led us through it. That room joined yet another, which brought us to one more hall, and I was completely lost. At this point, I couldn't have found my way out if I tried.

      And then we entered one last room, and she turned to close the door behind us, lifting one finger to her lips in a gesture of silence. "They are on the other side of this wall," she mouthed, pointing at the far side of the room. Luke and I both moved to that side of the room. I wasn't sure how thin the walls in this house would be, but if I leaned close enough, I could just hear Aaron's voice.

      "My apologies, Masters," he said. "The Lord has been delayed. I have not yet earned permission to allow access to his home."

      The response came back, and I couldn't make it out. Then Luke leaned close to my ear and whispered a translation.  "This must be one of the new ones. He hasn't even been taught to speak yet."

      I just looked back at Kacira. Without making a sound I mouthed, "What is going on?"

      She just shook her head and held up both hands. "I do not know yet, but we will not let them find you.  Either of you."
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      The angels traded a few comments about the stupidity of human slaves. Luke translated each one in a whisper beside my ear, but none of them really surprised me. However, what they said did make me even more determined to get all of the slaves off this plane. Then Uriel walked into the room. It was easy to tell when that happened because the two seraphim suddenly got very quiet.

      "Human," Uriel snapped at Aaron, "find something to keep yourself busy." There was a long pause, and then my father changed languages. Only Luke's translation allowed me to keep up. "To what do I owe this pleasure, Chamuel?"

      "Eremiel and I were sent to deliver a message from Michael."

      Uriel made it sound like he was thinking about that. "Michael doesn't usually ask me for much. What is this message?"

      A different voice answered, which had to be Eremiel. "We’re starting a new operation due to the loss of Vesdar. You should expect to have the slave population double within the next month. This means we're going to need new holding facilities, the thrones must be prepared for the initial training, and new breeding pairs will have to be matched."

      "From which plane?" Uriel asked, his voice carefully neutral.

      "Does it matter?" Chamuel wanted to know.

      There was a pause. Then, "Let us be more comfortable while we have this discussion," Uriel said. "Sit. Be welcome in my home."

      Silence followed, but it was the kind that made me feel they weren't going very far. Combined with the overly stiff tone Uriel used when talking to these guys, I had a feeling that things were tense in the next room. Glancing over, I found Kacira still leaning beside the door. Then I saw the picture on the wall beside her.

      It was a child's drawing and done in very bright colors. Slowly, I turned to examine the rest of the room. I'd originally thought this was a guest room of some kind, but now I wasn't so sure. The bed was recognizable, but not like the ones we used on Earth. The shape was more square, and it didn't have a headboard like I was used to. It was also small, child-sized. Then there were the toys. All of them looked like they belonged to a little girl.

      "Was this my room?" I asked her, keeping my voice to a whisper.

      Kacira nodded. "Most angels believe you died. Uriel said a slave attacked his daughter in an attempt to get free. That's how we explained your sudden disappearance, so we kept your room the same, like most parents do when they lose a child. In truth, it was because we hoped that one day we could bring you back."

      "How?" I asked. "I'd still be a Muse, and they would still want to destroy me."

      She nodded. "I know, but I still hoped. It seems that even in Heaven we have foolish dreams."

      Luke cleared his throat, pulling my attention back to what was happening in the next room. "Now, what's going on?" Uriel asked. "How are we extracting almost a hundred thousand slaves in a month?"

      "Michael has ordered us to build a static gate to Earth," Eremiel said.  "This will allow his assistant to move between the worlds and bring back the selected groups."

      "Since it appears we won't be able to easily break through the veil on Vesdar," Chamuel added, "Michael wants to make sure that we have more than enough slaves to keep our society comfortable."

      "Okay," Uriel said, dragging out the word in Angelic. "So humans, because there aren't enough fae left for a full-scale harvest. What do you need from me?"

      "You are to shift slaves around so that we have more in the field making themselves useful, and the training and holding pens are all full. We know there won't be enough room, so you have to make at least one more facility, if not two."

      "How big will these groups be?" Uriel asked.

      "Large," Chamuel said. "Ideally, we would like to get them all at once."

      And yet the way the angel said that made it clear even he thought it was unlikely. I might not understand the words, but once I heard Luke's translation, I looked at my friend. Our eyes met, and I knew he understood. Then Uriel said exactly what I was thinking.

      "We cannot harvest a hundred thousand people from a single location!"

      "It is not our place to make that decision," Chamuel told him. "It is also not our place to doubt his plans. For all we know, this could be nothing more than a distraction, just like the last one."

      "And what was the last one supposed to accomplish?" Uriel wanted to know.

      The other Angel chuckled at that. "Michael kidnapped the Muse. I saw him take her from the battlefield on Vesdar, but it seems he couldn't hold her."

      "Or he is holding her," Chamuel countered. "You think he’d tell us that he had her? The power he could get from that creature would be unimaginable."

      "Which," Eremiel said, "is why I don't think he has her. If he did, he would have no need for the slaves. He must be doing something a lot more worthwhile than destroying all the work we've put in so far." But the man ended that sentence a little too quickly, almost as if he regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth.

      "Not that we doubt him," Chamuel told Uriel. "It's just that, in our experience, it tends to be easier to take small groups from many different locations rather than many from a single place."

      "Well," Uriel said, starting to sound a little smug, "for me, it's easier if they come from one. That means one culture to deal with, one language to deal with, and one herd of them to go through. How you want to handle the situation on Earth doesn't really matter to me."

      "How soon do you think a new facility could be ready?" Eremiel asked.

      Uriel made another one of those thinking noises. "Definitely within the month. I'll need at least two weeks to do an inventory of the facilities we currently have. Probably another week to place the more recent intakes into plantations where they can be the most useful."

      I couldn't help but shake my head at how easily Luke threw that word in the air. Now that I knew there was some disagreement about the word plantation, it stood out. So did the fact that Luke’s word was appropriate. In Earth history, plantations had been known for their slave labor. It was not a good thing, which proved that Luke hated slavery on this world just as much as I did, and he didn't have to actually say a thing.

      "Then we will make sure you have at least that much time," Chamuel assured him. "I will tell Stieviel to have Michael make the necessary delays. Just know that if it is more than a month, he will not be happy."

      There was the sound of movement from the other room, as if they were all standing, or maybe moving towards the door. Then Uriel said, "Michael knows I handle my job well. If I say it will take four weeks, then it will take four weeks. With that said, if the lesser choirs slow me down again, it will not be me that has to answer to Michael."

      His words dripped with the threat, and it was more apparent in his native language. That was all he said. Evidently, there were no polite words of farewell between angels. The business was done, the men left, and I knew it when I heard the door close. It seemed that Kacira did as well because she let out a heavy sigh of relief.

      "Let me make sure they're gone," she said. "Stay in here, make yourself comfortable - because this is your room, Sia - and try to make as little noise as possible. Please."

      I nodded in agreement, and she left, closing the door behind her. For a moment, Luke and I just stood there. I didn’t know about him, but I couldn't have felt more awkward. I couldn’t just go and sit on my own bed, could I? Which sounded like a really stupid question when I thought about it, yet I still hesitated. It was Luke who made it easy. He crossed the room and flopped back onto what I could only call a mattress.

      "Come here," he whispered, crooking a finger to beckon me.

      I did, but I wasn't sure I wanted to. I couldn't remember this room at all. There were no subtle emotions evoked by looking one way or the other. The childish scribbles that had been attached to the walls reminded me of absolutely nothing. And the letters beneath it were not those that made my name. At least not the one I used now.

      But I eased myself down beside him. "Luke, that slave was my ex-boyfriend. Those angels just said they're going to steal a hundred thousand humans from Earth. What the hell is going on?"

      "I can tell you that plan didn't come from Michael," Luke said. "He knows better than to harvest from a single location. We've spent thousands of years setting up the religion that allows us to harvest aether so easily on your world. To destroy it like this? For a potential threat and not a verified one?" He just shook his head.

      "Unless the failure is part of his plan, right?" I asked.

      Luke opened his mouth to answer, then jerked upright as we both heard the door click before it opened. Slowly, almost timidly, it was eased wider, and then Aaron slipped in. He made sure to close it silently behind him, but didn't move away from it. In fact, the look on his face was terrified.

      "I was told you might want to see me," he mumbled.

      Luke chuckled at him, but spoke to me. "How long do you think he's been on Angelis?"

      "Oh, I'd say just about four months. That's how long I've known you guys."

      "Well, it seems they've improved their training techniques since I was last here," Luke said, and something about the tone of his voice convinced me that wasn't meant for me.

      Because Aaron had turned pale. Now, I had no idea what training slaves entailed, but I couldn’t imagine it was anything nice. Especially from angels. But the last time I'd seen Aaron, he'd been an arrogant and self-centered prick. Back then, I’d told him to go to hell. I honestly hadn't known that sending him to Heaven would be so much worse.

      "So," I asked him, "have you learned to stop pushing women around yet?"

      He wrung his hands together nervously. "I didn't know that demons existed, Sienna. You have to believe me. If I had known then what you are, I never would have tried such a thing."

      That was the wrong thing to say. I pushed myself off the bed and took one step towards him, my tail swishing behind me angrily. "So you think it's okay to hit poor, meek, defenseless human women? That is not any better, Aaron. In fact, it's worse."

      His eyes jumped to Luke. "Am I supposed to obey her, master, or is this a new test?"

      And then the door opened again, bumping Aaron because he still hadn't moved. He immediately jumped to get out of the way as Uriel walked in. Kacira was right behind him, and the look she cast on Aaron was murderous. I had a feeling Uriel wouldn't be any better, but it seemed he had more control over his face.

      "Sia," my father said, all but ignoring the human in the room, "how do you know this man again?"

      "Oh, I dated him back when I was human."

      "She left off all the good stuff,” Luke said. "This fool was dating her before we could make first contact. Technically second, since Nick had met her so long before. But, regardless, the human’s name is Aaron, and Aaron was dating Sia. He then cheated on her, pushed her hard enough to knock her to the ground, and then somehow ended up mind-fucked by Michael. I can only assume that's how he got here."

      Uriel's wings did an interesting half-flap against his back, almost like he was resetting them. Or, more truthfully, like he wanted to flare them at the guy and was resisting the instinct. Still, his face was an angelic mask of calm and serenity. When that happened with Luke, it was incredibly dangerous.

      "What is your side of the story, Aaron?" he asked, making it clear he'd taken note of the guy's name. "I want to hear it all, with as much detail as you can provide. Be aware that I may judge you for things you think are good and forgive you for things you think are bad. In this situation, the truth really is the safest way to go."

      Since Uriel had turned to face Aaron, I was now behind him, and I couldn't help myself. I pointed at him, and not subtly. When Aaron’s eyes jumped to me, I mouthed, "That's my dad."

      Until that moment, I had never seen a man so scared that I honestly thought he was going to piss himself.  Aaron backed up until he hit the wall, and his head snapped from Kacira to Uriel to me and then to Luke. The fact that Luke was once again sprawled lazily across the bed probably wasn't helping.

      "I met Sienna just before the semester of college started that year. This year? Whichever year it was. She was working as a bartender in a bar." His eyes jumped over to me again, hanging on my wings. "We began dating, but it wasn’t for very long. When rush started, I was invited to join Delta Phi. Getting acquainted with them, I spent more time at parties and doing things with the fraternity than I did with my girlfriend." He pushed out a shaky breath. "Sienna, I'm so sorry. I just thought that if I could get into the frat, then it would look good on my resume later. Delta Phi has a really good…" Then he shook his head. "Which doesn't matter now."

      "And then?" Uriel demanded.

      "There was a hazing incident, and she got upset about it." He was now looking only at my father. "But I promised to meet her after work, and I’d had a couple of beers, so I was a little bit drunk. When she made it to the parking lot, I tried to talk to her about it, but she was mad. She wouldn't listen to me, and I don't really know what happened."

      "You pushed me, is what happened." I grumbled in frustration.

      Uriel fluffed his wings again in agitation. "And then?"

      "And then some guy she was flirting with came out of nowhere and shoved me around. I left. What else was I supposed to do? I met up with some friends, had a few more beers, and vented about it. And everything after that is a little bit of a blur."

      "Because that's when they mind-fucked him," Luke drawled. "Shortly after that, Sia was in a car accident that almost killed her. We had to reap two humans in order to keep that from happening. Nick was going to take a third, healthy one if he had to."

      "Satan?" Uriel asked.

      That was when Aaron actually whimpered. And sure, maybe it was shallow of me, but there was no way I was passing up this chance.

      "Bad time to mention that I'm fucking Satan?" I asked Aaron. "Oh, and Beelzebub, Samyaza, and Ronwe. Lucifer over there is one of my closest friends. So, Aaron, it seems you pushed around the wrong girl."

      "Demon," Luke corrected. "Which makes this a very good time to tell me everything. If you happen to know enough about what the leaders of Delta Phi were doing, then I might let you live. If not, her father will probably pull your limbs off. I hear he has a talent for doing it very, very slowly."

      That was all Aaron needed to hear. "Delta Phi was converting to a new Christian fraternity. They said that a lot of the political and larger corporate environments were now looking for applicants who had strong ties to the community. Being actively involved in the church is a quick and easy way to give that impression. That's why I chose Delta Phi. They had a ministry program that I'd been invited to and everything. As part of our rush events, we had a scavenger hunt to find specific people and convert them. One of them was a redhead. I'd, um, just seen you in the bar the night before. Dating you was basically my in."

      Luke sat up and leaned over his knees. "Tell me more about this ministry."

      "It was a nondenominational Christian prayer service. Nothing exceptional in all honesty, except that being a member of the fraternity allowed us to lead services. That would be documented and recorded to the University, so provable on our resumes."

      "No, you idiot," Luke snarled, "I want to know what the fuck you were preaching."

      "How to get into heaven," Aaron whispered. "They had it working almost like a pyramid scheme. The more people you brought, the more rewards you got. Things like housing credits, as an example. And we had events almost every night. The whole thing was kind of like a cult, but I figured it was just skimming the system because most of us were so close to graduation."

      I dropped down on the bed beside Luke. "A cult. They're making a fucking cult. What can they even do with that?"

      It was Uriel who answered. "Everything," he said. "How do you think we get slaves?"
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      Kacira escorted Aaron out after that.  Since there was nothing else he could really tell us, there was no reason to keep him around. I couldn't help but notice that when her hand found his arm, the contact was gentle. Not polite, and yet not cruel either. And as much as I was pissed off at the guy for shoving me around, no one deserved what the angels would do to him. He’d gotten very lucky to end up with Uriel.

      But what Aaron had said only raised more questions. That Delta Phi was being controlled by angels was something we knew. That they had a bigger plan? That was unexpected. At least for me. With the benefit of hindsight, I knew it shouldn't be. Angels never did anything without a reason. Usually, one that would get them a lot of aether, which meant a lot of human slaves or lives.

      "So a fraternity at my college is a recruiting ground for angelic slaves?" I asked looking between my father and Luke.

      It was Uriel who answered. "We often use churches and other public venues to find people who are less likely to resist. If they come with us willingly, they do tend to train up easier."

      "By train up," Luke said, "he means fight less. The sooner they give up - just like Aaron has - the faster we can use them."

      "They," I corrected. "Angels are they. You, Luke, are a demon. If I can be one, then you certainly can too."

      Luke gave me a lazy smile. "Fine, they. The point still stands. The angels do not want slaves who are hard to manage. They should be silent, follow orders, and give their lives when they're done. On Angelis, slaves are nothing more than resources. They are not friends or pets. We simply use their labor until they die and give us their aether."

      "And the sooner they die," Uriel added, "the happier the choir of archangels is."

      "So how do we stop it?" I asked. Because this was the real question, the one I was trying to solve right now. "I mean, if Delta Phi is collecting people to be slaves, then it's probably happening in other places. A lot of other places. With them talking about bringing a hundred thousand slaves, I can't even guess how many places."

      "One." Uriel held up a finger to make the point. "That was what the seraphim were saying. Michael - if the plan even came from him - wants to do this fast. Sia, when you locked us out of Vesdar, everyone on this plane began to panic. That means our attention turned to Earth. So many people, such fast lives, and so much available aether. If we can't spread it around the three midworlds, then we'll have to take it from the one with the most."

      "Shit," I breathed. "And the more they bring in, that means the more we have to take out. Is there any way to stop humans from leaving Earth?"

      Uriel and Luke shared a glance. Luke shook his head, then Uriel sighed. They didn't need to say a thing for me to realize this was bad news, and yet I had questions. Lots and lots of questions.

      "Why can't we just make a veil around that plane?" I asked. "I mean, I did it on Vesdar. It can't be that much harder on Earth, right?"

      "It kinda is," Luke said. "Could you make a veil? Yes. The problem is that you can't make an exclusion. Humans don't wear their seals, and the only way to learn them is to touch them and figure it out. That is slow and tedious. So you have two options. First, you could make a veil that anyone could pass through and then exclude the angels. In that case, you're doing nothing to stop humans from being pulled out. There are dozens of angels on Earth right now. It is entirely possible that they could push you into the veil the same way you push angels. They wouldn't even need to leave."

      Yeah, that didn't sound good. "And second?" I asked, dreading the answer.

      "Second," Luke said, "you could make a veil that blocks everyone from passing through. In that case, the angels try to send the humans through the veil, pushing them the way I mentioned, and the humans hit the barrier and die. Knowing angels, they wouldn't stop. After all, what are a few human deaths? They would simply try to find a loophole, adjusting their technique, or even make efforts to break the wards. Either way, each time they tried, who knows how many humans would die for it?”

      "So, wait." I pressed both hands to my face, trying to wrap my mind around this. "You're saying that there's no way to make an effective Earth veil? Like, at all? Why can't I just push all of the angels off the world and then protect the humans by locking them in?"

      "Permanent gates," Uriel said, dropping that out like a bomb.

      My head jiggled from side to side in a silent refusal. "What are you talking about?"

      "The portals you mentioned," Luke said. "You don't think Gabriel came up with that idea just for you, do you? Sia, there have always been permanent gates. There will probably always be permanent gates. Some of them have been damaged.  Many have been lost and forgotten, while others are no longer safe to use. Still, even a pinhole is enough to allow aether to leak from Earth into Angelis. How do you think we keep the plants growing?"

      "They!" I said again because I really wanted to break the habit of Luke grouping himself with Michael's pals. "So you're saying that even if I make a veil, these permanent portals could be fixed, reopened, or whatever else and used again? You're basically saying that this is a no-win situation. That I can't do anything to stop them?"

      Uriel moved closer to grab my hand. "No, that's not what we're saying. Instead, we're saying it won't be easy. If this means so much to you, then we will find a way to stop it. I will be more than happy to help in any way I can, but I ask for one favor. Can we please take Kacira with the other slaves?"

      I nodded, because there was nothing else I could do. "Of course."

      Uriel pulled a long breath. "Okay, then I'll use this order as an excuse to make a headcount at all of our facilities. That will give us a good idea of how many locations we will have to remove slaves from. It will have to be fast, though, Sia. Once a large group of slaves disappears, the angels will scramble to figure out what's going on. This is not something you'll be able to do subtly."

      "A full-out assault," Luke mumbled. "Hit one location, slip the slaves out, and then move right on to the next."

      "Exactly," Uriel said. "While I'm at it, I'll see what I can find on the permanent gates. Don't expect much. Like Lucifer said, many of them have been lost. Typically, when a gate is not active, it shrinks down to the size of a pinhole. That means you have to be in exactly the right place to find them, and sometimes we forget where that place is. But, if we don't know about them, that means we can't use them either. Or at least, we can't use them intentionally. If someone happens to bump one, it will reactivate."

      Luke shoved himself off the bed and offered his hand to my father. "What do I owe you for this?"

      Uriel canted his head towards me. "I'm doing this for her. And, if I'm honest, for her mother. Lucifer, I thought about what you did for a long time. Walking away from Heaven couldn't have been easy, and yet you still did it. They called you a traitor. They hunted you down, struck your name from history, and tried to make you out to be the bad guy. In truth, I think you're the only one of us who has it right."  He pressed his palm against Luke's.

      "Not the only one," Luke said. "Because history isn’t over, Uriel. You can still follow me." Then Luke pulled his hand free and gestured to the door. "I think we should make our exit before the next group of angels show up. If Michael's gearing up for a plan that involves slaves, you're probably about to be a rather busy man."

      "Sadly, that's probably very true. Do you need me to show you the way out?" Uriel asked.

      Luke waved him down. "I'm pretty sure I can find it. Besides, if someone else comes knocking, you can delay them for at least two minutes."

      Then Uriel looked at me. "I will summon you when I have news, but I do not think it is safe to meet here again. You can find the church, right?"

      "I can," I assured him.

      Uriel nodded. "Then when I summon you, go there. Bring your friends if you'd like. As many of them as you feel comfortable with."

      "Yeah," I drawled. "Speaking of that, Beelzebub wants to meet you."

      "And not in a good way," Luke added. "He doesn't trust you with his girlfriend. He is, however, willing to give you a chance. Have a feeling the rest of them aren't much better. They just don't make it as obvious to her."

      Uriel chuckled at that. "I can't say I actually blame them. I'll make sure I have time to answer all of their questions." He clasped my shoulder. "Stay safe, Sia. I know you don't believe me, but the lives of two hundred thousand slaves are still not worth yours."

      I nodded my head to show I heard him then said, "I know you believe that, but I happen to disagree. I’ll wait for my summons."

      Then Luke and I left. Where the twisting turn of halls made me completely lost, Luke seemed to understand it. Granted, angelic houses probably had a similarity to them the way Earth houses did. I followed behind him, but noticed he kept glancing over his shoulder to check that I was keeping up. Then, before I expected, we were at the door where we’d entered. I stepped through it with him, and he caught my hand.

      "Is there any way I can convince you to show me that church now?" He asked.

      "Sure," I said. "Not like it's really out of the way, right?"

      His smile proved he agreed, and then I stepped back. Luke came with me, but the moment we were in the corridor, he slipped an arm around my waist. Well, that would keep him close to me during the trip, so I decided to just go with it. One push was all it took, and we were headed towards the blue shades of earth.

      We stepped out in the parking lot of a rather boring country church. A crisp, cold breeze blew through the air, and my clothing was not at all suitable for the weather. I hurried towards the building, which was no more than one hundred feet away, clutching my arms against my chest. Luke stretched his legs to keep up while looking at our destination like he was confused.

      This church was not the kind that appeared on TV. It was small, made of metal, and the most boring, bland color I could imagine. There wasn't a huge ornate cross planted in the lawn or standing proudly above the roof. In fact, the only way to know this was a church was the sign out front. Placed in a flower bed with a brick retaining wall, a banner across the top said, "First Baptist Church," with crosses on either side. The rest had a quote that seemed to change each week.  This week's said, "Life is fragile, handle with prayer."

      The problem was that I didn't know what day it was, or if the church would be open. It wasn't exactly like I’d been a good Christian girl. For most of my life, angels had freaked me out. But when we reached the door and I tried it, it opened easily. Inside, the heat had been turned up. I breathed a sigh of relief as warmth began to remove the chill of the wind from my skin, and then I gestured to the sides.

      Angels were everywhere. Paintings of them hung on the walls. Granted, they were the human-idealized version - which was nothing like the real thing. Closer to the far end where a preacher - or was it a pastor? - gave a sermon were the statues. Some were tucked nicely into alcoves and were no more than a foot tall. Others were concrete things that stood 3 to 4 feet high. And of course, at the very back, was the life-sized cross with a resin man hanging from it. Placed conspicuously on either side were two more angels. Those things had caused me nightmares for a long, long time.

      "This is it," I told Luke.

      "For some reason, I'd envisioned a whole lot more marble," he said. "Maybe I spent a little too much time in Catholic churches."

      "And I’ve really only seen them in the movies," I teased. "But this means you can find it now, right? So, since we’re already on Earth, do you think I could ask you for a favor?"

      "Of course," he said, looking at me with concern as if he'd heard something in my voice. "Sia, what’s going on?"

      I turned back to the door, and lowered my volume to just above a whisper. "I was hoping we could stop by your place, and maybe make a quick trip to the store."

      He followed me, but from the look on his face, I knew he didn't understand. "Okay?"

      "I kinda want to get a pregnancy test," I told him.

      He pushed open the door, and the moment we were outside, he hooked his arm around me and stepped into the corridor. Without giving me the chance to think about it, he just pushed, carrying us both to his place. Like we always had before, we stepped out into the yard, just feet from the porch. Together, we both jogged up the steps, and Luke produced keys to open the door.

      As soon as we were inside, he spun to face me. "You just had your period, so why do you want a pregnancy test? What is going on?"

      "It's theoretically possible to have periods and still be pregnant," I said, reaching up to drag my hand across my eyes. This was not really what I wanted to talk about. "I just… Luke, I screwed up. I fucked three different guys and didn't even know my birth control had run out. For all I know, I could be pregnant right now and not have a clue who the father is. I just… I really need to do this so I can stop thinking about it, okay?"

      "Then we'll do this." But he grabbed my arm before I could move. "It doesn't matter whose it is. If you ever get pregnant, then it's yours - and thus, ours." He pulled in a deep breath and leaned a little closer. "And if any of those demons has a problem with that, then I’ll say it's mine. This time, another time, or a million years in the future. That offer stands, Sia. You are my legion. We are forever."

      "Promise?"

      His hand slipped down to find my palm, and he squeezed my fingers gently. "I give you my word," he said. And for Lucifer, that wasn't something he took lightly. "Now, I want you to go upstairs, have a shower, and put on some clean clothes. There's no way I'm letting you out of the house looking like that."

      I squeezed his hand back. "Thank you." And I almost left, then had one more thing to ask. "Is there any way we can keep this between us?"

      "Yeah," he said.  "I get it."

      That was all I needed to hear. Flashing one last smile, I jogged up the stairs, heading for Nick's room. Well, our room. Then again, the last time I’d lived in this house, I'd only had one boyfriend. Now I had four. Technically three boyfriends and a best friend, but we all knew I really had four.  As I headed into the bathroom and started the hot water, waiting for it to actually heat up, I couldn't help but wonder how things would change if we all came back.

      It wasn't fair for me to always spend the night with Nick. And yet, all of my clothes were in here. He'd made space in the drawers for me. Still, this was the blue room. Nick was blue. That meant this was his room, not mine, not even really ours. If I was going to be with these guys for the rest of eternity, and we were going to be using this house, then we’d have to talk about that. I could only guess that Sam and Bel might have strong opinions. Ron usually didn't, but he probably had a soft opinion.

      That was where my mind went while I enjoyed the heat and pressure of the modern shower on Earth. Once, long ago, Nick had made a comment about how frivolously we humans use water. Now, I could finally understand what he meant. Bathing in a brook worked, but it wasn't exactly luxurious. It made me feel more like I was out camping than actually getting clean. Hell had been even worse. There, the water was so rare that use of it was tightly controlled.

      For a moment, I thought about shaving my legs, but that would really be a waste. It'd probably be easier to just magic that off, but I didn't know how. Not yet, at least. Besides, these men were used to women who lived in a time long before razors. If they couldn't deal with a little bit of stubble, then someone had bigger problems. Granted, I wasn't sure if that was me or them. Maybe both.

      Eventually, I was as clean as I was going to get. I stepped out and dried my hair with a wonderfully thick and soft towel, and wound a second around my body. I found my brush beside the sink, so I worked the knots out of my hair, paused to use actual mint-flavored toothpaste, and then headed into the room to find some clean clothes.

      Luke was sitting on the edge of the bed, facing the side wall, with a long, narrow cardboard box in his hands. That, he bounced lightly against the fingers of his opposite hand, but stopped when he heard my feet on the carpet. Without looking, a smile spread across his face.

      "Figured you might as well do this now," he said. "So, how about you grab some clean clothes, go back in the bathroom, pee on a stick, and then we can wait together?" Finally, he turned his head to look at me. "Because I know what it's like to need a little moral support."

      As I took the box from his hands, I leaned in to press a kiss against his brow. "You do know that your boyfriend is supposed to be my best friend, right?"

      "Is there really a rule that says you can only have one?"

      "If there is," I told him, "then I'm pretty sure I was meant to break it. I'll be right back."
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      When Sia came out of the bathroom, she said we had to wait for five minutes. I grabbed my phone and set a timer. It may have been the longest five minutes of my life. Beside me, Sia sat with her hands clasped in her lap, staring at the ground. I could tell she was worried. The chances of her being pregnant were astronomically low, and yet she still wanted to be sure. I couldn't exactly blame her.

      So I scooted a little closer, until our legs just touched. "It's going to be negative," I told her.

      "Yeah, but what if it's not?"

      I couldn't help myself. My hand moved to her back, and I gently caressed the line of her spine. "Then we'll figure it out. Do you feel pregnant?"

      "I don't even know what that would feel like!" She told me.

      "Me either," I admitted. Then I decided to change the subject, because this wasn't making her feel any better. "So, you going to tell me about Ron's first time?"

      That made her giggle, even if it was half-hearted. "He's really sweet, you know? And I love the way that he’s so shy and yet also not, all at the same time. You know how I managed to fix his body - I mean, that's why he was naked in the first place - and then things just kinda went from there."

      I ducked my head so I could see her face a little better. "Are you blushing?"

      "No!" she insisted.

      And she really wasn't, but I had now distracted her, which was all I really wanted. "So how bad was he?" I asked. "Because the first time I was with him, I would describe it as adequate. But I would never tell him that."

      She leaned into me, tilting her head so it rested on my shoulder. "You know, getting off doesn't matter as much as being able to see that look on his face. It was like he'd never imagined such a thing."

      Yeah, I pretty much agreed with her.  Sometimes, sex didn't have to be about the orgasm.  And I knew the exact look she was talking about, because it was the same one on her face right now.

      "Which means he was really bad," I teased. "Not surprising, though. Men are easy to get off. Look at us the wrong way, and we’re making a complete mess everywhere. Women? We have to make sure you're in the mood, properly stimulated, and then hit just the right spot for long enough to make you happy. He'll figure it out."

      She laughed once. "I have no doubt about that. He also has a few demons willing to give him pointers. Besides, I know how you guys are. The first time after a bit of a dry spell - let alone trying something new - and you're all two-second wonders."

      "That's the truth," I said, trying hard not to laugh. "So, does this mean it’s going to happen again?"

      "Definitely," she assured me. "Look, I really like him. I know he's not the biggest or the strongest demon in the world. I know that Nick has a reputation that precedes him, and Bel is made of muscles that no woman in the world could resist. And Sam is just amazing. He's cute, he's funny, he's smart, and everything else. I get it. Being around them has to be a little intimidating, and yet Ron is just as good. It's just a completely different type of good. The interesting thing is that I can't say I like one more than the other." She sat up and looked at me. "I'm pretty sure I've fallen in love with my legion."

      "Yeah, me too," I said just as my phone started beeping, letting me know the timer had run out. "Want me to check that?"

      Sia opened her mouth like she was gonna say no, then closed it and jiggled her head in a move I took to mean yes. I gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze, then pushed myself off the bed and headed towards the bathroom. She'd left the stick on the counter beside the sink. The directions were open beside it, but I didn't need them. As soon as I picked up the test, I figured out how it worked.

      There were two windows. The first one was the control. There was supposed to be a line in there to say it worked, and there was. The second window was supposed to have a horizontal line for not pregnant and a plus symbol for pregnant. I knew how pregnancy tests worked well enough to know that if there was even the faintest hint of a vertical line, that meant it was positive.

      So I angled it to catch a little more light. I tilted it slightly to check from all angles. It didn't matter. There was no vertical line. Sia was clearly, and without a shadow of a doubt, not pregnant. Considering she’d just had a period, and had been on birth control for who knew how long, I wasn't surprised. I still had a feeling that it would take a little bit to convince her.

      After looking one more time just to be sure, I carried it into the bedroom with a smile on my face. "I was thinking maybe we can celebrate with a few drinks at Mac's." Then I offered the stick to her. "It's negative, Sia."

      The sigh that fell from her mouth proved just how worried she’d truly been. That bothered me more than anything else, mostly because she hadn't said a thing. I didn't really blame her, because we all knew that the guys would simply tell her over and over again that everything would be fine, that she couldn't be pregnant, and that there was nothing to worry about. And so she’d worried on her own, silently. Right then, I vowed to myself that she would never need to do that again.

      Like me, she tilted and turned the test to make sure there wasn't a hidden vertical line. Only then did she finally look up at me. "Yeah, I think I could use a really stiff drink right about now. Mac’s sounds perfect."

      "Then I think you should put on something cute, maybe a little makeup, even fix your hair if you want. Personally, I don't care if you stay in a T-shirt and a ponytail, but I want something a little better than this." And I gestured to what I was wearing.

      Then I held out my hand for her to pass over the pregnancy test. I watched as her brow wrinkled in confusion for a split second, and then she handed it over. I'd handle throwing that away, because she didn't need anything else to stress about. It also meant she could worry about making herself feel pretty. Personally, that always put me in a better mood.

      Less than half an hour later, I was sitting in our living room watching the news when she walked in. For a split second, I forgot to breathe. Sia looked amazing. She had on a pair of jeans that showed every single curve in her legs. It was paired with a loose-knit sweater that hung slightly off one shoulder, revealing the tank she was wearing beneath. The sweater was black, but the tank was almost a coral shade that made her hair look like living fire.

      And that wasn’t all. She’d painted her eyes just dark enough that the vibrant blue color stood out, and I didn't even know what color to call her lips, but right now, it was my favorite in all the worlds. Saying she cleaned up well would've made it sound like she wasn’t exquisite all the time. And yet, the way she could transform herself with nothing more than a little makeup and a new hairstyle always took me by surprise.

      "You ready?" I asked, making sure no hint of my appreciation was audible.

      She nodded. "We driving or slipping there?"

      My lips curled in a smile. "You have your ID?"

      "Unlike you," she teased, "I know how this bar thing works on Earth. You also didn't answer the question."

      "Slipping," I decided. "I'll meet you beside the tree in the parking lot."

      Then I pushed. I didn't even bother getting off the couch to do it. Just as the veil washed over me, I saw her mouth drop open in surprise, and it made me laugh. One more push and I was there, stepping back to Earth just to lean against the tree we'd talked about. Sia arrived only a few seconds later.

      "Asshole," she hissed.

      "I've been called that before," I pointed out, and then offered her my arm like a real gentleman.

      Together, we walked around the building and waited in the short line to get in. I honestly didn't know what day it was, so I pulled out my phone to check. The screen told me it was Monday, January 6th. No wonder there wasn't really a line. I was pretty sure classes started in one week, so people were still in the process of getting to campus and moving in.

      Although, when we stepped into the bar, it wasn't exactly empty. There was just enough of a crowd to give it the perfect ambiance. Voices hummed, most of them with laughter.  With Sia on my arm, I led her straight to the bar, where the girl behind it was smiling enthusiastically.

      "Hey, Sienna!" she said. "Are you back this semester?"

      Sia moved to lean her elbows on the counter. "No, not yet. I had some other things that came up. I just decided it was a good night to get a drink."

      Moving to lean beside her, I reached up to press my hand between her shoulder blades. I knew it was a rather possessive gesture, and most likely, the girl behind the bar would get the wrong impression. Let her. The ego boost wouldn't hurt Sia at all.

      "I would love a traditional martini," I said, "and whatever Sia would like."

      "I think I’ll have an appletini," Sia decided.

      The girl immediately turned to begin making those, and I reached into my pocket for the cash I'd slipped in there. As I was flipping through the folded bills, Sia grabbed my other arm. I quickly selected a twenty, then turned to look at her as I put the rest away. Her eyes were locked on the wall at the side. A piece of paper had been stapled to the bulletin board there, and on it was a picture of someone who'd gone missing.

      "Chris is missing?" she asked the bartender.

      The girl glanced back. "Yeah, he just vanished sometime around the end of last semester. A whole bunch of people have, actually. I mean, at first, we thought he'd just quit, but the cops came in and started asking us all about things he’d said. You know, like if he'd discussed any vacations or friends in other states." She turned back to focus on the drinks but kept talking. "Couple of the guys think he ran off with someone else, but I don't know. He wasn’t that kind of guy."

      "No, he really wasn't," Sia agreed.

      But she couldn't pull her eyes away from the poster. I didn't recognize the guy’s face, but I did remember that there had been another bartender who she’d seemed comfortable with. When her ex-boyfriend had been a dick that night, her coworker had seemed almost protective. And most times I'd come in, she'd shared her shift with the same guy. I had a funny feeling that was him.  So when the bartender gave us our drinks, I handed her the twenty and told her to keep the change, then guided Sia to a quieter spot closer to the pool tables.

      "Was he a friend?" I asked.

      Sia kinda wobbled her head from side to side. "Definitely an acquaintance, and a guy I liked. The friendly type, so don't start thinking the wrong thing. But she's right. There is no way he would've just walked off like that. Chris loved this job."

      "Weirder things have happened," I said.

      But that caught her complete attention. "Like angels." And she glanced back towards the bar. "Luke, do you think that could be it? I mean, Aaron said something about Delta Phi. They have an entire fraternity that is being set up to draw in people that they plan to steal. I don't think Chris would've joined a fraternity, but I could see him going to some prayer group. What if…"  She swallowed.  "What if the angelic slaves are coming from here."

      Shit, she had a point. "Because they were looking for you," I realized, "There was already an entire system in place here. Identities had been made, backgrounds had been set up, and who knows how many angels they integrated into the population. Fuck."

      "So what do we do?" she asked.

      I pointed at her drink. "Right now, you enjoy that. When we go back, we'll talk to the guys. With all of us, it'll be easier to figure out exactly what they're doing." Then I stepped a little closer so I could lower my voice. My hand found her waist, to keep her from moving away as I leaned close to her ear. "That doesn't mean I can promise that he's okay. If angels are really what happened to him, for all we know, he could be dead."

      Sia sucked in a little breath and turned to look at me. I was standing just a little too close, able to watch as her pupils flared, but she didn't try to move away. Was that worry in her eyes, or something else? Could she really care about this guy so much? Even worse, why did I feel this flood of jealousy because of it?

      "All I can do is help you find him," I said softly.

      She nodded her head subtly. "I know you will. I didn't exactly know him that well. It's mostly that all of this feels like it's piling up - and much too fast."

      "It always does," I assured her. "And that's why this is your first lesson. You cannot spend eternity chasing something that may or may not happen. You can't keep going until you drop. Well, maybe you can, but the rest of us can't keep up. Sometimes, Sia, you deserve to just stop caring for a moment. To have a drink, celebrate the little things, and let everyone around you see just how beautiful you are."

      She smiled and glanced away. "You don't always have to flirt with me, Luke." Then she snuck in a sip of her drink.

      I lifted mine, but before I touched my lips to the glass, I said, "Kinda do."

      Her smile grew a little bigger. "I would like to remind you what happened the last time."

      I took a slightly bigger drink. "I do believe that the last time was you flirting with me, not the other way around."

      "Only if you consider getting you naked to be flirting," she countered.

      I tossed back what was left of my martini, leaned just enough to set my glass on the closest table, then grabbed the spear with the olive on the end of it. The whole time, Sia watched me, so I just couldn't help myself. I slipped the fruit into my mouth and slowly sucked it off the little plastic stick.

      "In my opinion, managing to get me naked is the epitome of flirting. Are you trying to say you expect something else?"

      Her almost-shy giggle was adorable. "Typically, I expect that when I get a man naked, he's not going to run away every single time."

      "I just have to play a little hard to get." And I watched as she swallowed the last of her drink. "But I have a feeling that about three more of these could change my mind."

      "Oh, I am so calling your bluff," she teased as she slipped away from me to grab the glass I’d discarded.

      I realized she was going to get a second round, so caught her arm. "Hey, I'm supposed to be buying."

      She just held out her open palm. "Fine, but buying isn't the same as getting. In case you're wondering, you only get it if you're willing to go all the way… Over there."

      With a laugh, I pressed a bill into her hand and admitted defeat. Damn, but I liked this new version of her. It seemed to me that once she'd accepted she could do whatever she wanted to, she'd done it with her entire heart. When she put a little extra sway into her hips as she headed to the bar, I knew I was in for the night of my life. The only question was if I was going to back out again.

      I told Nick it was because of my promise. I told Ron that I couldn't. All of that was bullshit. The truth was that my pretty little Muse scared the shit out of me. I wasn't used to having people around that were more powerful than me. I wasn't sure I knew how to deal with that, and yet she never used it against me. Somehow, she'd found a way to bring all of the First Legion back together, stronger than ever before.

      It wasn't just because she was beautiful - although she was. It wasn't simply because she was a sweet girl, with her wide-eyed view of the life we'd all learned to take for granted. No, it was that she managed to be this perfect mix of everything, all at once. Sia was strong and weak, brazen and reserved, independent and reliant. It was as if she found the perfect balance between what others expected of her and what she felt comfortable doing. Or she thought about it for a while and then found that balance.

      When she leaned over the bar to order the drinks, her sweater rode up to reveal even more of her ass. Standing like that, I couldn't stop thinking about all the things I would love to do with her. And we just happened to be alone. The guys knew she was with me, so they wouldn't worry if we didn't come back right away.

      Maybe tonight was the night. I was pretty sure I'd run out of all my excuses, and I didn't even care. Keeping my hands off of her wasn't exactly keeping her safe, so why was I denying myself? Even bigger question: why was I denying her?

      I was so lost in my thoughts, that I didn't initially notice the guys arguing beside her. Not until their voices rose a little bit more. The moment they started shouting insults at each other, Sia glanced over with a worried look, and stepped away. From the bar’s entrance, the bouncer started heading that way, but I wrote it off. Just a pair of stupid humans doing the sort of thing that men thought would impress girls. It never worked.

      Sia grabbed our drinks and was heading back just as the bouncer reached them. He grabbed the closest guy, but the other reached in to push him off, not wanting his argument interrupted. As soon as the shoving started, everyone in the general area moved back. Some girl slammed into a guy, spilling his armload of drinks on the floor with a clatter of breaking glass.

      On the far side of the room, someone yelled, "Bar fight!" as if it was a good thing.

      And in slow motion, I watched as Sia jerked back to avoid the mess on the floor. The bigger of the two men fighting decided that was the perfect moment to throw a punch. Someone jumped, someone else ran, and the area in front of the bar became chaos. Not caring about any of it, I charged into the crowd, determined to make sure that nothing happened to my girl. This was my watch, and I was going to keep her safe.

      The second hit pushed one of the assholes backwards. He slammed into Sia. She lurched forward a step, right onto the puddle of spilled drinks. I was ten feet away, still too far to even touch her, but I saw it happening. She slipped. The glasses she was holding were dropped as she instinctively reached out for something to break her fall, but when she thrust her other foot out for balance, there was nothing stable beneath it.

      Her hands spread out, her eyes went wide, and I could see she was going down. There were too many people around, all of them getting in my way so I couldn’t reach her, and the only thing I could think about was how easy it would be for them to step on her - or worse. Then it didn't matter.

      Her head slammed against a table, and I heard it. The snap was the type of sound that cut through the screaming and yelling all around us, piercing straight to my bones.  Immediately, her eyes went blank, rolling up in her head. Sia’s body hit the ground, completely unconscious, and I was only a second too late, sliding to the floor beside her.

      I grabbed her shoulders to move her out of the way, but something was seriously wrong. Her neck wasn't supposed to bend that way. I couldn't move her like this.  Frantically, I looked around for help, but the fight had only gotten worse.

      All around us, people screamed, and others cheered the men on, but they didn't notice us. There was no one to help keep people from stepping on her, so I had to do this here.  I shoved one hand beneath her shirt and against her chest, finding her seal so easily, and I pushed aether into her.

      "Sia?" I begged. "Come on, pumpkin. Wake up."

      Nothing was happening.  It was as if I was pushing aether into a corpse!  I could feel it stop just at her seal, but this had nothing to do with her wards.  I had access to those!  She didn't stir, and her eyes were not focused at all. Beneath my hand, I could feel nothing. No pulse. No rising as she pulled in an unconscious breath.  No signs of life at all.

      "Sia!" I snarled, but when I shook her, I couldn’t stop looking at the way her head moved.

      It was all wrong. Too many times, I'd seen a broken neck. If it was snapped hard enough, there would be no way for her lungs to move or her heart to beat. For a human, it was fatal - yet our Muse should not die in a stupid fucking bar fight!  No.  I would not let this happen.  I couldn't!  What would we do without her?

      What would I do without her?
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      Frantically, I tried to do something to fix her body, but the lifelessness of it resisted me.  Struggling to knit her neck back together, I had to work ten times harder than I would've if she was alive - but I didn't want to think about what that meant.  I refused to give up.  Even while people banged against me in their attempt to stay away from the guys trying to pummel each other, my complete attention was on her.

      But she was fighting me.  Not consciously.  There was a line between alive and dead, and everything about her was saying she'd already crossed it.  But I didn't agree.  I would not let her go that easily.  Even if I wove aether until I was unconscious, then at least I'd have tried my hardest.  This was not the sort of thing I was willing to give less than my all, and I was fucking Lucifer, the mightiest of angels.  I could fix this!

      So I pushed even more, and beneath my hands, something changed.  Aether began to flow out of me too fast, pulled from my contact with her, but it wasn't just me.  Looking up, I could see the wafts of mist trailing from all the bodies in the bar.  The fog of it was like a prism of colors, shifting to red as it neared Sia's body and all joined together - but the pull was only increasing.

      In the background, I heard the fight grow quiet, almost as if the men had given up.  Then, a girl standing only a few feet from us dropped, completely unconscious.  That was when I knew for sure.  Sia's internal gate had opened.  She'd been born an aether vacuum, and for some reason, her body was sucking at all the life of this world.

      Like Ayala.

      The angelic myth teased the back of my mind, but I was too busy to worry about that right now. I had to do something before it was too late, but the big question was what.  My life stung as it seeped from my pores, ripped from me without my permission, yet I was used to this.  Pulling aether was how angels and demons fought.  Over the epochs we'd lived, I'd grown numb to this feeling.  That didn't mean I could ignore it completely; it was still a warning.

      Sia was pulling aether.  She had no pulse, and she still wasn't breathing, but at this rate, the entire bar would be unconscious in only a few more minutes.  Twice that, and they'd all probably be dead.  Since I could only assume she wouldn't want that on her conscience, it left me with only one option: we had to move.

      "I'm so sorry, pumpkin," I mumbled as I dragged her broken body into my arms.

      And I almost let her go again.  She was hot.  Uncomfortably so.  Corpses were supposed to cool with time, and it usually took a lot longer than a few seconds.  This?  Well, it also didn't matter.  So I pulled her closer, ignoring the urge to let go, and then I pushed.

      We hit the corridor, and something inside her shifted.  The problem was that nothing outside had changed.  She was still hot, and in a way that didn't translate well in this space.  I felt like I was grabbing a million tiny needles, all of them piercing through my skin where it touched hers, and my eyes were growing heavy as my body weakened.  If I wanted to make sure she didn't tumble through the corridor for eternity, I had to finish this!

      I pushed again, aiming for the one place where she might have a chance.  Together, we stumbled onto the grass just beside the table she'd made in our Vale.  Her body hit the ground beside me like a rag doll, but she was here, and just as hot as ever.

      "Nick!" I yelled, putting as much into it as I had left.  "Sia's hurt!"

      Because she couldn't pull aether if she was dead, could she?  But if she wasn't dead, she needed to be breathing.  Right now, she was in some state that I couldn't comprehend, and the truth was that it scared the shit out of me.  So I screamed for my legion again, not caring who answered, and I tried to get her off the ground.

      Nick got there first.  "What happened?" he asked.  "Michael?"

      "A stupid fucking bar fight," I said.  "Nick, she's not breathing.  I think her neck's broken."

      He immediately turned to her, shoving his arm beneath her with the intention to lift, then hissed and jerked it back.  Her body was getting hotter.  The grass beneath her was wilting, and I was pretty sure her shirt was close to melting.

      "We have to get her clothes off," I said.  "Before they melt onto her, Nick."

      "Why is she hot?" he asked.

      "I don't fucking know!" I snapped, but I was already moving.

      And then Ron dropped down beside me.  Without a word, the pair of us began ripping, pulling, and tearing away the fabric.  Nick went for her shoes.  When a pink hand reached in to take off her necklace, I knew the rest of the legion was here, but I still didn't look up.  Her body was still pulling at my life, and I had a feeling the guys felt it too.

      As soon as the last piece was gone, Bel shoved his arms under her and lifted, groaning as the heat of her body seared his flesh, but he didn't let go.  It was only three steps to the stone table, and he took them grimacing at the torture of holding her, only to lay her down as gently as he ever had.  But when he stepped back, I could see the burns on his chest and arms.

      "She's draining me," he said.

      "She's draining all of us," Sam agreed.  "That means she needs aether."

      He moved closer to grab her leg and winced at the pain of it, but he was right.  If she was pulling it, then clearly she needed it.  And if this was some strange by-product of her dying, well, then I didn't really want to be awake without her.  Forcing myself to my feet, I staggered closer and took her hand, screaming when my skin sizzled on contact.

      "Shit," Ron breathed, his head whipping from side to side.  "She's pulling from everything."

      "She's not breathing," Bel warned us.

      Nick was moving to the far side, up by her head.  Without a word - possibly because he couldn't manage to speak right now - he grabbed her face between his hands and roared at the pain.  Then he began to do what he could to put her back together.

      "She's killing the Vale," Bel realized even as he put his hands on her other leg.  "She's pulling at all the aether of this plane!"

      "Just like Ayala," I said, the words meant for only me.

      But we were all close enough that they heard.  Across from me, Ron's brow furrowed and I saw his head tilt slightly, but then his complete focus changed.  Determination took over his face, and with one hand holding hers, he slapped the other over her seal.

      "She's not burning me," he told us.  "She's not draining me.  She made my protections, yet she's not going through them."  Then he looked up and met my eyes.  "Luke, I swear that I will wake our legion if I have to."

      Nick heard.  "Give her everything," he ordered us.

      So we did, and Ron began making his version of a miracle.  I couldn't follow what he was doing, not over the pain of my skin burning and my life being pulled out, but it didn't matter.  Sia had trained him.  She'd shown him how to weave, smith, and sculpt, blending everything she knew into a style that he - and only he - could manage.

      But something began to change.  At first, I wasn't sure, but it looked almost as if Sia's skin was becoming luminescent.  Unfortunately, I couldn't hold myself up anymore.  My knees gave out, and I collapsed to the ground, but I kept one hand clenched around hers.  The other, I pressed against the bench beside me to hold myself up, feeling the raw skin on my palm.

      Bel was growling in his struggle to hold onto her.  Sam didn't make a sound, but he pulled one hand away to hold the table, shifting his feet for more balance.  Nick's wings were drooping, the fingers seeking something to help keep him in place.  All of us were fading, but it was more than that.  The vibrant green of the world around us had dimmed to a drab color, reminding me of Oklahoma in the summer.  The grass looked dry and brittle.  A glance back showed the flowerbeds in front of the cottage wilted as if near death.

      The stories of Ayala said that she would drain the worlds of life, and right now, all I could think about was what that meant.  Had it been a prediction of her death?  Was this her way of saving herself?  Had we angels accidentally created our own downfall with our greed?

      And most important of all, what did this mean for the woman we all loved?

      Because if killing me meant that she would live, then I'd give her everything.  I had no idea what death might feel like, or if it was even possible, but if that was what it took to save her, then I was hers.  From the looks on the faces around me, I knew we all felt the same.  This woman had become the center of our existence.  She had found a way to bring us all together, bind us tighter than we'd ever been before, and bring more joy to our lives than I'd ever thought possible.

      Without her, nothing else mattered.  There would be no reason to fight against the atrocities of the angels or any other sentient.  There would be no reason to fight so hard to fix things.  I'd fallen in love once before, only to lose it, and I would not do this again.  I couldn't.  That was why I'd resisted her so hard.  Because I knew that this one woman had the power to destroy me completely.

      And that was what she was doing right now.  My eyes were so heavy I could barely keep them open.  My limbs were so weak I could barely stay on my knees.  If she pulled much more, I would collapse into unconsciousness, and I knew it.  I also didn't fucking care.

      And then, one by one, the others began to drop.  Not to the ground, but like me, they hit their knees, refusing to pull their hands away from her body.  The luminescence of her skin had intensified, and it grew brighter with each demon who stumbled.  Then, when Nick's knees hit the grass, everything changed.

      Her mouth opened, and a roar surged out that sounded like it belonged to a dragon.  Her back arched, her skin burst into light, and even Ron jerked back.  The edge of the bench caught his leg, making him drop to his hands and knees, but we could all still see her.  The heat of her body intensified, forcing our hands away, and I wasn't the only one who pressed them against my ears to block out the sound.

      It was pain, rage, and determination, all blended together.  There was no way her human voice could do this, and yet it was.  But I didn't care about that.  All that mattered was that she was doing something.  She couldn't do this if she was dead, could she?  This had to be some sign of life - maybe of rebirth.

      Then, with an explosion of light, it all stopped.  The sound, the pull of our aether, and even the searing heat coming off of her.  Like a switch had been flipped, it was over.  Blinking against the glare, I forced my eyes to focus, and looked up to find Sia sitting on the table, her legs hanging off the side, and her eyes locked on something in the distance.  Her red eyes, glowing with the color of her natural aether.

      Slowly, the brightness faded.  Not just from her eyes, but also from her skin, and it seemed that as her body returned to its normal human appearance, our Muse regained her awareness.  From the look on her face, she was also very, very confused.

      "What happened?" she asked, looking at all of us.  "Why are you kneeling?"

      She was alive?  Alive!  Using the last of my strength, I shoved myself to my feet to wrap my arms around her.  Then, unable to stop myself, I kissed her.  She tensed in confusion, jerking back to look at my face.  For a moment, our eyes met, and whatever she found in mine seemed to tell her enough.  Her hand pressed against my cheek and she leaned back in.

      This time, she kissed me softly, but that wasn't what I needed.  I also didn't care that everyone was watching.  In the back of my mind, I knew my pride would be bruised later, but that didn't matter.  She was alive.  I'd almost waited too long, telling myself that if I didn't give in, then I wouldn't care about what happened to her, but she'd just made it clear that wasn't the case.

      I needed her.  Just as much as I needed Ron - or the rest of my legion - I had to have this woman in my life.  I couldn't imagine an existence without her.  In only a few months, she'd managed to worm her way through all the emotional barriers I'd created, destroying them one by one with her complete trust and acceptance of us until I had nothing left to hold her off.  I'd fallen in love with this woman, and there had been nothing I could do about it.

      This was all I had left.  It was the only way I knew to explain everything I felt, including this deep fear that simply wouldn't let go.  While my mouth explored the fiery heat of hers, the cold of all my worries still clung to my spine like a chill that refused to give up.  This woman scared me in ways I couldn't even explain, but it no longer mattered.  So long as she was here, with all of us, I knew that things would be ok.  Somehow, we would find a way to make sure they were.

      I tilted my forehead to hers and let out all of that in one deep sigh.  "Please tell me you're ok?" I whispered.

      "I..."  She caressed the side of my face.  "I feel that burning thing in my veins again, but I'm fine.  Luke, what happened?  I was getting us drinks, then I slipped, and now I'm here?"

      It was Ronwe who answered.  "You died, Sia."

      Sam groaned and sank onto his rump.  "Yep, that's the simple version.  Pretty sure you also unconsciously drained the Vale.  I don't know if anything is still alive in here."

      "I'm not," Bel grunted.

      That made Nick chuckle, but it was weak, proving that he was just as exhausted as the rest of us.  "You're just low on aether, Bel."

      "They all are," Ron said.  "Sia?"

      She dipped her head just a bit to catch my attention.  "Here," she breathed.

      And then she began to push.  I sucked in a breath, bracing for the searing pain, but this was a soft, comfortable warmth.  The same kind as always, not the intensity of whatever had just happened to her.  And yet, I could feel my energy coming back quickly.  Maybe too quickly.  As soon as I felt I could stand on my own, I reached up for her wrist, gently easing her hand away.

      "You need to do that with all of them," I reminded her.

      "I..."  She paused to scrunch up her face.  "I kinda have a lot."

      "Not surprised," I assured her.  "You drained most of Mac's - not to death.  I got you out of there before that could happen, but you did."

      She nodded.  "And I'm tired.  Not drained, but just worn out."

      "Fill up the others, pumpkin," I told her, easing myself back.

      And she did.  Sam went next, then Bel.  Nick wanted Ron to go next, but the love of my life shook his head, saying he was fine.  She hadn't been able to pull from him, after all, so he'd regulated what he'd used.  Nick gave in, but he only let Sia give him so much, and the whole time, his eyes scanned her face as if he couldn't believe she was still with us.

      Not that I blamed him.  I had a feeling that all of us were right there with him.  I was.  Seeing her body so lifeless, with her neck clearly broken?  That was something that would stick with me for a very long time.  But when I looked at the others, they met my eyes with the same thought.  We didn't need to tell her about that.  She didn't need to know.

      Because there were some things that Sia wasn't quite ready for yet.  No, we wouldn't lie to her about it, but that didn't mean we needed to dump it on her either.  Before she could understand the insanity of her revival, we needed to figure it out ourselves.  Right now, it was just a good thing.  Something to be relieved about.

      But I had a feeling that there was a lot more to this.  No human had ever done what she just had.  Not even Jesus.  His miraculous recovery was thanks to Michael.  The guy had been in a coma, slowly dying, when he'd been interred.  His father had slipped into the cavern with him, healed him, and then helped him to get out.  It was no different from the millions of children I'd healed instead of reaped.  We all did it.

      What had happened to Sia, though, had been out of our control.  We had not saved her.  She'd saved herself, taking from us - and everything around us - to make it possible.  She'd simply refused to die.

      But what did that mean for the next time?  Because if something as stupid as slipping on a spilled drink could kill the most powerful Muse in history, then I had a feeling that there could be a next time.  No matter how careful we were, we couldn't stop all the accidents in the world, and too many times, she'd come too close to being a casualty of one.

      Then again, most of them had been started by angels.  This one, however, hadn't been.  This had been nothing more than sheer bad luck.  This had been the only thing we hadn't prepared for - yet she'd still refused to die.

      And that meant I had questions.
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      Sam carried Sia into the cottage to put her to bed.  Bel announced that he was going to reap because we all needed aether, and he didn't want to take any more from her.  I thought about going with him, but Ronwe stepped up first, saying that he was still fine but would gladly help Bel collect enough for the rest of us.  Luke opened his mouth to protest, and Ronwe gave him a look that said he should know better.

      "You and Nick have things to talk about," Ronwe said.  "Do that while reaping if you must, or trust your legion to take care of you."

      Bel chuckled at that.  "I will take care of your first lover, Luke.  You talk to your second, and Sam can tuck in your third."

      The grin on the big demon's face was playful, and he'd phrased that in such a way that Luke couldn't deny what we all knew.  That kiss he'd given Sia had been more than an accident, and much more than simply incidental.  It had been brewing for a very long time, but I had a feeling our angel wouldn't give in that easy.  No, if I knew him as well as I thought I did, he would try to find one more reason to resist, and it would probably be a weak one.

      But he was getting closer every day, and these things had to happen in their own time.  If he gave in too soon, then he'd resent us for pushing him.  If he hadn't fully accepted that his attraction to Sia was real, he'd find some way to fuck it up, then convince himself he was doing her a favor.  Was it frustrating?  Yes!  But we all still knew that this was just what he did.  Usually, we blamed it on him being an angel, but only because we loved him enough not to care.

      Soon enough, the two of us were alone.  Still feeling drained, I eased myself down onto one of the benches, then let out a heavy sigh.  As if that was some kind of sign, Luke joined me.  For a long moment, neither of us said anything.  Mostly because there was so much that I wasn't sure where to start.  A few hours ago, he and Sia had gone to see her parents.  That they'd come back like this?  My head was still spinning.

      Never mind what it meant!  Her skin had glowed like it was lit from within.  I'd seen her eyes, burning with the shade of aether that she almost never used, but which belonged to her.  The roar that had fallen from her dead lips would haunt my dreams for centuries to come.  And that was when I figured out where to start.

      "How is this possible?" I asked, looking over at Luke.

      He dropped both elbows onto the table, then rubbed his face in his hands.  "She is the Ayala."

      As if that was any answer.  "But what does that mean, Luke?"

      "She's a monster," he breathed.

      "She is our monster," I countered.  "Shit, you and me?  We're monsters.  Don't make it sound like her being one is a bad thing."

      "You don't understand," he snapped.  "Sia is a literal monster.  The Ayala was a warning to us.  The first time angels met, one told the story as if he was reciting it.  The others recorded it.  I honestly don't know if they wrote it down or just memorized it, but the myth is that old.  Well, or the warning."

      "Warning from who?" I asked.  "Maybe it was nothing more than an angel trying to relay his dream?"

      Luke shook his head.  "No, it's much too clear for that.  This was given to him by someone.  We assumed that someone was our creator, and we named him God.  That's where the biblical reference came from."  Then he waved that off.  "Regardless, the tale says that demons and angels will bow before him.  That he will drain the worlds - the planes, if you prefer - of aether.  That he will be unstoppable, since he is made from the life of all worlds.  Nick, it's talking about Sia!"

      "It says him," I countered.

      Luke groaned with frustration.  "Because back then, our language only had words for men.  There were no women at the time.  Not for millions of years afterward!"

      Ok, he had a point.  "So, if Sia is this thing, then what?" I asked.  "Did we not all just kneel before her?  Angels and demons alike," I told him, gesturing from his wings to mine.  "And what can she do?  What is the threat that makes you so afraid of her now?"

      "The myth says that the Ayala will end everything," he hissed.  "Nick, don't you get that?  And look what she just did!"

      I just canted my head.  "That wasn't how I took it.  To me, the story sounded more like a typical fable.  If we screw up, there will be consequences.  That sort of thing."

      Luke actually paused to think about that.  "Ok," he agreed, "I can see your point.  But the real question is what do we do with her?  If Sia is something new, something impossible, then what are we supposed to do?"

      I reached out to catch his hand, pulling it down onto the table between us.  "First, you do not call her a monster.  When she learned my real name, I was convinced that was what she'd think of me, and I hated it.  That was the main reason I never wanted her to see me like this.  I was so sure that if she knew I was a demon, she would run from me."

      "And you just got her over all of her fears," Luke said, making it clear he understood.  "I would never use that word to her face, but we have to tell her something.  She's going to realize that she didn't simply wake up.  That there was a lot more to what happened just now than her pulling a little aether and healing herself.  If she wasn't so tired, she would've noticed the fresh burns on all of our hands and the marks on Bel's chest."

      "Which is why Sam took her to bed," I pointed out.  "You think he didn't take that into consideration?"

      "Point," Luke agreed.  "Sam always seems to know how to smooth things over.  The problem is that he also doesn't know when to hold his tongue."

      I chuckled at Luke's choice of phrase.  "Jealous?"

      "That kiss wasn't what you think," he countered.  "I was just..."

      "In need of aether," I offered.  "Maybe it was nothing more than the stress.  You know, since you and she can't happen.  You have a promise to me, after all.  One that I don't want and will never hold you to, by the way.  And what other excuses are you using this week, Luke?"

      He tried to pull his hand away, but I held it just a little tighter until he gave up.  "It's not that easy," he mumbled.

      "It never is," I assured him.  "Almost like facing down a few million years of what I thought I knew about myself, realizing I could be wrong, and then putting it out there for the people I care most about to rip apart or laugh in my face."

      Luke's eyes jumped up to meet mine.  "Is it really that hard for you?"

      "It was," I admitted, keeping my voice nice and neutral.

      "But you make it look so easy," he countered.  "The great Satan simply changes his mind and accepts who he is now.  Like it's a proclamation or something.  I can't do that."

      "That's not how it felt," I assured him.  "Luke, we're not that different.  Sia rubbed it in my face that I wasn't as straight as I claimed, and I had to really think about that.  The difference is that I did.  I didn't ignore it, and I didn't push it aside hoping that it would go away.  Like a splinter in my finger, I picked at it until it came out, and then I realized why it was so painful.  I thought that who and how I loved made me less of a man - weaker - and all because of words that had been tossed at me casually in the past.  The strangest thing was that the ones I heard the loudest came from the people I cared about the least."

      "Abaddon," Luke breathed, knowing what I was talking about.

      I nodded.  "Every criticism he had always pointed to the same thing: that I was too weak to keep my legion safe.  Humans said that loving men was a sign of weakness.  My legion slowly but surely was picked apart.  I lost everything I cared about because I clung to Sam, so somehow – unconsciously – I put all of that together.  Since I do like women, and more than most men, I just clung to the hope that it had been my problem all along, I think.  Like a superstition, where so many pieces end up falling together in a way that can't possibly make sense."

      "Like walking under a ladder," Luke said, showing he understood.  "It has nothing to do with an accident that comes later, but it is rare enough to stand out and be blamed.  I get that."

      "That doesn't mean it was easy," I told him.  "Just like it's hard for you to admit that there's something between you and Sia."

      "There can't be," he said automatically.

      I just lifted a brow.  "Why not?  Because of our wife?  I've told you that I don't care.  Because Michael will target her to hurt you?  He's already made her a target.  Because she's mortal, and you couldn't handle something happening to her?"  I looked down at the table where her corpse had laid only moments before.  "Seems that may not be the case either."

      "But why didn't she die?"  Luke asked.  "Not that I'm complaining, but the truth is that none of us have any idea what happened, or why it did."

      "Because she is the Ayala." It was the only answer I had.  "For now, let's just accept that as the truth, ok?  Sia was born of five worlds, with all the aether types and resonances that includes.  It clearly makes her something new and very powerful.  To me, that sounds like the Ayala.  She breathes in aether.  She's a vortex that sucks it up when she's not shielded to prevent that.  Maybe all of that has combined with her alterations to make herself live forever to create something new.  Hopefully, something as immortal as we are - although I'm not willing to test that theory."

      He nodded.  "Ok, and then what?  The Ayala is supposed to destroy all five realms.  Do you have any idea what that would do to her?  She's too caring.  Sia is not a destroyer!"

      "Isn't she?" I countered.  "Look at what she's done so far.  She broke the rules.  Destroyed them, you might say.  She locked the demons on Daemin, sealing the veil.  Destroying their way of life, one might say.  She made the veil on Vesdar, destroying Michael's plan.  No matter how you twist it, she's been destroying things since we met her."

      "But in good ways!" Luke shot back.  "She's not some terrifying creature to fear!  She's the savior."

      "One does not necessarily negate the other," I pointed out.  "I'm sure the angels are pretty scared right now."

      "Yeah," Luke said, dragging out the word.  "About that.  Um, it seems Michael is already working on a new plan."

      "Thought he was locked away?"

      Luke nodded.  "I'm also not convinced the plan is from Michael, but the angels seem to think it is.  It lacks all the layers he tends to put on things."

      Then he proceeded to tell me about what he'd learned in their visit with Uriel.  About the two seraphim, the assistant who was now speaking for Michael, who seemed to be the angel Sia had seen that looked like Ronwe.  Combined, it was more than I could deal with right now, and yet it also wouldn't wait.  Sia had been right.  She'd said that something big was coming, and it sounded like the angels were already working on it.

      And then Luke told me about the missing person poster they'd seen in the bar, and how it had been some guy Sia used to work with.  He laid out his idea that since so many angels had already been embedded in that town, and with the large college there, that it would make the perfect harvesting ground.  He also made it clear that this type of operation would only be carried out if the angels were truly that worried about Earth being locked away - or if they had a new leader calling the shots.

      "So, what's her plan?" I asked.

      Luke just shrugged.  "She doesn't have one yet.  Uriel's getting us information about the slaves on Angelis, and I'll have Ron start looking at how we can make a society on Fire Island, but this isn't going to be a simple thing, Nick.  We can't just smash some angels, let Sia throw some sprites, and then call it a win.  This is a big fucking operation that we're talking about.  Something one legion can't do on their own."

      "So we go to Vesdar and talk to Phanuel," I said, since it had been mentioned before.

      "Bigger," Luke said.

      The tone of his voice made me look up, finding his eyes waiting.  That was when I understood.  "You want to talk to the dragon?"

      Slowly, he nodded.  "Sia says the beast talked to her.  If that dragon really is a Muse more powerful than Sia, then we're going to need her help.  If nothing else, Sia will need the power, because not even she can hold enough to get all of this done without a break."

      "Then we make a break," I told him.  "We plan this so she can rest and refill in the middle."

      "Like twenty times?" he asked.  "Because that's what it's going to take, and the number of lives she'd need to reap to get there?"

      "There's plenty on Earth," I reminded him.

      "Not in one place!" he snapped.  "Nick, you cannot make her - "  And then his mouth shut as we both heard the front door of the house open.

      Sam stepped into the yard and closed it behind him, smiling when he realized we were looking.  He made it almost all the way over before he said, "She's asleep."

      "What does she know?" I asked.

      He patted the air, waving me down.  "She knows she got hurt.  She's convinced she couldn't have been dead and that we're all overreacting."  Then he looked at Luke.  "She's also worried about that kiss."

      "Ah, fuck," Luke grumbled.

      "Pretty sure she wouldn't be opposed to that either," Sam teased.  "Luke - "

      But the angel pulled his hand from mine just to slap it back down, cutting him off.  "Stop.  Both of you.  That's not the first time I've kissed that woman, and I'm pretty sure it won't be the last, but kissing is as far as it goes."

      Sam just moved to drape an arm over my shoulder and give Luke a rather condescending look.  "Because Ronwe wouldn't understand.  Wait, no, I got this one.  It's because she's mortal, right?"  And he pointed to the table.  "Not so much.  Or are you leaning toward the whole hurting people you care about thing?  Because this?"  Sam swirled his finger in a circle indicating all of Luke.  "It hurts the most.  Us getting excited for you only to be crushed again.  Trying to explain to Sia that it's not her, it's you.  The times that we have to watch what we say so we don't accidentally offend you.  It all hurts, Luke.  Maybe just a little, and sure, we can all get over it, but what you're doing isn't helping anyone."

      "Sam," Luke tried.

      "No," Sam said.  "You're about to drop another lame excuse, and I'm so fucking sick of being the one to mend the pieces you leave in your wake.  Just stop."

      Luke leaned his head back and closed his eyes.  He didn't make a sound, but I could tell he wanted to.  The fact that he hadn't resorted to yelling and walking off was progress, though.  That he wasn't telling us we were wrong?  It said more than all the rest.

      "I was going to, ok?" he finally admitted.

      "What?" I asked, not sure I was keeping up.

      "Look."  He lifted his hand to play with the quickly healing burns on his palm.  "After we talked to Uriel, she took me to Earth to show me the church that is their agreed meeting point.  Then she asked if we could stop by the old house.  The college house."  He paused to lick his lips, and his eyes dropped to the surface of the table.  "She wanted to take a pregnancy test, just to be sure.  It was negative, so you know.  And I took her to Mac's to get a drink.  I said to celebrate, but the truth was that I..."

      "Wanted more time alone with her," I finished for him.  "There's nothing wrong with that."

      And he blew out a rush of air.  "No, I know.  I thought..."  He paused to rub at his mouth.  "Every time she and I talk, it's there.  She's in love with her entire legion.  I told her she has five men who want to be with her.  It's always right there, but she's never really pushed.  I mean, not too much.  But...  I...."

      "You're ready to stop fighting her," Sam said gently.

      Luke ignored that, but it also seemed to help.  "I was flirting with her again.  I told her that a few more drinks might change my mind.  That's why she was at the bar.  She was getting our second round when someone - "

      "You," Sam interrupted.  "I want to know about you, not some bar fight.  I think we all know how that part ended."

      So Luke swallowed, then nodded.  "I knew that if she was with me, then none of you would worry.  I was going to take her back to the house and..."  He looked up, his eyes landing on my face.  "Stop resisting.  Instead, she fucking died.  The moment I actually think about it, you see what happens?"

      "You can't find a ladder," I said, "so you latch onto the next closest correlation.  Besides, it seems that you failed at getting her killed."

      "Or at least her staying dead," Sam corrected.  "Luke, she's fine."

      "And the next time?" he asked.  "What happens when she gets hurt and doesn't do... that.  Whatever that was?"

      "No," Sam said, letting go of me to lean over the table, right into Luke's face.  "Stop that.  Just fucking give it up already, ok?  You and Sia have some of the hottest chemistry I've ever seen.  The two of you get in the same room and sparks fly.  There's no way you can deny that."

      "It's because of what she is," he snapped, trying to find yet another excuse he could latch onto.

      But I knew how to handle this.  "And if it is?" I asked.  "Your little Ayala myth says that those who stand with her will be rewarded, right?"

      "They'll reap benefits," he admitted, giving me the exact words of the angelic myth.

      "So reap some fucking benefits," I told him.  "Tell yourself that you have to do this because it's the only way to keep her in line.  That our legion is now responsible for directing the most powerful force of destruction all five of the planes have ever seen.  Luke, do you really think that keeping her frustrated and pissing her off is going to make her not want to destroy things?"

      "I..." Luke mumbled.

      "Hadn't thought that far," Sam finished for him.  "Look, we're all in love with that woman.  We're drawn to her in an inexplicable way.  Nick tracked her for years.  I knew the moment I saw her.  Bel wants to be nice to her.  Ron?  I'm pretty sure he's not that interested in women, but he fawns over her.  We're all trapped in her spell - whatever spell that is.  Why are you still holding out?"

      "Because I'm not going to be her pawn!" Luke snapped.

      Sam just leaned in a little more.  "You already are."

      So Luke tried another tactic.  "We can't let her take over the legion.  She'll lead us in the wrong direction."

      "Really?" I asked.

      Sam gestured for me to wait.  "Who do you think is calling the shots now?  Nick?  Please.  He bends over backwards to make her happy.  If Sia wants it, we all make it happen - and you aren't any better.  We obey her whims, Luke.  We are her minions, and we all seem to like it."

      Luke shook his head once, as if trying to fight off the truth of that.  "And we're just going to give the Ayala complete control?"

      "Yeah," Sam said.  "I think that's pretty much it.  And we're going to love her without shame.  So figure your shit out, Luke.  If I hear one more bullshit excuse from you, I'm going to call you on it - and every one that comes after.  Stop pushing her away.  Stop pushing all of us away.  Because, if you can't trust us, then you need to get out of this legion."

      Luke's wings sagged in shock at those words.  "Sam," he breathed.

      "I don't want you to go," Sam told him.  "I'm just saying that if you aren't with us, then you need to find a place where you actually belong."

      "Or," I added, "admit that you really do belong here."

      Luke just nodded.  "I swear to you both that I'll try."

      "Quickly," Sam told him.  Then he looked at me.  "And we need to go to Vesdar.  Sia said her aether burns.  Not bad, but she's describing it the same way as when she touched the dragon.  She wants to talk to the only other Muse she's ever met."

      I just flicked a finger across the table.  "Luke said almost the same thing.  Well, implied."

      "Soon," Sam told me.  "And Nick?  She knows we're avoiding something.  She asked me if we could at least give her a hint, so you'd better be ready to answer a lot of questions when she wakes up."

      I just looked at Luke.  "Then I need to know exactly what happened.  Start from the moment you left here, and leave nothing out until we got her on the table."

      Without hesitation, Luke started talking.  And this time, he left nothing out.  Not even how he felt.
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      Ron was filled to brimming with aether when we met back up in the corridor.  Not surprising, since he hadn't been drained like the rest of us.  He also looked worried.  I didn't like that, but I also wasn't sure how to fix it, so I did the only thing I could.  I moved to his side in the corridor and laid my hand on his shoulder.

      "Are you ok?" I asked.

      He nodded.  "I'm kinda worried about her."

      "Just her?"  Not that I was surprised, but his choice of words wasn't what I expected.

      Ron just shrugged.  "We'll all be fine, but something just happened to her, Bel."

      "I know," I assured him.

      "Not sure you do," he countered.  "She died.  Not just for a moment, but for minutes.  Longer than the human body can handle, and then she revived herself?  How is that even possible?  And what is that going to do to her when she figures it out?"

      "Nick will handle it," I promised him.  "He always does.  He's smart about these things.  You know science, but Nick knows how to handle people.  Sam knows how to handle emotions."  Then I rubbed his arm gently.  "And she came back.  The thing we were scared of the most happened, and she isn't gone.  This is a good thing, Ronwe."

      "She drained the entire Vale, Bel."

      I nodded.  "I know.  I hope she didn't hurt the unicorns."

      "Do you have any idea how much aether that is?" he asked.

      "I do not care.  That is what is confusing you.  I do not care that she took what she needed to fix herself.  I would've given it to her anyway.  Now, I will fix what she broke to do it."  And I tilted my head.  "Do you want to give aether to our legion?"

      Ron's lips split into a smile, and he looked away.  "So you can use yours for something else?  Sia has plenty, you know."

      "I do know," I assured him.  "There is more to our Vale than demons."

      "Unicorns," Ron realized.  "Will they let you?  You'd have to touch them to give them aether."

      I glanced away.  "They like me."

      "Think they'd like me?" he asked.

      I furrowed my brow as I thought about that.  Not about whether they'd like him, because I had a feeling they would.  Unicorns were fond of a very specific type of person.  They were also nervous and timid creatures, more likely to attack to keep themselves safe than simply run.  Yet Ron wasn't threatening.  He was calm, good-hearted, and considerate.  I had a feeling they could tell.

      But that he wanted to see them, even after the others called them pests?  That was the part I hadn't expected.  Ron did not act like he was brave.  He was, but he gave the impression of being more gentle than brutal.  It was one of the things I liked most about him.  And yet, that made me think he wouldn't want to take this risk.

      "Why?" I asked.

      Ron just shrugged.  "Because I'm not much bigger than Sia, and I know she wants to see them again.  She's mentioned it a few times in passing.  I figure that if they won't hurt me, then they may not hurt her."

      I stepped a little closer to him, aware of the corridor swirling around us.  "But she cannot die.  She can take her own risks now, right?"

      "She came back this time," he pointed out.  "We don't know what she'll do if it happens again."

      "Oh."

      Because I'd dared to hope.  When she'd sat up on her own, the first thought that rushed into my mind was that it meant she had truly fixed herself.  That she was now a real demon, and we could finally stop worrying about every little thing she wanted to do.  It was exhausting to be so worried all the time, and she did not like being smothered.  Finding a balance between those two things was very hard for me, so I'd hoped this had been the solution.

      "Bel?" Ron asked when I was quiet for a little too long.

      "You need to give Luke aether," I said.  "I will see you in the Vale."  And then I stepped back, avoiding his real question.

      When I stepped into the Vale, Ron was right there with me, which meant he hadn't hesitated to follow.  That Nick, Luke, and Sam were all sitting at the table made my heart stop for a second.  Then Sam looked up with a smile.

      "She's sleeping," he told us.

      Those words let me breathe again.  "You left her alone?" I asked.

      "She's fine," Sam promised.  "I'm pretty sure it's from the adrenaline rush she had, not anything else.  Between her fall, her revival, and the makeout session with Luke, she had a lot of excitement, and very fast.  She's fine, though.  I promise."

      "Do you think she will die again?" I asked as Ron moved over to Luke's side.

      "Aether," Ron said softly, offering his hand to his boyfriend.

      Luke took it, leaving Nick to answer me.  "We think she needs to talk to the dragon again.  Sia says that beast was another Muse, and it sounds like she is experiencing the same thing as she did after working with it."

      "And," Luke said, his hand laced with Ron's, "her plan is going to require that we get a little more help."

      "Vesdar."  I nodded to show I understood.

      Luke let go of Ron's hand and gestured to Sam, indicating he needed aether as well.  "Maybe Hell," he told me.  "Bel, there's a lot going on."

      "So she was right."  I just looked at Nick.  "We need to trust her more."

      "We also need to make sure she doesn't run herself ragged," Nick told me.  "How do we balance those two things?"

      "We trust her more," I told him again.  "We tell her when we are worried the same way she tells us.  We tell her about the things she has never heard of."  And I looked at Luke.  "Like your angel myth."

      "I already told her," he shot back.

      "You skimmed," I countered.  "You and Nick give her only the little she needs because you think she is too weak to take more."

      "He's not wrong," Nick admitted.

      Luke just groaned and dropped both his crossed arms and his forehead onto the table.  "I just took her to a fucking bar.  The same one she used to work at.  I wasn't trying to get her hurt!"

      "No one thinks that," I told him.

      Luke thrust an arm toward me without raising his head.  "Yet all I've heard is what I should have done!"

      "Should be doing," Nick told him.

      I just laughed.  "You told him to be with the Muse, huh?"

      Ron let go of Sam and moved to Nick.  "Luke's worried that if he cares about her, then something bad will happen."

      "She died," I told him.  "Something bad happened.  You still love her.  Lying about it does not make your love any less real.  It just means you have to share your boyfriend instead of, well, sharing your boyfriend."  Then I nodded to show I was done and turned.  "I need to check on the unicorns."

      "They probably left the Vale," Nick called after me.

      "They will come back," I yelled over my shoulder.  "This is where they belong."

      "Fucking pests," Luke grumbled.

      I ignored him.  He was just trying to make himself feel better about what I said, which meant I was right.  Although, I hated seeing him like this.  Luke was the kind of man who was most impressive when he raged.  Worrying did not suit him, so he pretended that it didn't happen.  Most of us did.  It was easier that way, but it did not make the fear go away.

      And I was still afraid for Sia.  I had a feeling we all were.  What had just happened with her was like nothing I'd ever seen before.  The way her skin had shined like it was made of light?  That shouldn't happen.  I couldn't even think of a reason why it would.  That aether had colored her eyes bothered me less, because I'd seen it before, and people could make the most miraculous sounds when they were in pain.

      As I pushed through the dry and wilted vegetation, I realized that I simply hated the idea of her hurting.  Any kind of hurt.  My Muse had suffered too much in too short of a time.  She deserved to spend her time painting things she found pretty, or wrapped in the arms of her men.  Women like her should have their every wish brought to them, but her dreams weren't things I could give her.

      She wanted parents.  She longed for peace and comfort.  She worked so hard to take care of others - including us.  I didn't know how to give her what she desired, so I gave her what I could.  The paints were one small thing, but it had made her so happy.  Holding her in my arms did the same.  More than either of those, she liked it when I tried to talk to her, even when I messed up her English words.

      And this.  Reaching the far edge of the Vale bubble, I found a small open area where my unicorns liked to sleep.  This was their idea of home, and the fact that it was where they retreated didn't surprise me.  That the youngest was lying flat out, though, did.  It also wasn't a good sign.

      "Pony," I whispered, letting them know I was close.

      The male lifted his head, looking like it took all of his energy to do so.  That meant Sia had drained them.  Not enough to kill them, but the young one didn't look good.  Slowly, as quietly as I could, I moved closer.  None of them flinched away.  They were too weak to even run.

      "Let me help," I said in my own language.  "I can fix the kid."

      I closed my wings as tightly to my back as I could, and made sure my tail was still.  I didn't drag it on the ground because I didn't want to disturb them, but I also couldn't let it whip like a snake or a rope.  That would scare them.  Instead, I just made my way closer as if I was sure they would accept me, so they did.

      Because that was how unicorns worked.  Moving too fast would startle them.  It was too close to the attacks the trees made when trying to get a meal.  Moving too slow would put them on high alert.  It was too similar to how meat-eaters would hunt them, trying to attack with surprise.  This?  Walking up to them as if I was a true member of the herd?  They understood it.

      When I was three paces away, the young one rolled onto its belly, angling its horn toward me.  I simply kept my eyes on the ground beside it, but I didn't stop.  Not until I was close enough for the beast to skewer my leg.  Once it let out a sigh, I knew it had relaxed again, so I reached down to touch the crest of its neck and started pushing aether into it.

      The unicorn tensed, flicking both of its ears forward.  For a moment, I thought it would get up, but it simply relaxed again, realizing that my touch felt good.  I only wished that I could tell it that it felt just as nice to me.  The silky hair was smooth beneath my fingers, and its unkempt mane was coarse, but I could feel the cables of the muscles along its neck, proving this was no weak animal.

      As if the young one's reaction was all the proof the rest of the small herd needed, they began to lower their heads and graze again.  The grass on Tyrnigg was safe to eat.  It didn't seem to be the best-tasting, but it hadn't evolved to fight back.  And in here, there was nothing but dappled shadows and ankle-high grass.  No threats except for me.

      When the youngest one looked a little brighter, I let go and reached for a female who'd come close to see what I was doing.  She flinched at my movement, and then reached out her long neck to sniff my hand.  When I felt her muzzle tickle my knuckles, I dared to reach just a bit more so I could pet her once.  She bobbed her head at the new sensation, and then rubbed her nose against my hand a little harder.

      So I gave her a little of the life Sia had stolen.  This one was the whitest, and the way she snorted as she pressed into me seemed to be some kind of sign for the rest.  The entire herd moved closer, but in that lazy way that unicorns had.  They all grazed, but each step carried them my way, their ears all turned in my direction.

      "She didn't mean to hurt you," I said softly, still in my own language.  "I don't think she even knew you were here.  You see, the woman I love..."  I lifted my hand to reach for the shoulder of a third unicorn.  "She got hurt.  She died and came back.  Doing that is what made you all hurt, but it was an accident.  She would never hurt you."  I stroked the female's shoulder.  "She thinks you're beautiful."

      Then the male pushed his way in, breaking my contact with the female.  Without hesitation, I stroked his neck.  "Like you, I have to take care of my lovers first.  That is our job, isn't it?"  I shifted my hand to scratch the spot just under his mane.  "Being the strong one means we have to let them come first, even more than the other things we care about."

      He snorted and walked away, leaving me three more to help.  The pinkish-colored one warned me off with its horn, but I ignored it.  We both knew I was stronger, so it couldn't hurt me.  That was nothing more than her attempt to let me know she didn't trust me yet, but when my hand slid across her shoulder, sharing the aether I'd just reaped for her, she relaxed completely.

      "People do not understand things that fight first," I told her, making her ear flick toward my voice.  "They think it is cruel or angry.  I don't.  You are too beautiful to be either one.  You are just trying to survive.  Death is a scary thing.  When I picked up my Muse, I thought she was gone.  I thought I would never see her smile again, so I understand.  It scares me too, so I don't blame you for fighting first."

      The pale pink, nearly white animal I was helping suddenly spooked, jumping a step away as she threw up her head.  All around me, the animals turned to face the same direction, hearing something that I couldn't yet, but I had a guess.  Ron had probably followed me.  No one else would have.

      Moving to the next animal that I hadn't touched, I called back, "Do not walk into their area or they will charge."

      A soft chuckle came back through the foliage.  "I just wanted to see them," he admitted.

      And, as if the sound of his voice was all the reassurance they needed, the entire herd relaxed once again and returned to grazing.  "Huh," I muttered to myself.  Then, "I think they like you.  Come closer."

      Ron made his way to the edge of the open area and stopped.  His dark, demonic eyes were wide in wonder, jumping from unicorn to unicorn, and his wings dropped in awe.  "They're beautiful," he breathed.

      The young one on the ground decided that was his cue to get up.  Thrusting his legs out before him, the slate-colored colt groaned as he forced himself up, shook, and then moseyed toward Ron.  He didn't charge, though.

      "Don't move," I told Ron.  "Just extend your arm and let him make the choice.  They are nervous."

      "I don't blame them," Ron said, his words pitched for the unicorn, not me.  "I have a feeling it hurt when you were drained.  I know she pulled hard enough to hurt me, and I gave her access."

      The colt paused to smell in Ron's direction, seemed to decide that he liked what he found, and then moved closer.  Without hesitation, he pressed his nose into Ron's upturned palm, sliding against it as if forcing Ron to pet him.  The smile that appeared on the demon's face was radiant.

      "Can I?" Ron asked.

      "He may want more aether," I told him.

      "I can do that," Ron agreed.

      I moved to refill the last of the unicorns, but refused to take my eyes off Ron.  The leader of this herd, the male, kept watch with me, almost as if he understood.  When the grey colt began to push a little too much, the male snorted in the way they had, and the colt backed off.  The pastel yellow female moved in to take his place, positioning herself so her side was next to him.

      "She's pregnant," I said.

      Carefully, Ron reached out to pet the female's side, sliding his hand back toward the fullness of her belly.  Then he made a sound that was almost sad.  "Sia drained the foal, too."

      "Is it dead?" I asked.

      "Close," Ron said as his eyes slipped closed.  "I think I can help it."

      "Thank you," I breathed.  "They're my..."  I let the sentence die, not sure what word to use.

      "Friends," Ron finished for me.  "I don't think they're really pets."

      "No," I agreed.  "They are too proud for that.  Too wild."

      For a long moment, Ron was silent while he pushed life into the unborn foal.  But when he opened his eyes again, they looked across the distance to find me.  Carefully, he lowered his hand and stepped away from the female.

      "Don't tell Sia?" he asked.  "About this.  That she hurt them?"

      I shook my head.  "She does not need to know."

      "She's..."  He paused, a hint of a smile flickering across his lips.  "I guess you could say she's too proud.  Too wild.  Knowing she hurt them would break her heart."

      "I know," I promised.  "And she didn't mean to.  I do not think she was really awake when it happened."

      "She wasn't," he agreed, slowly moving toward me, his eyes checking the unicorns before coming back to me.  "But, Bel?  What if she does it again?  What if, the next time, it's worse?"

      "Wild things do what they do," I told him.  "They do not mean to.  They react, and we cannot blame them for it.  Sia is the same.  She feels stronger than the rest of us.  Don't you get that?  She feels so strong she makes it into 'magic.'"

      "Her ability has always been tied to her emotion," he agreed.

      I groaned, wishing I could make him understand.  "Her ability is her emotion.  She gets mad and destroys dozens of angels.  She gets scared and creates a veil.  She is a Muse.  A creature that wields emotion as power and influence.  She feels, Ron.  That is why it is hard for her to do things.  She feels everything more than we do."

      "Even guilt," Ron realized.  "Fuck."

      "What?"  Because that was not the reaction I expected.

      He glanced back toward the cottage.  "She is the Ayala.  The destroyer.  That's what Luke thinks, and after what happened, I'm starting to believe he's right, and it kinda makes sense.  If she feels stronger, then she'll be more likely to do something about it instead of simply ignoring it!"

      I was definitely not keeping up.  "Ignoring what?"

      "What she feels!" he hissed, struggling to keep his voice down so he didn't scare the unicorns around us.  "Bel, she understands emotions.  Mine, yours, and a random stranger's.  That's what's driving her!  She wants to protect Earth because she knows what it feels like to fight a losing battle.  She knows what it's like to need help."

      "The Ayala will be the destroyer," I quoted.  "Who says it has to destroy the good things?"

      "Exactly!"

      And around us, all six of the unicorns flinched from the sound of his voice, making me laugh.  "Sensitive things often react bigger than we expect," I reminded him.  "We must speak softly around them."

      "Sia's a damned unicorn," he breathed.  "Not, I mean..."

      "She is also a sensitive thing," I agreed.  "I understand."

      "Which is why Nick and Luke..."  And he groaned.  "They tell her only what she's ready for so she won't spook.  They push her so gently.  They know, don't they?"

      I could only shrug.  "Sometimes, we know things we do not know.  We simply understand.  We get a feeling and we trust it.  They trusted that too much would scare her, and she trusts that they will not keep secrets that she needs to know.  Just like the unicorns trust that I will help them, even though they were recently hurt."

      "So what do we do about Sia?" he asked.

      I gestured back to the cottage and headed toward Ron.  "We protect her and make her feel safe.  Safe things do not attack without reason.  Not unicorns, and certainly not people."  And I wrapped my arm around his wings, guiding him away from the wild animals behind us.  "Be scared for her, not of her.  She would never hurt us."

      "No," Ron agreed, "but how do we tell her about everything that happened?  How do we keep her from freaking out because she's some horrible creature from angelic myths?"

      "We make it clear that we are not scared of her," I said.  "That we will never be scared of her.  How can she be bad if we love her?"

      In the middle of the forest, Ron stopped and turned to face me.  "Because we're not bad people, right?"

      "I do not know," I admitted, "but if I am bad, then I do not think I like good."
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      I snuggled back into the solid chest behind me, waking myself up in the process.  I could feel the leather of someone's wing across my body, and the tail wrapped around my calf told me who it was.  Murmuring to myself, I turned, rolling into Nick's naked body, slipping my leg from his tail in the process.  I wasn't sure if he'd been asleep before, but by the time I could see his face, a smile had claimed his lips.

      "How'd you sleep, dove?" he asked.

      "Like a rock," I admitted, reaching up to rub at my eyes.  "Did I wake you?"

      "No, I was just making sure you were ok."  His voice was deep and soft, making me think he'd been close to sleep if he hadn't actually slipped into it.  "Dove, do you know what happened?"

      "Not really," I said, trying to remember everything that had occurred before I passed out.  "Ron said I died?"

      "Luke carried you back," Nick told me.  "You slipped in the bar, he said, and broke your neck.  When you got here, your body was hot.  It was like when we burned the seal into your skin, but all of you.  Bel picked you up, burning himself in the process, and got you on the table.  We all tried to refill you, hoping to heal you before it was too late..."  He paused to swallow.  "And then you began to pull at the aether of the Vale.  Dove, you drained all of us, the plants, and everything within the bubble just like your vortex with the angels."

      My heart stopped in my chest, and I felt cold prickles rush across my skin so intensely it was painful.  "Is everyone ok?"

      He nodded.  "We took care of it.  The plants are still a little wilted, though."

      "I'm so sorry!"

      "Shh," he breathed, caressing the side of my head to soothe me.  "None of that.  This wasn't your fault, and you did nothing wrong, so don't even start to think that way.  We're all fine.  I just wanted to make sure you knew.  Sia, you were dead.  Now you aren't."  His eyes shifted across my face.  "We want to talk to the dragon too."

      Maybe it was because I'd just woken up, but those things didn't fit together in my mind.  They'd all seemed nervous around her.  So I asked, "Why?"

      "A few reasons," he said, shifting his body a little closer.  "Mostly because you told Sam that your veins burned.  Also because Luke told me about what the angels are planning.  How they want to get more slaves.  Anything we can think of to stop that is going to require a lot of help, and you said she's a Muse."  His hand slid over my hair again.  "Do you think she's safe to talk to?"

      "Yeah," I said, nodding my head beneath his hand.  "If we can find her."

      "We'll find her," he promised.  "Well, you will.  You should know her seal if you used her aether.  That means you can summon her."

      I paused to think about that.  "Yeah, maybe?  It's not like ours, though.  Nick, she's...different."

      "She's a dragon," he said.  "We never realized they were sentient, dove.  It's not surprising that her pattern is vastly different from anything you've seen before."

      I could only accept that, because something else was bothering me.  "Did he tell you about Chris?"

      "The bartender?  Yes."

      "And Delta Phi?"

      Nick almost smiled.  "He did."

      And now for the hardest part.  "And the pregnancy test?"

      Nick leaned in to press his lips against my forehead.  "That too, but I wish you'd said something earlier.  I hate that you were worried about it and none of us even realized it."

      "Yeah, but I know you don't - "

      He cut me off.  "Stop.  Let me clear this up right now.  I do not want a child who will die before me.  That does not mean I wouldn't love it - or its mother.  That doesn't mean I wouldn't try to be the best father I could.  I most definitely would not leave you because of a pregnancy.  Ok?"

      "But I don't want it either," I told him.

      "What do you want?" he asked, those starry eyes searching mine.  "Sia, when we aren't trying to distract you from everything you left behind, what is it that you really want?  If you closed your eyes right now, and imagined your future, what is it you see?"

      "Us," I said.  "The First Legion, all in a house together.  In my head, we're laughing, and we never have to get old.  I kinda always see us on Earth.  Like, the house changes, but Earth is just what I know.  And I love it here, but I miss the distractions, I think.  The books, movies, and surfing the internet."

      "What else?" he asked.  "Or do you just see us partying for the rest of eternity?"

      I couldn't meet his eyes anymore, and my teeth found my lower lip.  "Um, I kinda want to get my degree.  Maybe a few of them.  I want to learn things, Nick.  I want to figure out calculus!  I want to learn how to cook.  And..."  I dared to glance back, expecting him to be laughing at me, but he wasn't.  "And I want to help people.  Kinda like some fucked up superhero, I guess?  Like..."  I shoved a hand over my face.  "Don't laugh at me?"

      "Promise," he said.

      "You know how Luke buys souls?  How he makes deals and really doesn't get anything out of it?  He just makes them think that they have to lose something so it's not an empty request?"

      His lips curled upward, and I almost snapped at him because he'd promised not to laugh, but then he pulled me against him in a tight hug.  "I like that.  I really like that."

      "You do?" I mumbled against his chest.

      "Since you started talking about locking the angels away, I've been trying to figure out what our purpose would be.  Once we no longer have an enemy to fight, then why are we even here?  And we can't die, Sia."

      "I kinda failed at it too," I pointed out.

      Nick made a sound like he didn't quite agree.  "This time.  The truth is that we have no idea what you did, or if that's just a part of the changes you made to yourself to live forever.  It's not something I want to count on."

      "Oh."

      Because that wasn't really what I wanted to hear.  When Ron said I'd died, I'd dared to hope that maybe I'd done another one of those miraculous things where I'd overpowered my own limitations.  That maybe it meant I would really be like them, able to lose aether and go unconscious, but with a built-in system to repair myself.  Nick's words made me think this had been more of a fluke, like the bubble he'd put around the Vale.

      Leaning back, he slid down so that we were eye to eye.  "What about a family?" he asked.  "In this future you see, do you want... kids?"

      I had to actually stop to consider that.  I'd never really thought about it before this week, because I'd always assumed I'd have time.  That there would be some future where I met the right person and would just know.  Except that I had met the right persons, all five of them.  I did kinda know, but it wasn't quite that easy.  The kinda part threw it all off.

      "Every time this comes up," I told him, "I see this vision in my head.  Not like a dream, or even a daydream.  Just like a snapshot, you know?  Sometimes it's you; other times, it's Luke or Bel, maybe even Sam."  I paused.  "But I've never seen Ron.  Huh.  Anyway, it's usually this image of us reaping, and you picking up a child who'd die.  A kid lost in a landslide whose parents are gone, too young to care for itself.  An abused child or some teen who's been kicked out.  Not our child, yet someone we can help."

      "To raise?" he asked.

      I shrugged.  "I never thought about it that hard.  I guess it's more that I kinda see the caring part of you big, evil demons, and it just fits?"  Trying to read his face was giving me nothing, so I kept going.  "Because I do not want to pop out five different kids, but it doesn't seem fair to have one of your babies, and...  I would rather help someone who is going to get old anyway than make someone and..."

      "Yeah," he agreed.  "No, I get it.  And there's nothing that says we can't take a century off when you're ready and be good, stable parents.  Or even take turns."

      I reached up to trace the line of his horn from his temple to the tip.  "But not yet.  Not until the angels are locked away, ok?  I mean, we're going to spend decades just trying to sort out all of the slaves and integrate them back into their own worlds.  Never mind the problems of introducing cross-world pairings, and the children they'd make."

      "Taking care of your worlds, huh?" he teased.

      I chuckled.  "They aren't mine, but I kinda want them to be around when the sun turns red.  Nick, I'm not scared of hard work.  I'm not trying to rush to the part where I get to be rich, fat, and lazy.  I..."  I paused, trying to find the right words.  "I like being special.  I like being this thing that can make miracles, even if no one believes in it.  I just want to make sure that I'm good."

      He shook his head.  "No.  I don't like that word.  Good is always used to put others down.  Look at Earth.  You have your 'good Christians' who hate gays, who formed bigoted groups to get rid of other good people.  You have your 'good people' who sneer at the ones who work two jobs because one has wealth and the other doesn't.  The ones who call themselves good?  They're the angels.  They're the ones looking for a reason to put others down."

      "But that's not good," I told him.

      "Doesn't matter," he countered.  "The people that word honestly applies to don't use it.  Why can't we be something different?  I am Satan, the Lord of Hell.  I am evil, and yet I do more for the midworlds than the good guys ever have.  I gave them what they wanted.  I helped them move forward.  Sia, every new advance is always seen as evil because it's change, and change is terrifying.  It's, well, for lack of a better word, demonized."

      I giggled at that.  "I'm kinda fond of demons."

      "Mhm," he agreed, bending to sneak in a kiss on my cheek.  "But look at what the idea of good did to you?  How long did you worry that being with your legion was a bad thing?  That you weren't being a good girlfriend?"

      "That's not the same," I told him.

      "Kinda is."  He smiled at me.  "All I'm saying is that maybe we should stop playing by those rules.  If we're evil, let's make that mean something?"

      It was sweet.  Everything he was saying sounded so wonderful, but his new focus on those words had me a little worried.  "Why?" I asked him.  "Nick, what's going on?"

      He pulled in a breath, and that was when I knew.  His little speech had been for a reason.  He was trying to brace me for some very bad news, and I wasn't sure I was ready.    Then he paused to swipe his thumb across my cheek, buying himself a little more time.

      "You fit the Ayala myth," he finally admitted.

      "Ok?  But Luke said that wasn't a big deal, right?"

      He rolled onto his back, tugging to encourage me to come closer.  "We didn't tell you all of it.  There is a myth and a theory.  The myth came first, and because of it, Luke says one of the minor angels spent a lot of time researching the probability of its accuracy.  Combined, there's a lot of speculation about this thing.  It's kinda like how the CDC in America has a plan for the zombie apocalypse.  It's an exercise in thought, not an expectation of reality, ok?"

      "Ok," I agreed, waiting for the part he was avoiding.

      "Just like children believe in monsters, so do adults.  Even outworlders.  The Ayala is something we don't think about often.  It rarely comes up anymore - until recently.  Sia, they call it the destroyer."

      "Y'all told me that."  I shifted to rest my head on his shoulder.  "But I thought we'd agreed that it doesn't mean I have to become bad."

      "It's called evil," he added.  "It's said that the Ayala will pull at the worlds with an insatiable hunger.  That it is punishment, and a weapon that can't be stopped."

      "Oh."

      His arm curled around my back, holding me against him.  "It's not a Muse, Sia.  It's something bigger than all of that.  A new thing."

      "And you said there's never been a Muse like me before," I realized.  "Plus, my mother named me Ayala."

      He nodded.  "I don't believe in God.  I never have.  I don't believe in prophecies or any of that stuff.  And yet, here we are, with all of the signs aligning to point at you.  I just don't want you to worry about this."

      "How do I not?" I asked, pulling away so I could sit up to see him.  That also required turning so my legs were tucked at my side.  "Nick, I don't want to be the bad guy!"

      "Then be a bad girl," he told me.  "Be a bitch, a slut, an arrogant little whatever.  Sia, what I'm saying is that you are you, and we all love you.  It doesn't matter what you're called.  You are kind and caring.  You are not a monster, but you will be called one.  Just like you'll get called a lot of other names when you don't fit into the boxes that people want to put you in.  You were a foster kid, so clearly a fuckup, right?  A woman, so weak?"

      I knew he didn't really mean that.  He was just picking the most obvious stereotypes that he could.  He also had a point.  I'd been called those things.  I'd been told to shut up and let the guys talk now, and the same shit that every other girl my age went through.  Never, in all of that time had I thought I was special.  Not good, not bad, but just me.

      And yet, I'd always looked at the "bad girls" in my school with longing.  I'd always wished I could be that brave and carefree.  I'd longed to have the guts to say the things they did.  Not once had I ever stopped to consider how much our words about them may have hurt.  The way we'd called a girl in high school a slut for sleeping with two guys in the same week, or how we'd whispered about another being dirty because her ex-boyfriend said she liked anal sex.

      We'd judged, and we hadn't done it fairly.  We'd done exactly what Nick had just said.  We'd used the fact that we were timid and boring to make ourselves feel superior.  We'd labeled us as good and them as bad.  Didn't matter which 'them,' either.  We were always the good ones, and they were always the bad ones.  And when we ended up as the "they," we didn't like it very much.

      "So you think I should be bad?" I asked him.

      "Sia, anyone who thinks for themselves is called bad, so yes.  I want you to make up your own mind, never let us influence you, and ignore what other people think.  I want you to stop listening to the rules that were meant to domesticate humans and keep women subservient.  If this is who you are, and you are supposed to be evil, then yes, I want you to be very evil."

      "I love you," I breathed as I collapsed back against him.  "I love that you do this, and that you think about how I'll feel and don't tell me things because you know it will only make me worried."

      "You do?" he asked.

      I nodded.  "Yeah.  All of you do it, but they're following your lead, Nick.  I know that I can always ask. I do!  I just... sometimes it feels like too much, you know?  Five worlds, new people, and all these rules to things I can barely understand. It's like my entire life has been turned inside out, and I kinda feel like you're holding my hand through all of it."

      "Always," he promised.  "Legion is forever, Sia."

      "And that," I agreed, "is the best part of all."

      "Mm," he grumbled playfully as he rolled into me, pushing me onto my back.  "So I'm not in trouble?"

      "No!  Why?"

      He bent his arms, lowering himself so he could kiss me.  "Because the guys wanted to draw straws for who got to tell you the bad news.  I kinda volunteered."

      "Not surprised."  And I reached up for the back of his neck.  "I'm ok, Nick.  I promise."

      "Would you tell me if you weren't?" he asked.  "Or would you just make plans on your own like with the pregnancy test?"

      I lifted myself up just enough to kiss him again.  "I'd tell you if you asked."

      He snapped his wings open and put on his best evil demon face.  "That's my trick, you succubus!"

      And then he reached down with one hand and grabbed my ribs, tickling them.  I squealed, bucking beneath him as I tried to get away.  However, he had the advantage.  Each time I managed to shift far enough away, he used another limb.  His wings, his tail, and both of his hands until I was laughing so hard I couldn't even breathe, but I wasn't about to give up.

      Then I pushed, and he finally gave in, letting me roll with him until I was straddling his lap.  Immediately, his hands found my hips, and we both stopped laughing.  The smiles, however, stayed.

      "You know," Nick said, glancing at the door, "I did tell the guys that this talk would probably take a little time."

      I grabbed his wrist and pushed it over his head as I leaned down toward his face.  "And here I thought you were more interested in Sam than me now."

      "No, dove."  His other hand moved higher, begging me to come just a little closer.  "I still prefer women to men, and you more than anything else, but you asked me to try, so I gave it my all.  It's the only way I can keep up with you."

      "Prove it," I breathed.

      And he spent every minute of that hour doing exactly that.
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      That night, we talked about everything that had happened.  Every single thing.  It was too much for us to figure it all out, but hearing what had happened to me made me understand why Nick wanted to talk to me as soon as I woke up.  Evidently, I'd done some pretty freaky shit when I was dead.  Never mind that I'd been dead!

      When they'd said that, for some reason, I'd assumed that I'd been out for a few seconds before they put me back together.  Something like the demonic version of CPR.  Listening to them, however, it sounded more like ten, maybe even fifteen minutes.  I'd been like dead-dead, and I didn't remember a single thing about it.  I'd slipped; I'd woken up.  Everything in the middle, including the part I assumed had hurt like a bitch, was completely gone.

      But my veins still hummed with power.  That was the only way I could think to describe it.  It burned but didn't hurt.  More like that sensation of sitting in front of a fireplace or crawling into the perfect steaming bath, where the heat was comfortable yet noticeable.  I was pretty sure dying had something to do with this, but I couldn't even begin to figure out how or why.

      So, the next day, we headed to Vesdar, since most of our questions led us there for answers.  I didn't even need to ask about seeing the dragon first.  That seemed to be what the guys thought was most important.  First, we all filled up on aether, just because my little stunt had all of us a little nervous, and then we headed to the Spire, the place where we'd fought angels off a young dragon.

      One after the other, the entire First Legion stepped out onto the grassy area in the valley between the ridges.  Immediately, I felt the weight of my wings on my back, and my tail resting on the ground.  I couldn't help myself.  I stretched them out, realizing that even though I didn't have them in my human body, they still felt stiff from lack of use.

      But no one was here.  Nothing at all but rocks and plants.  The sky above was rolling with dark purple-grey clouds, and a chilled breeze was blowing through, whipping my hair around.  All signs of the battle we'd waged on this spot so recently were gone.  It almost felt like a ghost town, if there'd been a town.

      "Ok," I said, looking at my guys.  "Now what?"

      "Summon her," Nick suggested.

      I nodded.  "How?  I mean, I know how to call y'all, but only because you're on my skin.  I don't really know..."  And I finished with a gesture to the openness before us.

      Luke chuckled as he moved toward me.  "Very important lesson," he said, turning me to face him.  "Imagine the seal in your mind.  Draw the seal.  Then, if you know it, speak the name."

      "And if I don't know her name?" I asked.  "I mean, she's a dragon!  Do they even have names?"

      "Then make sure you draw the symbol perfectly."  Luke grinned like there was some joke that I was missing.

      Probably because I was the artist.  I was supposed to be able to draw, and all of my ability depended on it.  But I had just one more question, and it was probably a stupid one.  "So, how am I supposed to draw this?"

      "With aether," Nick said behind me.  "On the dirt, in the air, or whatever works.  That part doesn't matter.  Just draw it the same way you would a rune, and push your desire to see her into it."

      "Here goes nothing," I breathed.

      Then I lifted my hand and sketched the amazingly organic and irregular shape, putting as much aether into it as I could manage.  "C'mon, Dragon," I whispered.  "I really need to ask some questions."

      That was how long it took before the wind changed direction and the entire world split open.  First came a massive yellow foot that ended with claws the size of my body.  Then her nose broke through the veil next.  The line of this plane washed across her, shimmering as she moved from wherever she'd been before to here.

      You, she greeted me, flicking her tail to get it through the veil without trampling on us.

      But standing on the ground before a dragon this size was terrifying.  I felt like an ant beneath the foot of a human.  The dragon was so big that I simply couldn't understand how little the people of this world knew about them.  Hiding one would be like trying to tuck a mountain out of sight.  In other words, impossible.

      But she had her head twisted like she was waiting for me to say something.  Probably to tell her why I'd called.  "Um, Dragon?" I asked, yelling in the hopes that my voice could reach that high.  "I have questions, and you're the only other Muse I know to ask."

      The sound that came from her had all of our wings flaring open with the urge to flee, and then she took a step - away.  I have answers.

      Which did not explain her leaving, at least not until she bent first one leg, then another, and lowered herself carefully to the ground.  I still felt the thump of her body through the soles of my boots, but she wasn't done yet.   Like some beautiful yellow and black drawing that should've belonged on a Lisa Frank lunch box, she curled her neck around so that her nose almost touched her front knees, and then pulled her tail up to match.  One "little" rustle of her wings settled them into place, making the beast look like it was about to take a nap.

      Come closer.

      This time, the guys all sucked in a breath.  Both Sam and Ron stepped back, which made me think that they'd finally heard her.  But when she said closer, that wasn't exactly a few steps.  It was the length of a football field, maybe more!   Well, good thing I had wings.

      I opened them to push off, and Nick said, "Wait."  He had a hand lifted as if he wanted to grab my arm, but his eyes were on the dragon.  "I thought you heard her, but that's how she talks to you?  In your head?"

      "Yeah."  I turned to look at the rest.  "Look, she didn't eat us last time, and she's willing to help.  Isn't this why we came?  I know she's huge, but..."

      "I will go," Bel assured me.

      "We'll all go," Sam said.  "It's just that one of the few things that freaks me out is the idea of being eaten by a dragon.  I can't think of a worse way to torture someone."

      I will not eat you.  I do not eat.

      Ok, add one more question to my list, but the words actually seemed to make the guys look a little less nervous.  "So?" I suggested.

      "Lead on," Nick told me.  "Since she's your friend.  Wouldn't want to give her the wrong impression."

      But the moment I took flight, they were all right behind me, and close.  There was no need for altitude, and in all honesty, it only took a few flaps, and then I was there, back winging so I could get my feet on the ground.  The dragon simply closed her gigantic golden eyes and waited for the dust of our landing to settle.

      "Uh, hi," I said, moving over so she could see me easier, and then crossing my legs to sit on the ground.

      Bel moved beside me, but he didn't sit.  Instead, like the protector he was, he squared up and crossed his arms.  I glanced back to see the man standing like some sentry.  Nick joined him, his pose only slightly more casual.  Sam, and Ronwe, though, decided to sit on either side of me.  Luke moved behind Ron, standing with his hand on his lover's shoulder.

      "So," I said, watching as her eyelid opened again, "I hope this isn't rude, but I'm kinda lost."

      Of course you are.  You are young.  Then her gaze shifted slightly, bouncing from demon to demon, catching Luke somewhere in that too.  This is your legion?

      "We are," Nick told her.

      I will not hurt the Ayala.  I spent too much time waiting for her.  You can relax, daemoni.  Then she paused.  Satanael, I think?  You have changed much since you were born.

      "I wasn't born," he told her.  "I was formed, and if you mean the runes on my skin, well yes.  It's how I protected myself."

      Beelzebub, the dragon said next.  Samyaza.  You were not meant to be a fighter.  I gave you a voice to please.  Then she looked at Luke.  And you, Lucifer, were never meant to be here, but it seems this is where you belong.  She all but ignored Ronwe, almost like she didn't know him.

      "What are you talking about?" Luke asked.

      I made the worlds to be different.  They were not meant to merge.  She let out a slightly heavier breath, making me glad we weren't in front of her nostrils.  I created the good ones, the bad ones, and then the places to see what my children would become on their own.  It seems I did not plan as well as I thought.

      "Wait," I said, holding up both hands.  "Are you saying you created all of the planes?"

      Yes.  That is why I do not eat.  I am not a dragon.  I simply look like a dragon so I can see.

      Goosebumps broke out on my skin because I had a funny feeling I knew what she meant.  "And you made the demons and angels?"

      I did.  They were my second children.

      I jerked forward.  "So you are the one who created Bel beside a cha-something?  You formed him where he'd be eaten, over and over, suffering until he could learn how to kill fast enough to survive?  What kind of fucking masochistic bitch are you?"

      She simply blinked.  I did not form him there.  He was not meant to fall from the ledge.  I gave him wings so he could fly back up.  I did not realize that they would not be easy to use.  Her eye shifted to Bel.  I did not know.  I also could not stop it.  I can only make the beautiful things.  I cannot unmake them.

      Bel grunted, sounding unimpressed.  "It made me stronger."

      I could make you bigger, though, so I did.  I hoped that bigger would help you last, and then you did.  I thought that would have made you happy?

      Bel's answer was short and to the point.  "No."

      Then how do I make up for my mistake? she asked.

      Bel jerked his chin toward her.  "Make it so my Muse will never die."

      I already did.  That is why she is here now.  She is the Ayala, and I cannot risk losing her.  Ask for something else?

      "No," I said, jumping to my feet.  "What the fuck is this Ayala business?  And who the fuck are you?  God?"

      She shifted a foot, making me tense, but it was only so she could tilt her eye toward me a little more.  God is one of my names.  I have been given others.  I cannot count them all.  My first was easier.

      "What first?" I demanded.

      Tiamat, the mother of creation.  I answer to them all, like your friends, but it was the first.

      "You're... God," I said again, trying to convince myself that this was real.  "Just, you know, the real God.  Like, all that religion stuff is real kinda God?"

      Just God, she said.  What you call religions are nothing more than stories told to people who told them to other people.  Along the way, the events are forgotten or embellished.  Often, the point is lost and recreated to empower another group, but I am not a tool to be used.  I am simply the creator, and one who tries to care for her children, but my children also deserve to grow up.

      "Yeah, ok," I mumbled, because that was an awful lot to unpack.  "So, should I call you, like, I dunno, Tia, or something?"

      Or God, since it is an easy word for you.  I do not care.  I simply enjoy having someone to talk to again.  That is why I want to make Beelzebub forgive me.

      "It was a long time ago," he grumbled, all but proving that he still resented his early days.  "Just tell us why she glowed, and why she roared!  Tell us, dragon, why her body burns with power.  All I want is to take care of my Muse."

      She is not just a Muse.  This woman is the Ayala.  The first star.  The brightest I have ever made, because I did not make her on my own.  She is the culmination of all lives.  All the hard work of the planes, blended together into a single life, powered by the strength of her heart.

      "That doesn't answer the question," Bel bellowed at her.

      It does.  This woman is my greatest creation.  In her, I made all of the things I cannot be.

      "What are you talking about?" I demanded.

      Tiamat let out a heavy sigh, and then she began to recite.

      In the beginning, there was only darkness, and a light burst forth from it.  That light created the worlds, and connected them all.  The first to be born were on the harshest worlds.  Gifted with wings, they were the pinnacle of creation, identical yet opposite, and made to be the most powerful.  Yet they were not perfect.  More were made, and made better.

      And then the others were born.  They were life, and they carried the spark that would fuel all existence.  Their souls bore the power of creation, breathed into them at the moment the worlds formed.  As they grew and changed, they were meant to be separate, for each slice of life to have its own purpose.  But one will be born from all.  That one will shine bright, like a star, and destroy all who came before, remaking it in the midst of battle.  As the first star, it will be called Ayala.

      Demons and angels will kneel before him, unable to help themselves.  He will be called the destroyer, and have the power to undo all that was done.  Punishment and vengeance will be his domain.  Life will be his breath, inhaled until it exists no more.  All that was created will crumble beneath his touch.

      Made from the five worlds, this creature shall control them all, pulling at them with an insatiable hunger.  Only the firstborn will be able to stand before him, as the voices of creation, but even they shall not control it.  The Ayala is punishment for that which we have not yet done, and it will become the weapon which we cannot stop.

      Those who stand against him shall suffer for their pride.  Those who stand behind him shall be tread upon for his goals.  Those who stand with him will be named evil, called a scourge upon existence, even as they reap the benefits of their terror.

      Because, in order to see the light, we must also see the darkness.  One cannot exist without the other.  Heat needs cold, pain needs pleasure, and endings always follow beginnings.  Nothing can be everything, yet everything can become nothing if we are not careful.

      "Him?" I asked.

      It was Luke who answered.  "We didn't have a word for women originally."

      And Tiamat turned her gaze on him.  At first, I made children who could not make more.  Males.  The world, and the chances of it, made females.

      "But you're female," I said.

      I did not think that my sprites, as you call them, should be able to make more.  The gift of creation is not something to be taken lightly, but mothers rarely do.  I did not expect that, yet it seems fitting.

      "Wait," Sam said, reaching up to rub at his forehead as if struggling to make sense of this.  "So, you're saying that you are God, you made us like sprites - the same way Sia made the flutterbee - and she really is this Ayala thing?  You're a fucking dragon!"

      And you are a demon.  He is an angel.  When you told the Ayala -

      "I have a name!" I interrupted.

      I do not know it.  I was not the mother who gave it to you, and you have not yet shared.  I did not want to presume that you would.

      "It's Sia," I mumbled because her answer made me feel kinda bad.

      When you demons, she tried again, told Sia what you are, you did not expect her to believe you, did you?  You knew that what you are had been forgotten, turned into a myth by the world she was from.  A world that lives so fast you can barely keep up.  Well, you - all of you - live that fast to me.  Your sun shines for such a short time, and then the beauty I created here is gone, and I start again, giving myself some company in the solitude of existence.

      That was when I realized what she was really saying.  "You're lonely?"

      Before the worlds, I was.  Now I have many.  More than many.  They keep me busy, and each one ages at a different pace.  Earth will be gone before Vesdar.  Daemin and Angelis will outlive them both.

      "And then?"  Ron asked, speaking up for the first time.

      The dragon's attention swung to him, and then her pupil dilated.  The giant of a beast sucked in a breath, her head slipping back slightly - which was feet for us - and then she simply blinked.

      Ronwe?

      "Yes, God," he answered.  "That's the name I was formed with."

      You are different.  You are whole!

      Nervously, Ron looked over at the rest of us, his eyes landing on me last.  Swallowing to find his courage, he slowly looked back at Tiamat.  "I'm not whole.  I'm closer, but still not there.  Why?  Why did you create me to be half a man?"

      Because you were the first.  The very first.  Of all the lives I have made in all the worlds, you were my favorite.  I built you a universe, but you did not know it.  You did not care about it.  You simply sat and watched the clouds.  You had no need of anything.  No desire to do more, and you would not talk to me.  You were nothing more than a statue, living in your nirvana.

      Her tongue darted from her lips, forked like a snake's, and tasted the air.  People believe that God and creation are perfect, but it is not.  It can never be.  Perfect is an opinion, and everyone has different ideas.  That is the best part about life.  The problem was that you had none.  No opinions.  No thoughts.  So I tried to make another you.

      "His twin on Angelis," I breathed.  "You made two of him!"

      No.  I made one, and then I split him in two.  From my perfect Ronwe, I created Stieviel.  Each has one half of the old, but I could not make the new part fit right.  I tried, but what he had seen changed him so that the original pattern didn't fit anymore.

      "Shit," I breathed, realizing what she was talking about.  "First, there was Adam, and God decided to use his rib to make Eve."

      The first children, Tiamat corrected.  And with their separation, I created my second world.

      The air rushed from Ron's lips.  "The storms," he breathed.  "The fucking storms.  That's why no one else remembers them."
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      I remembered the storms so well.  The beautiful swirls of colors in the clouds.  The sharp flashes of light.  The brilliant flare that I hadn't understood at the time and had always assumed was lightning striking close enough to knock me out.  Those were my first memories, hazy as they were.  Now, this dragon was telling me it hadn't been that simple.

      Slowly, I looked over at my weak right side.  In my research, I'd covered the human myths of creation.  I'd read them all, and my least favorite was the story of Adam and Eve.  I thought the slanderous comment about how God created men and women, not Adam and Steve, to be disgusting.  And yet, here I was, being told that I was this mythical Adam, and my counterpart was an angel who was just as broken.  Just as unable to enjoy life as I had been before Sia came into it.  An angel named, of all things, Stieviel.

      The irony of it was just too much.  A little laugh began to build in my belly and burst from my lips even as I tried to stop it.  Then another, and I shook my head, unable to even explain.  Four and a half billion years, and that was her excuse?  She'd left me crippled and in pain because I was a fucking prototype?

      "Did you just throw me away and move onto a better version?" I finally asked.

      No.  The dragon shifted her foot closer, one massive claw slowly moving toward me.  I hoped that I could fix you, but I can only create.  I could not destroy the mess I had already made.  I could not undo it.

      "But Sia could?" I scoffed.  "Sia, a Muse, could fix what God couldn't?"

      The Ayala, Tiamat corrected.  The destroyer.  She did what she was designed to do.  She unmade the mess I created.  She destroyed the pain.  She broke the locks so your soul could breathe.  She fixed you, my child, because she - and only she - can break you.

      "So what took you so long?" I demanded.  "You made all of us to what?  Be your little pets, and then you simply ignored us when we needed help?"

      Do you hear when the zerky leaves die?  When they are sad?  No, you simply see the plant.  You see the whole, and you treat it as a single thing.  I watched the worlds, and I did the same.  You thrived, as well as any other demon, so I did not know.  How can I repair this?

      "You can't," I told her.  "You've been here, living with dragons for how long?  You say we're your children, but you don't seem to fucking care!"

      I... The large eye turned to Sia, then to Bel.  How do I fix this?

      Nick flared his wings, drawing her eye, and stepped forward.  "You help us," he said.  "You claim you're God, and that you created the five planes - "

      The first dimension, yes.

      "What?" I asked, but Nick's raised hand made me close my mouth quickly.

      "So," he went on, "I think you should help us fix this mess.  You say that Sia is the Ayala, right?  Your destroyer.  What is she supposed to destroy?"

      The bad.  The mistakes.  I designed it so that if the planes ever banded together, the child of them all would have the power to stop any threat.  She could be the one to punish those who break the system, and the most devoted would stand at her side.  You.  All of you.  You would find her because you cannot stop caring about those who are not you.

      "So then you should help us," Nick said one more time.  "This is your great plan, and you're the one with the power, right?  Well, you screwed it up pretty bad.  Angels are reaping your children for their souls, using that to make their lives easier.  The fairies are almost gone.  The satyrs weren't too far behind until we locked their world.  But that?  Creating a veil to keep them safe?  That should've been your job."

      I made moats around the worlds.  Gaps that were strong enough to keep you all from swimming them, and yet you learned how.

      "You're supposed to be all-powerful," Sia told her, lifting her face in the way she had that meant she was bracing for a fight.  "You are God.  The All-Mighty.  Omniscient, omnipotent, and all of that.  Now you're saying that you just gave up because we didn't stay in our lanes?"

      "That's kinda mixing your metaphors," Sam mumbled.

      "Don't care," Sia said, but she flashed him a smile before looking back at the dragon.  "What excuse do you have for letting the angels fuck with the rest of us?  Killing us!  Do you honestly care that little?  And if so, then why are we doing your work for you?"

      I allow you to live the lives you choose.  To make mistakes, to be caring or cruel.  It is free will, and I did not make you to be puppets.  And yet, you have never reacted the way I expected.

      "What do you mean?" I asked before Sia or Nick could rage at her again.

      The worlds in the middle - Earth, Vesdar, and Tyrnigg - were made to advance on their own.  The worlds on the ends were made to be stable.  To give me something to base the advances on.

      "A control group and an experimental one," I said, showing I was keeping up.

      The dragon blinked.  I couldn't tell if that was agreeing, or merely pausing for a thought.  The angels were made to embody all that I thought of as good.  To be beautiful, shining examples of greatness.  Demons were made to be monsters.  To overcome struggles with strength and power.  Two completely different designs because it is impossible to see light without understanding darkness first.  But it did not stay that way.

      "What do you mean?" Sia asked.

      The angels were given luxury.  They were pampered and when they moved to other worlds, worshipped.  They learned they were better than others.  That they were more powerful, more beautiful, and more capable.  In their minds, they assumed that meant they deserved more.  The lesser creatures must have been created to serve them, since everything else on their world was.  So they grew spoiled and cruel.

      But the demons, she went on, had to struggle for everything.  They learned compassion.  They learned to help each other when times were hard, and because of that, to help others.  When they saw the angels commit their crimes, they did not ignore it, but fought to help.  The struggle that was meant to prevent you from destroying my other creations instead taught you to shelter them.  And the privilege that was meant to advance my gentlest creatures instead made them uncaring.

      Sia's head snapped over to look at Nick.  "That's..."

      "Yeah," he agreed.  "That's why it doesn't matter if you're evil."

      "Am I evil?" Sia asked the dragon.

      I no longer know, Tiamat admitted.  Those words no longer have meaning without context.  Things are not bad simply because they exist.  A snake may be poisonous, but it only wants to eat mice.  To a mouse, it is evil.  To a city suffering plague, it is a hero.  The context matters, and so no, you are not a bad creature, Sia.  You are simply my creature.  You are my punisher.  My destroyer.  My...

      "Weapon," Luke breathed, taking a half step forward.  "She's the weapon you made to do what you can't."

      "I don't want to be a weapon!" Sia snapped.

      "But you need to be one," I told her.  "Sia, don't you get it?  If she's God, then you're..."

      "Don't," Luke begged me.

      But it was already too late.  From the look on Sia's face, I knew she'd already finished my sentence in her mind.  Her head slowly swayed from side to side as she tried to deny it, but all the facts were there.  She wasn't the kind of person to ignore the truth when it was this blatant.  She also dreamed of being something else.  Something easier.

      Which was why she'd had a problem with loving her legion completely.  It was why she'd worked so hard to help the people on a world she barely knew.  This was the thing driving her to stop the angels.  And yet, she'd told me about Nick's refusal to let her see his real body.  The way she'd been so excited to learn that demons were real.  And that was what she needed to hear right now.

      "Sia," I said, clambering to my feet and moving around Luke so I could reach her.  "When you learned Nick's name, did you hate him?"

      "No!"

      I nodded.  "When you saw his horns and wings, were you scared of him?"

      "No," she said again.  "I thought he was beautiful.  I told you that."

      "So why would being Satan be ok, or Lucifer, Beelzebub, or any of the rest of us, but not this?"  I found her hand.  "Why does hearing this make you want to push it away and call it a lie?  Why does it matter?"

      "Because I'm not..."

      "Evil?" I offered.  "You're not a demon from Hell, bent on devouring the souls of people, or twisting them to darkness?  You're not going to lead them into the worst sins?  And what were those sins again?  Homosexuality?  Cosmetics?  Birth control?  Divorce?  Mixing your fabrics or gazing at stars?"

      "It's not the same," she insisted.

      "It's exactly the same," I assured her.  "Luke buys souls with his promises.  He extracts the impossible from them in return for what people truly want.  He sets the price high enough that they won't ask for trivial things, and then he delivers.  He's made a name for it.  Beelzebub tore apart the mobs of people ganging up to kill others.  He encouraged the weak to stand up for themselves.  Sam taught humans that pleasure is not a thing limited to men, and that it does not always have to result in children.  And Nick?  He fought so that all people could make their own choices without shame.  For civilizations to progress instead of only the most powerful few."  And I lifted her hand to my lips.  "Tell me, Sia, what will the devil do?"

      "I don't want to be the devil," she breathed.

      "But you already are," I said gently.  "You have been.  You, with your hair of flame and your uncontrollable temper.  With your destructive power that you only turn on those who deserve to be punished.  What is the bad part of that?"

      She ducked her head.  "I like it better when you say it."

      "Be a demon with me," I whispered.  "Be proud of being the Devil of the First Legion of Hell."

      "Be bad," Nick told her.  "It's so much more fun than being good."

      The others all nodded and murmured their agreement, then God added, Your darkness does not have to be turned on those who do not deserve it.  My first child is correct.  Being evil does not mean that you must be cruel.  It means that you will understand pain and suffering in a way that those who are purely good never will.  You will know best how to stop the worst things.  You will be a savior, but in your own way.  One who fights for those who need it.

      Sia was nodding at her words.  "Ok.  I can do that."

      "But we are still going to need your help," Nick insisted, since the dragon had yet to respond to him.  "If you really want to make things up to us, then help us stop the angels!"

      "Yeah," Bel agreed.

      I nodded quickly.  "With what's coming, Sia won't be able to do it on her own.  Even if it's just like that battle that happened here, where you healed me and gave her aether."

      No, I gave her divinity.  It is not the same.

      "Raw aether," Nick groaned.  "That's why it felt different."

      "Is that why she didn't die?" I asked.

      I gave her a gift, the dragon told me.  She wanted to be a demon.  She fights with you, and she will fight for me.  That means she will suffer, and she would not be as strong if she could not awaken again, so I made her like the first children.  I made her able to not only live for eternity, but also to find the life she needs.  I made her unstoppable.

      "I can't do that," I told Tiamat.

      You can.  You may not know how, but if your life is ever so low that your body sleeps, it will pull life into it.  You will wake before the second children.  I simply made Sia faster, since she needs to be stronger.

      "Interesting," Luke said under his breath.

      I gave him a warning look, then decided to change the subject because we were getting distracted.  "What are we supposed to do with all of the slaves?"

      I do not understand.

      "Angels have been taking sentient creatures from the midworlds back to Angelis so they will breed and produce aether.  That allows Angelis to bloom with life, and the angels use it to fuel their technology.  We do as well, but not to the same extent.  The problem is that those slaves?  They can't stay there.  We have to save them, and that means moving them off that plane."

      Then send them home.

      "It's not that easy," I told her.  "They have seen things that others won't believe.  They'll suffer for it, and that's not fair.  You turned a blind eye, distracted with dragons or other worlds.  You allowed your children to suffer because you were too busy elsewhere.  Now, your Ayala is going to help them, but it's not going to be easy.  If we take them to one world, they will blend together, not caring about their races.  The children will all eventually have the same short lives, and that's not fair."

      I can only create.  I cannot remove their memories.  I cannot erase time.  I do not have an answer.

      "But you can make a town for them," Sam said.  "That's creating, right?"

      It is...

      Hearing God sound uncertain wasn't what I'd expected, so I decided to press the advantage.  "Then, if you can't help get the slaves back, can you fix them?  At least the ones who want to stay on the wrong plane?  Can you make them into whatever race belongs on that world?"

      With Sia's help, it could be possible.

      Ok, that was progress.  "And moving them?"

      That is not something I can do.

      "But," Luke told her, "you can give Sia this divinity, making sure she has the power to destroy what she has to, right?  So, if she can move them, then you should be able to make sure she has the fuel to do it.  I think you owe us that much."

      But that would be for her, not for you.  The dragon was clearly getting flustered.  How would that repair my mistake to you?

      "It's not a fucking deal!" Sia groaned.  "Now I know where the angels got it.  No, God.  That's not how this shit works.  You screwed it up, so you're going to help me fix it.  We're running around, doing our best to correct your mistakes, so that is why you owe it to us."

      "And helping her makes me happy," Bel added.  "She is all that matters."

      I realized Bel was on the right track.  "We don't want to watch the woman we love hurt herself because of this.  We don't want to see her suffer because we know what it feels like.  You asked how to make it up to us?  Well, that's a pretty good start.  Help us so that we don't feel pain, or loss, or sorrow.  Give us a little advantage so we can finally have a world where we don't always have to fight for everything.  Some things, sure, but not every single thing."

      I can do that, she agreed.  But there are no angels here.

      Sam made a sound like he'd found a problem.  "Can't you go to the other worlds?"

      I can.

      "Then what's the problem?" he asked.  "Because Earth is where the angels are attacking now.  They're stealing humans, and we're going to stop them.  That's just the first step, though.  But the sooner we're done with it, the sooner all of this is over and you can go back to doing whatever dragons do."

      They eat.  I do not, so I watch instead.  I see my satyrs killing each other, and I think of ways to make them not do that.  I move so that people will become what they must to change the thinking of others.  I plan, but never as fast as you do.

      I laughed once.  "Kinda sounds to me like we're going to be planning this whole thing then."

      Sia moved closer so she could slip her arm around my body.  "Sounds like your mother was a thinker too."  But the look she gave me made it clear she had a lot more opinions on that.

      "Maybe we can teach her?" I said, trying to keep my voice down.  "Because it's a lot different when you're just watching than when you're living it."

      "Teach God?"  Sia scoffed.  "Isn't that, I dunno, an oxymoron or something?"

      Bel moved to her other side.  "I think that God wants to learn.  I think she is to us what we are to most humans."

      "I think she's going to need to be smaller," Sam said.

      Nick was nodding.  "Yeah, but if she can't help us with the slaves, then we need to get some more help, and I'm not sure that God is going to be a benefit there."

      "Sayeptal," I realized.

      "Yeah," Nick agreed, looking at Luke.  "And we're going to have to figure out how to work with a dragon.  You up for this?"

      "Sia will live forever," Luke said.  "Nick, just think about that.  Not that she can keep refreshing her skins, wards, and runes.  That dragon just said she made Sia as immortal as we are!"

      I did, Tiamat agreed.

      Luke ignored her.  "Michael can't kill her.  She can't give up and let go.  She can't die on us."

      Nick reached up to palm the back of Luke's neck.  "Yeah.  I got that part.  I'm talking about the thing that comes after."

      "I don't give a shit," Luke whispered.  "My legion cannot die.  I'll fight whatever the fuck you point me at, because no matter what, I know that we'll come through it, so yeah.  I'll help you come up with some plans.  I'll take Sia to Angelis and scout things out.  I'll do all of it, but I have one condition."

      "Name it," Nick said.

      So Luke looked at the dragon. "No loopholes.  No take-backs.  No tricks.  Every member of the First Legion will have the life of an outworlder, the inability to die, and the security that we think we have now.  All of us will work together to fix your little screw-up, but when it's over, we get to be happy.  No adding something else to torture us as an experiment.  No loopholes that we can't think about right now to make all of this worthless."

      I cannot promise love, the dragon said.  I have no influence over that.  I can only promise that I will take care of you if you help me take care of my worlds.

      "Then give us the midworlds," Luke said.  "Angels can have Heaven.  Demons can have Hell.  Us?  We will reign over the worlds in the middle.  They will be our home, and we can punish the people on them - or help them - as we see fit."

      Done.  The dragon blinked, making it clear she'd just struck a deal with Lucifer.  The five of you shall be the Devil's army.  She will decide your fate, not me, and I give her the midworlds as her own, but only if she can defeat the angels of Heaven.
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      I felt the deal with the dragon slide into place in my mind, and yet I'd offered nothing back.  There was no guarantee that we would make this happen - or even that we'd try.  And yet, it appeared that this creature was able to lock in her side anyway.  More than anything else about her, that terrified me.

      But God?  I couldn't tell if the rest of my legion actually believed her or if, like me, they were willing to hear her out but still had reservations.  Yet her knowledge of life in the early days was eerily accurate.  Since I remembered the evolution of dragons, that made even more questions, unless this body was nothing more than a skin.

      I didn't want to ask, though.  At least, not until I had the chance to talk to my legion alone, and that wouldn't happen for a little while longer.  Because, since we were already on Vesdar, the next step was talking to the Unaffiliated Angels of Vesdar, which Sam had dubbed the UAV.  So, once we'd asked God all the questions we could think of, our group headed over there, deciding to slip straight into the town this time.

      When I stepped through the veil, I wasn't surprised to see that Nick and Sia had arrived first.  Bel was right with me, while Sam and Ron slipped in a fraction of a second later.  Then we waited, politely, until we were noticed.  Yet I had to know one thing, so I took a single step.

      Nothing stopped me.  I was not glued to my spot, which meant that our deal with these people still held.  Knowing how angels worked, I wasn't quite ready to trust that.  Thankfully, it didn't take long before a child shrieked and pointed at us.  Within seconds, people began moving - mostly to gather around us to gawk.  Then, with a rush of wind, a single angel landed before our group, but it was not Phanuel.

      "Muse!" he said, folding back his wings to reveal it was Vehuel.  "And the rest of the First Legion.  I hope it is a pleasure to see you again."

      Sia's lips split into a smile and she headed toward him with her arm out.  "Vehuel.  Please tell me things on Vesdar are better?"

      He pressed against her in a quick hug.  "With the angels of Heaven, yes.  With the war?  Sadly, no.  We're still working to shield our loved ones, and it appears that Sayeptal may grow."  Then he turned to Nick.  "Satanael, you look less thrilled than normal."

      "We came to ask for help," Nick said, lifting a hand to hold off questions.  "It's not an emergency, and there is no threat to Vesdar, but we'd love to talk about it with you, to see if the UAV is interested."

      Twitching his fingers, Vehuel breathed, "Phanuel," and then turned, extending his arm toward the side of town.  "Let us relax.  There's no need for our demonic friends to stand like spectacles."

      Bel grunted at that.  "Unlike last time?"

      Vehuel didn't answer until we'd passed the edge of the crowd and there were a few less people around us.  Then he turned, walking backwards so he could face our entire legion.  "Opinions differ as much among angels as demons.  Some of us understand that what Michael is doing in Heaven isn't right.  Others are too ashamed of the atrocities we did in the name of power.  They would rather blame you for making us do it."

      "So," I asked, moving up beside him, "What is the general opinion of the First Legion?"

      "That you keep your word and bargain in good faith."  He looked over and caught my eye.  "Mostly, it's that your Muse changes everything.  What she did should be...  impossible."

      "You mean making the veil within seconds?" I asked, gesturing behind me for Sia to not interrupt.

      "That," he agreed, "and what we saw with the ancient dragon.  She tamed it."

      "Not as much as you'd think," I mumbled under my breath, realizing we were at Phanuel's house already.

      Vehuel knocked but didn't wait for an answer.  Pulling open the door, he gestured for all six of us to go first, and then followed us in.  I wasn't surprised to see that Phanuel's satyr wife and children were once again missing, or that the room was crowded with other angels.  One from each choir.  This was his so-called council of angels.  Phanuel reclined in his chair at the back of the room.

      "Demons," he greeted us.  "What crisis do we have to worry about this time?"

      Sia opened her mouth to answer, but I caught her arm, glancing over at Nick in a silent request for him to let me handle this.  A slight inclination of his head let me know he thought that was a good idea.  So, while my legion came to stand shoulder to shoulder, I stepped forward.

      "There's no crisis," I assured the UAV's council.  "There is no impending doom.  We have not come to warn you of any problems, but rather to ask if you - with your angelic abilities - might be interested in helping us in the future."

      "We did agree to do so if we could," Phanuel admitted.

      "This is not a part of our deal," Sia said.  "It would be a favor to others."

      That had all of their attention, especially Vehuel's.  "What others?" he asked.

      Sadly, while the angels of Vesdar were not our enemy, they weren't exactly our allies, either.  We might have friends among them, but I was pretty sure that some of these people had a very good reason not to trust us.  For too long, angels and demons had done nothing but torture each other, and not even Sia coming to save this world would be enough to change that.  There were too many debts still waiting to be repaid between us.

      "The slaves on Angelis," I answered before Sia could say too much.  "Once they're removed from that plane, we'll need to sort them, break any mental compulsions they might have, and remove some of their memories of Angelis so they can be returned to the world they came from."

      Phanuel leaned over his knees to stare at me.  "Explain."

      That wasn't a good sign.  He wasn't asking questions.  He was demanding answers, and none of the angels in the room looked either curious or excited.  Instead, they all wore expressions like they were braced for something very bad.  That meant I had to walk a very narrow line.

      "Michael has made the angels of Heaven into a plague on the midworlds."  I paused to watch their faces, hoping for some hint of how they felt, but got nothing.  "So it's time for us to make sure he can no longer harvest people as if they're his own personal resource.  The first step will be removing all of the innocent slaves from Angelis."

      "And put them where?" the throne asked.

      "Our current plan is to use an uninhabited island on Tyrnigg," I assured them.  "There are roughly one hundred thousand midworlders being kept, bred, and used on Angelis, along with the plants.  That plane is producing almost as much aether as Vesdar, but they feel it is still not enough.  The problem is that these are people.  They aren't some resource to be used without consideration.  They're sentient creatures, no different from your wives and husbands - or children!  They deserve to own their lives.  To make their own decisions.  That is all we want to do."

      And the cherubim relaxed.  Beside him, the dominion glanced over at Phanuel, but it made me think he liked what I'd just said.  Vehuel was nodding, not seeming to care about the stoicism of the rest.  Unfortunately, Phanuel didn't seem to be convinced.  Then again, he was an archangel, and it was his duty to guide the others in their decision.

      "So, what do you want from us?" Phanuel finally asked.

      "Once these slaves are safe, we'll need to make arrangements for them.  We want to do that as fairly as possible.  Many have only recently been acquired, and we think they need to go back.  The problem is that what they've seen could cause problems for them.  If they remember the torture of the angels, it could shift their entire culture.  More likely, however, is that they will be seen as unstable, and most sentients isolate those in one way or another.  That doesn't seem fair."

      "And?" Phanuel pressed, making it clear that I hadn't answered his question.

      "We want to alter their memories, block them, or simply prevent the person from talking about it.  We need to mind-fuck them, Phanuel.  Everyone we send back to their world needs to be prepared to return to their real life.  Either with a good explanation for where they've been or in a way that will not expose the atrocities that have been committed by us for so long."

      "Them," Sia mumbled behind me.

      "Angels," I corrected.

      But that was too much for her.  "No."  Slashing her arm through the air, she stepped to my side.  "None of us in this room - angel or demon - did this.  Maybe some of you made mistakes in your past, but you chose to stop.  That's why we're all here, not on Daemin or Angelis.  No, this is on Michael and his followers.  Them, not us.  We're just trying to clean up the mess without making the midworlds live in fear.  They can't stop angels from taking them.  They can't fight off demons.  It doesn't honestly matter if they live good, wholesome lives or horrible ones.  The end result is the same: they will die.  We mortals tend to do that, but we don't need to fear monsters the whole time.  What we need are some heroes to protect us."

      Tilting his head, Phanuel turned his attention to her.  "I would've assumed that you'd prefer to encourage a rebellion.  To teach humans to fight back - and the other species.  To make angels into the enemy while shifting opinions to see demons as the saviors."

      She blew that off.  "I'd prefer that people don't think about angels and demons at all.  Vesdar, Tyrnigg, and Earth are not your homes.  If you want to live here, then you have to blend in here.  Sayeptal is doing that.  You've found a way to live with your world, not make it live for you."

      He nodded.  "And when the next reaping happens?"

      Sia just smiled.  "See, that's the part Luke left out.  I want to remove the slaves from Angelis because I plan to lock their veil.  The same way I did the one on Daemin.  For too long, demons and angels have been the strongest thing on all five planes.  Not anymore.  I will make sure that angels cannot reap lives without paying a price for it.  Take the aether of the dead and dying; that's a kindness.   But anyone who thinks they have the right to kill without repercussions?  Demon, angel, human, satyr, or fae, I will throw them back to the plane they came from and leave them there until they rot."

      "She can, too," Sam added.  "I'm sure you all remember."

      "We do," Phanuel admitted.  "But locking the veil on Angelis will not be as easy as you think, Muse."

      Sia's tail swished behind her once before she stopped it.  "I don't think it'll be easy.  I think I'm going to do it anyway.  I'm not asking you to help me with that.  I wouldn't.  That's your home, and even if you're happier here, there has to be some emotional connection.  I get it, ok?  All we need is for a few of you to help us sort the slaves.  To volunteer your time to make their short lives better so we can fix what we've all done a good job of screwing up."

      "I'll do it," Vehuel said.  "Myself and a few other seraphim will be happy to help alter the memories of slaves, but will that really be enough?"

      "Satyrs first," Phanuel added.

      "No," Sia said.  "The most recently taken first.  Only because the less time they've been missing, the easier it will be to settle back into their lives.  I don't care what world they came from.  And for those who've married or bonded with someone from another plane?  Well, we're looking into concessions for them.  I'm not ripping apart families.  I'm not going to punish people for what they've already suffered.  They did nothing wrong.  We did.  Angels and demons.  That means this is our way of making up for it."

      "Our punishment," I said, realizing that maybe the dragon was right about her.  "Sia, you know this will take years.  Maybe even decades."

      "I don't care," she told me.  "Luke, if it's just you and me doing this, we're still going to do it.  I came to ask these angels to help simply because this is something angels are good at.  Mind-fucking people was created by angels."

      "Yes, by Lucifer," Phanuel said, his voice calm enough to make it clear that was a dig.

      She just crossed her arms and gave him a disappointed look.  "Don't care.  How about we let the past be the past, do our best to learn from it, and start worrying about fixing the future, hm?"  Then she looked at Vehuel.  "Can I summon you when we have the slaves out?"

      He smiled at her in a way that made me want to pull his feathers out.  "Sia, you can summon me anytime you want."

      Behind me, Bel's grumble proved that I wasn't the only one who noticed he was doting on her just a little too much.  I also saw Ronwe reach up to touch the big guy's arm in reassurance.  The gesture was so casual, but the lightness of that contact, the way Ron's fingers barely brushed Bel's skin before the larger demon looked down tenderly, stood out.  Something was brewing between those two, and I couldn't decide if I was jealous, worried, or thrilled.  Mostly thrilled, but the other two emotions still existed, and I couldn't force them away.

      So I did what I always did: I ignored it.  "Vehuel," I said, "if you'd talk to the rest of town, we'd appreciate it.  There is no demand to help, but the more angels who chip in, the faster we can get these people back into lives they deserve."

      Phanuel sighed before the seraphim could respond.  "And if we don't help?" he asked.

      "Nothing."  I looked at Sia to make sure I wasn't speaking out of turn.  "I don't think it's fair to force them to help.  Many of these men have their own families to worry about."

      "Exactly," she agreed, "and there's still a war here.  That needs to be their first concern.  I just..."  She glanced at Vehuel.  "I've been the powerless one before, hoping that some miracle would come along to help me.  I've been desperate.  I know what it feels like.  Maybe I was never a slave, but life isn't easy for most people.  I just want to help even the odds a little."

      "It will still take years," Vehuel told her.  "A hundred thousand slaves.  If we can do ten a day, every day, that will take almost thirty years.  Three of us..."  He gestured to her, me, and then himself, "would take ten."

      "And more would make it even faster," she agreed.  "Plus, none of us want to do this every day.  We want to have our own lives as well.  To love our wives..."  She lifted a brow at him.  "...Children, and friends.  It's still a very big ask, and I know that.  It's why I'm asking instead of telling."

      Phanuel finally leaned back.  "Not every angel in Sayeptal can bend another's aether."

      "I know," Sia assured him.

      "But most of us can.  Even some who were assumed to be too weak to weave."

      I couldn't help but chuckle at that.  "I think our choirs were designed to benefit only the archangels.  Dominions were our first slaves.  Thrones weren't much better.  We ranked ourselves by the abilities we archangels have, convincing the rest they were lesser because they weren't like us."

      "If you measure a fish by how well it can climb a tree..." Nick said, proving my point.  "It will always be a failure."

      I nodded.  "But if there are any who'd like to learn, I will teach them.  I've taught a Muse.  I've even trained a demon how to manipulate internal aether.  If it's possible, I think I could teach any angel enough to help with this.  It's what I have to offer."

      Phanuel nodded.  "Then I'll tell them.  After all, this would give them plenty of chances to practice.  It's a good deal, Lucifer."  Then he looked at Sia.  "And it's more than fair for you to ask, but I can't give you an answer now.  Except for Vehuel, who seems more than willing to do anything you desire."

      "No," Vehuel said, his head turning to Phanuel.  "It's just that - "

      "She's our Muse," I finished for him.  "Sia seems to charm the outworlders, which isn't as surprising as you'd think since she isn't exactly human."

      "What is she, then?" Phanuel asked.

      "Don't," Nick warned me.

      "Why?" I asked.  "Do you think they'll never figure it out?"

      "I think they're angels," he said, "and some of them probably have ties to those on Angelis.  You said you don't want Michael to come after her, but if you tell them, that's exactly what will happen."

      Sam groaned in annoyance.  "And she can't die."

      "No," Ron agreed, "but she can hurt.  Trust me, sometimes not dying isn't a lot of fun."

      Then Sia decided to take it out of our hands.  "My mother named me Ayala.  My great-grandfather was a demon.  His son was born to a satyr.  He had a child with a human of fairy descent.  That girl had me, and my father is an angel.  It seems that angels have been afraid of me being born for a very long time.  The irony of that is that I was only made possible because of what they did.  The slaves you keep forcing together and breeding to make your world more comfortable are going to be the reason for its downfall."

      And Phanuel smiled.  "Well, now doesn't that make a lot more sense."  Then he stood, crossing the distance to offer her his hand.  "We stand behind you, Ayala.  When you tread upon us, please do so gently?"

      Sia accepted his hand.  "I honestly don't want to tread upon anyone."

      "And yet you still will.  I have a feeling you won't have any other option."  He placed his other hand over hers, holding her palm in the middle.  "I knew you were hiding something. You had to be.  Knowing that it's nothing more than the strength of your power?"  He nodded.  "Now, I can trust you, so fix this.  Let us live in peace, and we will gladly help you with the slaves."

      Sia's brow creased, and she shook her head slightly.  "Why?  A minute ago, you looked like you were about to kick us out again.  For all you know, I could be lying."

      He gently released her hand.  "But you're not.  I've seen your power, Muse.  It's impossible, and yet you wield it so easily.  That means you just changed the rules.  If you are really the Ayala, then you can actually do this.  If you are as powerful as has been predicted, offering to stand with you is the only way I can keep my people safe.  All I'm trying to do is keep the deal I made with them.  I swore I would protect them, and I'm trying."

      "Me too," she agreed.  "I'm just trying to make all of this a little more fair, yet we're so strong.  We can do impossible things.  Don't we owe it to everyone else to use that?"

      "Why?" he asked.  "What have those people done to deserve it?"

      "Absolutely nothing," Sia assured him.  "But why do they have to do it first?  Why can't we?"

      With a soft laugh, Phanuel began to nod.  "I think I approve of how you think.  I'll help with your slaves as well.  Not as much as I'd like, but I will do what I can, and I'll ask the rest of us to do the same.  Our penance for using their lives."

      "Thank you," Sia breathed.

      He dipped his head, making it clear he heard her.  "Thank you for helping us when you didn't have to.  I think it's the least we can do."
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      With Vehuel's promise to help, and Phanuel's assurance that he'd talk to the rest of his angels, we decided to head home, but not to Tyrnigg.  Nope, I wanted to go to Earth to get a better idea of what was happening with the missing students.  After all, we couldn't really see what the angels were doing if we weren't in the middle of this.  And the truth was that I missed the conveniences of modern life.

      The guys all agreed, which made me think they'd talked about it when I was recovering from my little dying episode.  In my head, I'd planned to come here and start looking for Chris, but after talking to God?  I now had a lot more questions to sort through first.  I was pretty sure we all did.

      When I'd first learned that demons and angels existed, it had been surprising. I thought I'd handled it pretty well, all things considered. The difference was that I'd been prepared. The first time I'd seen Nick was when I’d needed a miracle. Having Death appear in the middle of an armed robbery made some strange sort of sense to me. But that had been all it took to plant the seed in my mind.

      If Death was real, then everything else had to be possible. Back then, it had made sense for the Grim Reaper to be an angel. After all, people called him the Angel of Death. So, learning that Nick was a demon wasn't that big of a stretch. Not even for an atheist. Never mind that I’d also been a little too desperate to believe that he could actually be real. Maybe I'd thought he was just a daydream, but it had been the thought that kept me going for so long.

      But if demons were real, then angels had to be too. That was a small step for my mind. The fact that they were immortal threw me for a bit, but it made sense. The guys had explained all of this to me in a very scientific and plausible way. Cross-planar evolution. String theory. The fact that not only angels and demons existed but also fairies and satyrs was nothing more than science. There was nothing at all to be scared about.

      And now there was God.

      But I'd also met angels. I knew how easily they lied. Too many times, I'd seen how they could twist things to convince us to believe whatever they wanted. I was pretty sure, though, that my hangup came down to one very minor detail. God and angels were tied together. God reigned in Heaven, which was where the angels slept. That meant that God was supposed to be on their side - and their side wasn't mine.

      But the Dragon said I was her creation. That in itself brought up a million questions. How exactly had she created me? I had a mother and a father, and I'd met them both. They hadn't exactly been forced together, and God hadn't even seemed to recognize me the first time we'd met. Had she?

      So that sounded like she was stretching the truth, or that there were bigger forces at work in the world. I couldn't decide which idea was more terrifying. Either way, it made me feel small, weak, and helpless. Three things I wasn't exactly fond of. And from the looks on the guys' faces, I had a feeling they were thinking the same thing. God was real. All the signs pointed towards the fact that she wasn't making this up. She was also a motherfucking dragon.

      That was why, as soon as we got into the college house, I pulled out my phone and went looking for a charger. I had a little Googling to do, and the name Tiamat was right at the top of the list. According to Wikipedia, she was one of the ancient Mesopotamian goddesses. A symbol of primordial chaos and creation, it said. Often pictured as a loving mother and a vengeful wife - sometimes she was even called evil. The most interesting thing, however, was her relationship to dragons. She was called the mother of them in Babylonian mythology, and often depicted as one.

      Considering the ties between Babylon and the Bible, it kinda made sense. What if God wasn't all good? According to her, she was simply the creator, neither good nor evil, and certainly not infallible. She was the mother of demons and angels, and by extension, the reason we all existed. And I couldn't deny the fact that she didn't have to answer our questions, yet she still had.

      But while I was reading through the website, the guys were doing their own thing. Luke disappeared somewhere upstairs. Sam had pulled out his laptop and was sitting at the kitchen table looking for something on it. Nick stood behind him, reading over his shoulder. I wasn't sure where Ron went, but Bel was making coffee.

      He saw me looking around and tilted his head in a gesture to come closer. "I do not think Ron liked what the dragon said," he told me.

      "Which part?" I asked.

      "The part that made him feel like he is not good enough." And Bel pressed a cup of coffee into my hands. "You should take that to him and listen because you listen better than the rest of us."

      "I think you listen pretty good too, Bel."

      He chuckled as he added cream and sugar to a second cup, then offered that one to me as well. "It is not the same as when you listen, but if you think I should, then I will listen to him too."

      "Where is he?" I asked.

      Bel just pointed towards the ceiling, which clearly meant that Ron had snuck up to his room. So, with a cup of coffee in each hand, I headed that way. I had to go slowly because balancing two full cups while walking upstairs wasn't easy, but that was okay. I figured Luke was probably with him anyway.

      But when I reached the top of the stairs, I realized I was wrong. The door for the gold room was thrown open, and inside, Luke was working on something. I peeked my head in as I passed.

      "You okay?" I asked.

      Luke glanced up. "Yep. Just checking to see if I have anything that will hide us from the other angels in this town. I don't stand out too bad, but I have a feeling you will. No need to make it easy for them, right?"

      "Have you seen Ron?" I asked.

      "He said something about needing a shower," Luke told me.

      Which meant he was in his room, and alone. We’d given Ron the silver one, which was at the opposite end of the hall from the gold one. The decoration choices in this place didn't really make a lot of sense to me, and I’d originally assumed it was just because these were a bunch of college guys. Now, I had a feeling it was more to do with whatever they came across, when they came across it. They decorated each room with a specific color because it was easiest, and took less work to think about.

      When I reached Ron's door, I tapped lightly with my toe, knocking in the only way I could without spilling the coffee. On the other side of the wood, I heard him call back, "Come!"

      "My hands are full," I told him.

      It didn't take long before the doorknob turned, and he opened it to invite me in. "Coffee?" he asked.

      "Evidently Bel has decided we all need some. I thought I'd bring you a cup and see how you’re doing. Or maybe see how I'm doing. I haven't quite figured that part out yet." And I held out one of the cups for him.

      Ron took it and stepped back, giving me space to come in. "Which part is bothering you?" he asked.

      "God." I made my way over to his bed and sat on the edge before taking a sip of my coffee. "I'm an atheist. I don't believe in God and the Devil, and yet that dragon says she's God, and I'm supposed to be the Devil?"

      "The Ayala," he corrected.

      "Same thing," I said. "Some nefarious embodiment of big and bad things. Some horrible monster that's going to destroy everything. Like, is that supposed to give me an ego boost, or is it some kind of hint that I'm about to screw this all up?"

      "Yeah," Ron agreed as he moved to sit beside me. "The weird thing is that I remember those words she spoke. That poem, or whatever it was. The whole bit she recited that sounded like a Bible verse? Well, it was one of my first dreams. I don't exactly remember all the words, but when she said them, I recognized them."

      "Really?" Because I certainly hadn't expected that.

      He slowly bobbed his head in a nod. "Because I think she's right. Sia, I remember the storms. I remember staring at them and thinking about how beautiful they were. I just sat there, and I have no clue how long it was. I didn't understand time back then. But what was I watching? Was that the creation of everything going on above my head? Then why did she do this to me?" He gestured to his weakened right side.

      "You mean splitting you to make a twin?" I asked.

      "To make a better version?" He countered. "You heard her. She said that I wasn't good enough. I didn't do what I was supposed to. She decided I was a failure, and so she tried to make the next one better. She didn't care if she hurt me or made my life more difficult so long as she had a new cool thing to play with. How am I supposed to feel about that?"

      I leaned to set my coffee on the bedside table, then turned to give him my complete attention. "If she didn't think you were good enough, then she's a fucking idiot. Ron, I think you're amazing. You are the nicest, sweetest, and most considerate person I've ever met in my entire life. Even more than all the other guys in the legion. You are smart, and so amazingly beautiful. Yet, I can't help but wonder if you would still be like this if you'd been perfect. If you'd been the ideal creation that she was talking about, would you have ended up like the other angels?"

      "Other? Sia, I'm still not an angel."

      "But your twin is. Never mind that neither of you are like either pure angel or pure demon. You’re… I think you're kinda like me. You’re a little bit of everything all mixed up into one body, and maybe we’re a little bit fucked up because of it. Who cares?"

      "I care!" he told me. "That's the whole point. I do care, because I just want to be good enough. Here you are being told that everything you were taught is evil - from having all of us to how horrible demons are, let alone your role in all of this - and you somehow just moved on from that like, I dunno, but you figured it out!"

      "Yeah, I did." Reaching out to rub his leg, I begged him to look at me. "And the only reason I did was because of everything I've been through to get here. It started with being a pity case that no one wanted. Sound familiar? When I finally figured out that being abandoned was my parents' fault and not mine, then I had to deal with being a foster kid and all the baggage that goes with that. Then I was poor. After that, I was a twenty-four-year-old college freshman. Most people my age already had a degree. I was never what anyone thought I should've been, and I figured out that it doesn't really matter." I rubbed his leg again. "And you were kinda the last straw that made me stop worrying about it."

      "What do you mean?" His eyes searched mine, hoping I could say something that would make him feel better.

      "I was supposed to be bad at boyfriends. Sleeping around meant I was a slut. All the rules said that this life I have with my legion is wrong, but then you changed my mind. You showed me that what I was fighting so hard against was everything I’d ever wanted, and then you kissed me. Just a kiss, but no one cared. No one was mad at me for it, and that was when I realized that rules were meant to be broken."

      "I thought you figured that out when you slept with Bel," he teased.

      I bobbed my head from side to side, partially admitting that. "I still felt a little guilty for it, but I was trying. But when I kissed you, I didn't feel guilty at all. It actually felt, I dunno, right."

      He ducked his head, but I could still see his cheeks turning pink. "So you're trying to say I should break the rules?" And he glanced up through his lashes to look at me.

      "I kinda think we should all break the rules," I told him. "Fuck the rules, Ron. So what if you were God's prototype for life. Maybe you missed the part where it sounded like you were the first one she's ever created. In all dimensions - however she's defining that. You were the very first living thing ever. So what if you're not perfect? None of us are, and that's pretty much the best part. I happen to like your scars. I love the way that you never make me feel stupid. Ron, I just love you."

      "I love you too, Sia, but this is a lot to take in." He reached out for my hand, then looked at his cup.

      Without asking, I lifted his coffee from his fingers and set it beside mine. Then I moved higher on the bed and patted the spot beside me. That was all he needed. Ron crawled his way across the mattress to flop down with his head on the pillow, facing me. I stretched out to join him, and he caught my hand to lace his fingers through mine.

      "I like who I am," he assured me. "I really do. It's just that I always assumed that this was all an accident. That I’d been created by some fluke of physics, and I'd failed at it. That my deformity happened because of something I did, or something I couldn't do. To hear that God cut me in half and fucked me up? That she made a mess of healing me? It's a lot to take in, and it makes me want to blame her."

      "Then blame her," I told him. "She said it herself; she can't hurt you."

      He shook his head. "I'm not sure she deserves that. You know how humans always say that we were created in God's image? What if that image just means that we’re fallible? That we’re biased, judgmental, and emotional creatures who simply aren't perfect?"

      "Does it make a difference?" I asked.

      Then he did something unexpected. He smiled at me. "I think so. If we're talking about good and evil, or trying to talk about rules that should be broken, then yeah. It kinda does. Because who's to say that those rules aren't screwed up too? She even said that all of our beliefs about good and evil came from stories that were passed down so many times that the words and concepts have changed and evolved. That her control group for good ended up being bad, and the one she made to be bad turned out to be good. Sia, she's saying we can change."

      And that may have been the deepest thing to come out of all of this. In some ways, it could be boiled down to the simplest concept ever. Were we selfish or selfless? The more I thought about it, the more I realized that that was all good and evil really came down to. So, if being selfless was what ended up being defined as evil, then I was going to be the best Devil ever.

      "So where do we go from here?" I asked him, just as the door to his room opened.

      Ron lifted himself partially off the bed to see who it was. "Come on in, Bel," he said.

      "Are you okay?" Bel asked.

      Ron smiled down at me. "I'm going to be. I just don't like the idea of having been discarded. I mean, that probably sounds stupid -"

      "Not to me," Bel assured him. "She let me get eaten over and over. She let all of us kill ourselves as we tried to figure out how to walk, fly, and survive. She said that we weren't any fun until we had to struggle. But fun for who? Her?"

      "Okay," I said, sitting up so I could see them both. "What if we’re all just pissed off and judging her harshly because of what we assumed she was supposed to be?" I held up a finger, asking them to let me finish. "Because I know what I thought about my parents before I met them. Kacira was supposed to have been some drugged-out junkie, and I hated her for it. I always assumed my dad was some loser who ran off, and then I found out that he's been helping Luke since I was born. But I judged them as failures because I had this idea in my head that parents were supposed to be these perfect, loving things who would protect me and keep me safe. I mean, they did that, but it wasn't exactly in the way I had imagined. So I was pissed at them for it, and they didn't really deserve it."

      "I'm pissed at them for it," Bel said. "Your parents and my creator."

      "No," Ron said, "she has a point. They did the best they could under the circumstances. It wasn't perfect, and it sucked for us, but what should they have done instead?"

      "Not hurt the people I care about," Bel said.

      "How?" Ron asked.

      "I don't know," Bel snarled. "I just know it should've been better."

      "That." I pointed at him. "That's exactly what I mean. We’re hurt, and we’re angry, so we try to direct it at someone. Well, this is one of those rules I think we need to break. Yes, things got fucked up. Yes, it sucks for all of us. But would you be you - either of you - if none of this had happened? I know I wouldn't be the person I am now if I hadn't gone through all that shit I did as a kid."

      "So you think we should forgive her?" Ron asked.

      That was the part I hadn't really considered yet. "Maybe we should just give her a second chance," I suggested. "See if all of this was an accident, or if maybe God is the one we should be worried about, not me.  Or hopefully, she'll prove that she's just as normal as I am?  Not necessarily perfect, but willing to try, you know?"

      "But that won't make me feel better," Bel said.  "It doesn't make the hurt go away."

      "Neither did giving me a second chance," I reminded him.  "How many times did I hurt you because I simply didn't understand that living the way we are now was really allowed?"

      "A few," he admitted.

      So I scooted closer to Ron, making room on the bed so Bel could recline beside me.  "But you gave me another chance, and I kinda figured out that I was an idiot, huh?"

      Bel rolled closer so he could sweep the hair away from my face.  "You are not an idiot.  You were just scared, and I wanted to protect you."

      "What if God's scared?" I asked him.  "What if she needs us to protect her?"

      Ron huffed out a breath.  "I never considered that.  God's supposed to be..."

      "All-powerful and perfect," I finished for him.  "Yeah, I know.  And the Devil isn't supposed to be nervous about taking what 'he' wants.  I mean, that's kinda where I'm going with this.  I just..."  I looked from Ron to Bel and back.  "Maybe I'm crazy.  I mean, I think I'm the Devil after all, but what if I'm right?  What if we're not as shallow as all the myths and stories make us out to be?"

      "Then I will give her another chance," Bel said.  "But only because the woman I love thinks it is a good idea."

      "And you?" I asked Ron.  "We do kinda need her help, don't we?"

      "I'll try," he agreed.  Then he smiled.  "But only because the Devil has talked me into it."

      "You!" I gasped playfully, rolling over to pull him down and shove my fingers in his ribs.  "I'll show you what the Devil can do!"

      He caught my hands too easily, proving that his body was still demon-strong, and pushed my arms over my head.  Then he paused, realizing how he had me pinned.  "Sorry," he breathed, loosening his grip to lean back.

      So I lifted up and pressed my mouth against his, stopping him.  "Yeah, suddenly I don't care about God at all," I whispered against his lips.

      "And now, I think the Devil's luring me into something else," he said softly.
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      Bel's hand closed over my wrist, taking it from Ron as he held me between them.  It was enough to make Ron look up.  Right above me, I could see them making their decision.  Slowly, almost as if he was waiting to be told no, Bel reached up to cup the side of Ron's face.  A flicker of a smile touched the smaller man's lips and then he leaned in.

      Damn, but I'd never watched Bel kiss before.  Not really.  I'd caught the tail end of him kissing Ron in Canada, but that didn't really count since most of what I'd seen had been the back of the big guy's head.  This?  It was nothing like that.  The first touch of their lips was so soft, so amazingly sensual, and then Bel's teeth slipped softly across Ron's lower lip, and their tongues began to tangle.

      They kissed like men.  There was no submission from Ron, just a need to get his own share, to explore Bel's mouth as much as Bel took from his.  The moments where they paused, their cheeks or foreheads touching for just a moment too long, spoke to something deep inside me, making it clear that this had been building for a while.  Not that I blamed either one.

      But there was one problem here.  Ron hadn't lived in this room yet.  The bathroom had only the bare minimum, and I was pretty sure that the table beside the bed had only an empty drawer.  If this was going where I thought it was, I certainly did not want to interrupt, and yet I was the only one not being groped.  According to the rules of my bedroom on Tyrnigg, that meant I needed to make sure this was even possible.

      So I whispered, "Let me up, guys?"

      They kissed one more time before Bel looked down at me.  "Sorry, Muse," he mumbled.

      "Oh, I did not want you to stop," I promised.  "I just need to grab something.  I'll be right back."

      As if that was all the excuse they needed, the pair pulled back long enough for me to sit up and slide off the bed by Bel's feet.  I tried not to look back, and even told myself that it wouldn't do me any good, but as I reached for the doorknob, I couldn't help myself.  It seemed that the moment I was out of the way, Bel had pushed Ron down on his back and claimed his mouth again.  Ron was doing his best to get Bel's tight maroon tee off his body.

      So I slipped into the hall as quietly as I could and hurried to the next door.  It was Luke's white room, and I tapped lightly before stepping in without waiting for an answer.  After all, Luke had been in the gold room the last time I saw him.  But I was wrong.  With his pants hanging open, his shirt missing, and the sound of water coming from the attached bathroom, it appeared that my angel was just about to have a shower.

      "Sia?" he asked.

      "Yeah, sorry, I thought you were still in the gold room.  Um, where do you keep the lube?"

      His brow creased.  "By the bed.  Why?"

      My eyes darted to the wall closest to Ron's room.  "Uh..."

      And he ducked his head to chuckle.  "Bel?"

      "Yeah.  Is this going to be weird?" I asked, not quite able to read Luke's reaction.

      He just pointed at the drawer he meant.  "Should be a full bottle in there.  Did we put towels in the silver room?"

      "I think so," I said.  "I didn't really check."

      So Luke strode into the bathroom, returning just as I found the lube.  When I looked up, he tossed a towel at me.  It was black, unlike everything else in his room, which was perfectly, angelically white.

      "It's not weird," he assured me.  "Now take that to them before someone decides that spitting on his dick is good enough.  Hopefully, not Bel, because... oww."

      "Yeah," I said, backing toward the door.  "Hey?  Thanks."

      Luke just smiled at me.  "I actually like this, Sia.  It feels...  right."

      "Yeah it does," I agreed, and then stepped back into the hall.

      And that was the honest truth.  I'd fought so hard against what they'd offered me, and I was a fucking idiot.  Seriously, Bel and Ron?  Holy hotness!  They were like perfect opposites, and even as soft, gentle, and sweet as Ron was, nothing about him was feminine.  Bel, on the other hand, was just as gentle, just as kind, but it felt different.  Almost as if he was holding back, and I couldn't even imagine what would happen if he stopped.

      So when I stepped into Ron's room to find both of them without their shirts, the blankets over the bed completely mussed, and Bel between Ron's legs, grinding their pants together, I couldn't stop my moan of appreciation.  The towel got tossed beside our coffees, the lube went on the sliver of empty space at the edge of the bed, and I was pulling my shirt off even as I closed the distance to get to the bed.

      "I think I need to be somewhere in there," I said as I kicked off my shoes and then wrenched open the front of my pants.

      Bel pulled back to look at me.  "Yes, you do."

      Fuck, but that was sexy enough to make my panties wet.  And when both of them turned their attention on me, separating to reach for my body, it only got worse.  Bel reached for my pants, easing both them and my panties over my hips.  Ron moved in for my bra, his hands wrapping around my back to work the clasp free as he lifted his face to mine.

      I kissed him without hesitation, aware that he wasn't having much luck with getting my bra undone.  So I reached back, releasing the clasp with one hand while he eased it from my shoulders and away from my body.  But now that I was naked, they should be as well.  Evidently, Bel agreed, because when I pulled my lips from Ron's, I found the big guy working off Ron's pants.  That meant Bel's were mine.

      Somehow, we made it work.  There was a little bit of pausing and moving so we could all get naked, and then Bel pushed me down onto the bed.  Ron immediately moved in to claim my mouth again, and Bel began kissing his side, following the line of Ron's body until he reached mine.

      "You're so beautiful," Ron breathed against my lips.

      Bel murmured his agreement.  "You both are."  Then he began to kiss his way back up my body, aiming for my chest.  "How do you want us, Muse?"

      My breath caught, because I didn't know.  Never mind that I was pretty sure Bel had done this with a woman before. Probably a lot.  I kissed Ron again quickly, then looked at him, just as Bel's lips found my hardened nipple.

      "I don't know," I admitted, reaching for the back of his head.

      Ron's lips moved to my neck, and Bel raised his head, almost as if they were working together.  While Ron moved lower, Bel stretched until his lips were beside my ear.

      "I've never had him," he whispered.  "He's so beautiful, and I want to take him while he takes you."

      Ron groaned against my chest, pushing his pelvis closer until his throbbing dick was crushed against my leg.  "I'm no good at that," he said.

      "You will be," Bel promised, but he was backing away.

      It took me only a moment to realize that he was reaching for the lube.  And yet he stepped off the bed to get it.  I was confused for only a moment, until he grabbed Ron's leg and pulled, sliding him not only down the bed, but also sideways and onto his back.  Ron sucked in a breath, clearly as surprised as I was.

      "Tell me no," Bel demanded, his eyes on Ron.

      But Ron only shook his head.  "I'm not going to stop you."

      And his eyes dropped to Bel's large, dark cock, watching while Bel poured lube into his hand and then stroked it across himself.  So I moved in to kiss my sweet Ronwe, rising up on my knees to crawl my way closer.  I was no longer the center of attention, but it was kinda nice.  This time, it was Bel and me ganging up to take care of Ron, and that made me feel powerful, like I was in charge.

      Which meant I got to show my newest lover a few things.  Glancing back to keep track of what Bel was doing, I slid my arm down Ron's until I found his wrist, and then guided his hand between my legs.  My sweet little man knew nothing about women, but that didn't mean I couldn't teach him, and he learned so very fast.

      His fingers slipped between my folds, and I ground myself against them while Bel used one hand to play with Ron's ass, the other slowly stroking his dick in time.  Ron groaned, letting his legs fall open so Bel could move a little closer, and the big demon caught my eye.

      "You should take charge more often," he said, and then slipped a finger into Ron's ass.

      I felt Ron's hand stiffen between my legs as his attention moved lower, so I leaned back, sitting up straight so I could find Bel's mouth.  He kissed me, and I could feel the movement of his arms as he worked our boyfriend while he did so, refusing to let me distract him.  Pushing Ron's arm a little more, I guided him back to my opening, and he understood, thrusting into me with a finger while Bel did the same to him.  Then he added a second, and I groaned into Bel's mouth.

      "She likes that," he said.

      "Uh-huh," Ron panted.  "More."

      So Bel withdrew his hand.  "Do not stop pleasing her," he ordered.

      Then he grabbed the base of his dick and angled it down.  His other hand continued to slowly stroke Ron, and I watched as he eased himself closer, but my angle was awful for anything else.  Suddenly, Ron's legs tensed, and the man's mouth fell open, but his eyes closed.

      "Tell me to stop," Bel demanded.

      Ron just shook his head, refusing to say anything, so Bel eased himself in a little more.  The look on Ron's face was clearly not pain, and yet Bel was being so careful.  So gentle with him.  Ron's hand had slowed, but watching him like this was all the turn-on I needed.  There was something so vulnerable about his position, and so fucking sexy.  My pulse pounded hard, right between my legs, and I wanted so much more than his hand, but not enough to look away.  Not enough to do anything about it except watch.

      Bel eased himself out a bit, and then pushed in again.  Over and over, yet each pump of his hips drove him just a little deeper, and Ron looked like he'd never felt anything better.  When his chest arched off the bed, I leaned forward to hold him in place, and he remembered his hand buried in my pussy and began to thrust it into me again, keeping time with Bel.

      "Work her," Bel said.  "Do not be soft.  She wants it deep, just like you."

      "Oh, yes," Ron gasped.  "Bel..."

      And Bel thrust, burying himself to his balls in Ron's ass before he just stopped.  "Does it hurt, demon?" he asked.

      "It feels so..."  Ron moaned.  "Good."

      "And this will feel even better."  Bel crooked a finger at me.  "On top."

      Immediately, I understood what he was thinking.  Easing myself away from Ron's hand, I pressed both palms on Ron's chest, and then carefully tossed a leg over his hip, making sure I didn't kick Bel in the process.  What I didn't expect was for Bel to still have Ron's dick in his hand, lifting it up so I could lower myself down onto him.

      For a split second, I realized just how awkward this could be, and then I felt Ron sliding into my body.  Inch by inch, he stretched me, filling me so perfectly, yet the moment my weight settled on his hips, Bel's arm slid around my waist, pulling me back against his chest.

      "Open your eyes," he demanded.

      I wasn't sure if he was talking to me or Ron, but we both obeyed, our eyes meeting.  Then Bel leaned just enough to kiss the side of my neck.  No one moved, but no one had to.  The sight of Ron looking up at me, consumed by the pleasure of being sheathed inside me and simultaneously filled by Bel.  The feel of his lithe body between my knees and Bel's hard chest behind me.  Knowing how exposed I was, for both of them to see everything.  It made my heart race.

      "Fuck him," Bel breathed against my neck.  "Take what you want, kartem.  Love him the way that he loves you."

      Then I felt him move, rocking his hips back just to slide his abs up against my back again.  The movement set my pace, but I needed purchase, so I reached up and back to grab Bel's shoulder.  That, I used to pull myself higher, only to thrust myself back down, tilting my hips for the spot I liked best.  And beneath us, Ron clawed at the sheets with one hand.  His other found my thigh, begging for just a little more.

      I gave it, using his body like my own personal sex toy.  My eyes slipped closed, and I tilted my head back, not caring at all how I looked because this felt so good.  These two men were amazing.  So very different, and yet so similar, but together they were phenomenal.  Every thrust from Bel pushed Ron a little deeper into me, rocking his body just right.  The motion was new and absolutely amazing.

      Then Bel's arm around my waist moved higher, his hand finding my breast just before his mouth found mine.  We were too far apart to kiss deeply, but he still managed, toying with my lips, sucking at them, and then pressing his mouth to my brow as he picked up the pace.  That was when another hand found my body, and it had to belong to Ron.

      But I didn't look.  I didn't care about that.  I just wanted to feel this.  All of this.  Them, together, with me caught in the middle.  This was nothing like the night I'd spent with Bel.  There was no scratching or biting.  But it wasn't like the day I'd been with Ron, when my demon had been so careful.  It was new, the pair of them combining in a way I hadn't expected, and I liked it.

      No, I loved it.  I loved them, loved this, and loved the life they'd pulled me into.  I loved the way I felt with them sliding through and against my body, their hands worshiping me without shame.  I couldn't get enough of how they made me feel, and it wasn't just about the pleasure they were creating.  It was so much more than that.

      It was that I didn't need to be ashamed.  I had nothing to regret.  Luke knew I was here.  Nick and Sam encouraged this.  Bel and Ron worked so well together, and they even made learning new things into something wonderful.  There was no need for guilt or fear.  Just this.  Just my beautiful, sexy men with me.  Just the feel of their bodies, and the friction driving me ever higher.

      And then Ron's hand moved to my ribs, grabbing a little too hard, and he began to pull.  "Harder," he begged.  "Bel, harder."

      Bel gave him what he asked for, because these were demons.  As Ron's hand pulled me down onto him with a little extra force, Bel thrust, his body stopping only when it met mine.  Over and over, we crashed into each other, all of us wanting just a little more, knowing that our reward was within reach.  I could feel Ron swelling inside me, growing bigger as his body got close.  Then Bel dropped his hand between my legs and found my clit.  He didn't rub.  Didn't make circles or flick.  All he did was press, but the combined movement of three people was more than enough.

      My fingers dug into his shoulder, but my other hand was on Ron, pressing into his chest to hold myself up.  I knew I was moaning, possibly even gasping, but I didn't care.  With their hands on me, I could feel my tits bouncing each time I came down on Ron, and his eyes were locked on them, making me feel like the most beautiful thing in all five worlds.

      And then they closed, and Ron cried out his release a second later.  Inside me, he pulsed, and it was all I needed to find my own orgasm.  I threw my head back and it crashed into Bel's chest, but the big guy kept going, kept thrusting until he rode both of us through it.  Only then did he stop, letting out a sigh that made it clear we hadn't been alone.

      But he held me.  For just a moment, while we all caught our breath, Bel held me in the most tender way, and I could feel his other arm moving as if he was caressing Ron's thigh just as lovingly.  Ron's fingers bumped against mine, then found the gaps between them, and I opened my eyes to find the sweetest smile on his lips, even as he panted for his breath.

      "Wow," Ron breathed.  "I had no idea women felt like that."

      With a chuckle, Bel eased himself out of Ron's body.  "Should I put you both to bed?" he asked.

      But I had this.  Leaning forward, I climbed off my lover, only to flop onto the bed beside him.  "Planning to take care of us?" I teased Bel.

      He pointed at how we were lying on the bed the wrong way.  "I think someone should.  I also can think of nothing better."  Then he leaned down to kiss first Ron, and then me.  "But I need a shower, and I'm using yours."

      In unison, Ron and I both turned to watch Bel's tight black ass make its way into the bathroom.  The moment the door closed, I rolled against Ron's shoulder, unable to stop my giggle.  He wasn't any better, but he wrapped both arms around me as he did so.

      "He's so big," Ron managed to get out.

      "I know," I said, looking up at him.  "And you're pretty nice too, you know."

      His laughter died.  "Really?"

      I nodded against his chest.  "Yeah.  Feels good."

      "So, was I... ok?"

      "You were amazing," I promised, and stretched up to reach his mouth.

      The kiss was soft and chaste, but lingering.  His hand slid over my hair, pushing it away from my face, and then he leaned back to look at me again.  "Stay the night?" he asked.

      "You don't mind?"

      He shook his head.  "No.  I can brag to Luke tomorrow.  Tonight, I kinda want to hold you."  And he kissed my forehead.  "I know you don't see it, Sia, but you?  You're what makes all of this work.  All of us work, I mean."

      "Because I'm the Devil," I teased.

      He reached up to tap my nose.  "Exactly.  I'm just wondering when you're going to figure out what that means."

      "Huh?"

      He smiled at me.  "Satan, Lucifer, Beelzebub, Samyaza.  Sia, you have the most powerful demons in Hell at your beck and call.  The first man has given in to your temptation.  The serpent has appeared.  Well, dragon."  He paused to let his fingers trace the line of my cheek.  "The final battle between Heaven and Hell is coming.  I think it's called Revelations."

      "Yeah, but it's not."  I shook that off.  "That's just a story, isn't it?"

      "Is it?" he asked.  "It describes a battle between Michael and the dragon.  I mean, they assume the dragon is the Devil, and the Devil is definitely there, but...  I think the coincidences are a little too close."

      "It doesn't matter," I told him.  "Not God, not Michael, none of it.  All that matters is us, and we're eternal, right?"

      "We are," he agreed.

      "And we're not going to leave each other?"

      "Never," he swore.

      I wrapped an arm around his waist and hugged him as tight as I could.  "Then, even if we lose, we're still going to win.  So long as Michael can't tear us apart, we can't really lose."
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      At some point, Ron and I managed to get ourselves up and into the bed properly, but Bel never joined us.  He did stop to give both of us a sweet kiss before pointing out that the bed simply wasn't big enough for all of us - and he was right.  We still would've made it work, but he promised he was fine.  I didn't argue much - only because I was too tired to keep my eyes open.

      But the next morning, I woke up early, and I felt a little guilty.  I'd barely even talked to the others when we got here last night.  Everyone had been a little shaken up by our chat with God.  Well, Tiamat was what she called herself, but in my head, I couldn't stop thinking of her as God.  Ron and Bel had seemed to take it the hardest, but I shouldn't have ignored Nick, Luke, and Sam like I had.

      So I kissed Ron and told him to sleep in, then claimed a massive maroon shirt from the floor and tiptoed down the hall.  Sam's room was in the middle, halfway between Ron's and the stairs on the far end.  His door was cracked open just enough to let me peek inside.  But that wasn't Sam in his bed.  It was Bel, and the big guy was sprawled across the entire mattress.

      So I kept going.  All of my clothes were in Nick's room.  The problem was that I didn't want to wake him.  So I crept in as quietly as I could, only to find that Nick hadn't spent the night alone either.  Luke was curled against his chest, one arm draped across Nick's body and hooked against his ribs.  The pair of them were beautiful like that.  Light against dark, and nothing but miles of elegant muscles.

      Carefully, I opened the drawers to claim a set of underwear, a pair of yoga pants, and a long-sleeve tee.  It was January, and while that wasn't too cold here in the South, it wasn't exactly warm either.  With an armload of clean stuff to put on, I turned to sneak my way back out, only to find Nick's eyes open and watching me.

      With a smile, he lifted a finger to his lips, making it clear he didn't want to wake Luke.  I nodded, smiling back at him, and that seemed to say enough.  Nick looked down at Luke with a gentle smile, let out a breath, and then nodded at me.

      "Go back to sleep," I whispered, my words as quiet as I could make them.

      He curled the arm Luke was laying on around the man's back to lightly stroke his shoulder.  "Tell one of the guys to take you for coffee."  Like me, his words were almost inaudible.

      "Shower first," I said, but nodded to show I agreed.  "You two look good together."

      Nick just pointed at the door, playfully kicking me out rather than admitting I was right, but I knew he liked hearing it.  I also went - right out and to the gold room next door.  That wasn't a bedroom.  It was where the guys had their stone table for any necessary aether projects, which meant no one would be in need of the bathroom when they woke up.  So, I claimed it as my own and enjoyed a long, hot shower.

      When I was clean, awake, and dressed, I made my way downstairs.  The house was still quiet, but I could hear someone moving around in the kitchen.  Heading that way, I glanced at the clock on the wall, groaning when I realized that it was just after nine in the morning.  Normal people should be asleep at this time of day, but it seemed that jumping between worlds and time zones had made me an accidental morning person.

      Then I stepped into the kitchen to find Sam pulling apart the coffee pot.  His jeans hung low on his hips, and his shirt had been tossed onto the counter instead of his body.  His magenta hair was wet and in disarray, flopped carelessly against his cheek.  But he paused when he heard me, glancing back with a smile.

      "Morning."

      I moved closer to help.  "Morning.  I saw Bel in your bed."

      His smile turned a little wistful.  "Yeah.  He wanted to cuddle."

      "And?" I asked.

      Sam glanced away.  "It may have led places.  You're still ok with that, right?"

      I stepped behind him to wrap my arms around his waist.  "What places?" I teased.

      "Well, I had to wash the shit off my dick, so I'm still a little wet," he teased.

      "Ugh, Sam!" I groaned, releasing him to step back.  "Eww!"

      "I'm kidding!" he insisted.  "Well, kinda."  Then he turned to face me, grabbing my waist to pull me back against his body.  "We still ok, sweetie?"

      "We're good," I promised, reaching up to wrap my arms around his neck.  "You ok with Nick and Luke?"

      "Mm."  Sam wobbled his head from side to side.  "I'm happy for them, but yeah.  No.  Never mind."

      "What?" I asked.  "No, wait on that.  What's wrong with the coffee pot?"

      That earned me a sigh.  "Apparently, our Muse likes strong coffee.  Bel hasn't realized there's a maximum level.  Now there are coffee grounds in all of it.  I'm so tempted to say fuck it and just get a new one, but I'm dying for a little go juice."

      "Me too.  What do you think about leaving that for someone else - like Bel - to clean up, and walking up to the coffee shop with me like old times?"

      "You agree to slip there and let me buy, and I'm in."  He leaned in to steal a kiss.

      I snuck in a second before he could pull back.  "One condition.  You finish that thought while we both wake up?"

      "It's nothing," he promised.

      "Nope.  That's my line.  For once, you talk and I listen.  Tomorrow we can go back to where I talk and you do all the listening, ok?"  And I cupped his cheek.  "Because I'm pretty sure it has to do with you feeling a little shoved out, and I'm sorry."

      "It's not you," he promised.  Then he groaned.  "Ok.  Coffee first, then we talk about our feelings."

      I dropped my hands to slide them across his chest, making sure my palm hit his nipple ring, and then stepped back.  Sam rolled his eyes at me, but his smile proved he didn't mind the attention at all.  He still reached over for his shirt.  As he pulled that on, he headed toward the dining room.  I followed, watching as he picked up his wallet from the side table.  Pushing that in his back pocket, he pulled open one of the drawers, found a pen and a pad of paper, then scrawled out a quick note.

      That went on the table to let the guys know we were at the Kharma Kafe.  Then he offered his hand.  "Since you're keyed into the wards, we don't even have to go outside to leave.  I'll drive."

      I slipped my palm against his, and Sam immediately stepped back.  We were barely in the corridor before he pushed, slipping sideways only to pull us both back to Earth again, right onto the sidewalk at the rear side of the coffee shop.  Together, we both started walking, knowing the way, but I didn't let go of his hand.  Instead, I twined my fingers through his, earning another of those sleepy Sam-smiles.

      "Wanna grab us a seat?" he asked as we reached the door.  "I'll get our drinks."

      "Sounds like old times," I teased, nodding to show I was ok with this.

      My usual corner was empty.  It was just out of the way enough to not be popular, but a girl sat at the table beside it.  The rest of the place had people scattered throughout.  It was almost as if they'd taken every other table, leaving a little distance between them and the next person.  Considering that classes didn't start for a few days, I was a little surprised to see so many people up and about at this hour.

      Evidently, Sam had thought the same thing, because when he returned with my coffee, he passed it over and said, "According to the guy at the counter, freshman orientation is today and tomorrow."  He tipped his head at the girl closest to us.  "They all look so young and innocent.  Makes me feel old."

      "You are kinda old," I reminded him, patting the cushion of the couch beside me.  "So, real talk time?  What's up with you and Nick?"

      A groan fell from his lips as he dropped down beside me.  "Nothing.  And by that, I mean nothing bad.  It's just that you've kinda fixed everything between all of us, and there's only so much that a person can do in a day, you know?"

      "I do," I assured him.  "But he's kinda been ignoring you, hasn't he?"

      "He's been working on Luke," Sam explained.  "And I get that.  I honestly do.  It's just that Bel's working on you, and you're working on Ron.  And, sometimes, I kinda feel like I don't know where I belong."

      "So you're not into Ron?" I asked.

      He shrugged.  "I'm not not into Ron.  I just tend to prefer my guys a little..."  He paused to take a drink, probably to find the word he wanted.  "More arrogant," he finally decided.  "But it's not even that.  It's more that I don't really know what I'm supposed to be doing."

      "What do you mean?"

      "It's stupid," he assured me.

      Cradling my cup, I turned to fold one leg under me so I was facing him on the oddly comfortable second-hand couch.  "Try me, Sam?"

      So he did the same, facing me so our knees were just touching.  "Six months ago, Nick was straight, Luke was a dick, and we were all we had.  Now, everyone's talking things out, accepting that all of this is what we've wanted for so long, and they're fine.  I'm glad they're fine, but they don't..."  He glanced up to look at my face.  "They don't need me, and it leaves me feeling like I don't know what I'm supposed to do."

      "They do need you," I assured him.  "Shit, I need you, Sam.  I mean, everything with us has been great, you know?  But I have no idea how to juggle all of it.  And what happens when I just want to pass out without the orgy first?"

      At the next table, the girl's head jerked up, proving she'd heard me.  My eyes jumped to her, and I had to smother a laugh, but Sam noticed.  Twisting, he turned so he could see her, rolled his eyes, and then gave me his full attention again.

      "I'm always down for a little co-sleeping," he promised, but his voice had dropped a bit so it wouldn't carry.

      "And what about our rooms?" I asked.  "Because technically, the red room is mine, but all my stuff's in Nick's, and I had to sneak in there without waking Luke this morning just to get a bra.  Well, and pants.  I don't really want to move into my own room, but it's getting a little..."

      "Insane," he agreed.  "Yeah, I know what you mean.  And not in a bad way, because I did kinda enjoy last night."

      "So, did Ron not get him off?" I asked.

      Sam leaned closer.  "Like a freight train," Sam told me.  "But Bel said he got off about the time he was balls deep.  He wasn't going to stop until he took care of you two, so kinda got himself all hot and bothered again, if you know what I mean."

      "No shit?" I asked.  "Not even an O-face from him!"

      "Not Bel's style."  Sam lifted his cup and drained the contents.  "So he asked if we could cuddle, and then that kinda got out of hand, and then he, well, asked me to top."

      My mouth dropped open.  "Seriously?  I thought Bel wasn't the kind of guy to bottom!"

      "Not usually," Sam agreed.  "And you know that he and Nick will never happen, right?  They're friends, but have exactly zero attraction for each other.  But, I think if there was someone in the middle, that would be different."

      "How do you feel about being in the middle?" I asked.

      "Oh, so you, Ron, and I are going to be the bitches in this house?"

      "Sounds like Luke's Ron's bitch," I countered.

      Sam canted his head and lifted a shoulder in a weak shrug.  "Can't really deny that.  I'm also a switch.  I have no preference.  I mean none, Sia.  I like topping, bottoming, and cuddling.  I love talking.  That's kinda how I ended up as their therapist, I think.  And now that you've managed to cure all of them, I'm trying to figure out my place."

      "With me," I assured him.

      He held out his hand for my almost empty cup.  "You know that has just become a pretty big thing, right?  With what she said yesterday, being a part of your inner circle is going to be a very coveted place."

      "I figured it would be the opposite," I admitted before I chugged the last bit of my coffee and let him have the cup.

      Sam leaned in to kiss my cheek.  "Power is alluring.  You have a lot of it.  People will be drawn to it."

      "And you," I said, "will make sure I don't get confused, right?"

      "Always," he promised as he eased himself off the couch.  "We need more of this.  Same thing?"

      "Please."

      As soon as he rounded the corner, the girl at the table beside us twisted in her seat and leaned my way.  "Hey?  Is he gay?"

      "No," I told her, "he's bi."

      "Your... boyfriend?"

      "One of them," I explained.

      Her eyebrows shot up.  "Oh.  Well, um, it sounds like you're working something out.  I didn't mean to eavesdrop, but I just thought that if you need a place to get some advice, my church has some great options.  It's right here on campus."

      That had my complete attention.  The only question was how I could play off what she'd heard without getting myself uninvited.  Granted, it could be the wrong group, but for some reason, I doubted it.  The fact that she'd been so willing to bring it up made it feel almost like a compulsion, and that was one thing angels were very good at.

      "Which one?" I asked.

      "The Fellowship of Angels," she said, reaching for her backpack.  "Um, I have a flier in here, I think.  It's a little wrinkled because I've been doing all of my orientation stuff this morning, but...  Ah, there it is."  And she pulled out a very nice-looking trifold brochure.  "You can have it if you're interested."

      I peeled myself out of the pillowy sofa and stretched to take it.  "Thanks.  So, um, is this one of those churches that's all 'gay is a sin' and preaching conversion?"

      "No!" she promised.  "It's a very open-minded group.  One of the fraternities is actually organizing the prayer sessions, and they have a ton of them offered at all times.  You know, since a lot of us end up working on Sundays and can't make it.  It's more about how to find the path to God, and less about how many times we've, you know, gotten lost."

      "Thanks," I said again, hoping to leave it at that.

      It almost worked, but just as the girl turned back to her table, she sucked in a breath and started waving at the window.  "That's one of the prayer leaders.  I'm sure he can tell you more than I can."

      From where she was sitting, I couldn't see who she was waving at until he took a few more steps, and then my stomach clenched.  Even with his face obscured by the Karma Kafe logo on the window, I could tell that this was an angel, and she'd all but summoned him to come inside.  Beautiful golden skin and brassy colored hair peeked above and below the strip across the window as he reached for the door.  Then there was the shirt he wore with the obvious Delta Phi logo on the front.  When it opened, I saw a face I recognized a little too well: the archangel Gabriel.

      "Gabe," the girl said.  "I was just telling this girl about our church."  And she thrust her arm out to me.

      His creepy green eyes followed, then widened.  "Sienna," he all but purred.  "Where are your... friends?"

      Sam returned just in time to save me from answering.  "Just a coffee date on campus," he told Gabriel as he passed me my caramel mocha.  "You look good.  Better than the last time I saw you."

      Gabriel laughed once, the sound dry.  "Funny how that works."  Then he looked at the girl.  "I'd love for you to do me a favor?"

      "Anything," she promised.

      And his eyes changed.  It was almost like they spun, but that wasn't quite right.  More like the green shifted in a hypnotic way, and I knew he'd just taken control of the girl's mind.  Immediately, I braced for him to send her at me - but he didn't.

      "Go somewhere else," he said, his voice calm and measured.  "You don't want to be late for your next appointment, so you should wait there, not here.  You're just glad I'm going to help you bring these two into the fold."

      "I really am," she agreed.  "Thank you, Gabe."

      Then she started putting her things away and left without another word.  I waited until the door closed behind her, then groaned in disgust and leaned back on my couch.

      "Not cool, Gabe."

      "Please," he grumbled.  "You wanted her gone as much as I did."  Then he claimed the chair beside our couch and leaned closer.  "Let me make this clear.  You can't touch me here.  I can't touch you.  If we start pulling out miracles, people will notice, and neither of us wants that.  Me, because it would be a distraction.  You, because religion is too strong in this area for anyone to believe what you say."

      "And the world is no longer stuck in the Middle Ages," I reminded him.

      Yet he was right.  We couldn't throw sprites.  There were too many cameras around, and one of them would catch something.  That wouldn't end well for either of us.  Granted, it also meant he couldn't simply attack me, so I was willing to consider this a stand-off.

      "Religion still has power over their pathetic little minds," he countered.  "It's been passed down for too many generations for you to erase.  Not even a Muse with your ability can change that."

      "I don't need to," I assured him.  "See, I'm an atheist, and that means I've learned to play within the rules.  I know how to work your religion for my benefit as well as you do.  Gabriel, your weapon cuts both ways."

      "Their faith is stronger than even your ability to manipulate them," he said.

      I shrugged.  "It's also not as blind as it once was.  Go ahead.  Tell the world that you speak for God.  That's fine.  But try telling them that he speaks back and you'll end up with a real cute white, self-hugging jacket.  People believe in the concept, Gabriel.  Not the reality."  I smiled at him, knowing he couldn't refute it.  "And I'm the one with the advantage here."

      He huffed at that, clearly having no idea what I was talking about.  "Most people don't like demons, Muse.  They can feel the evil wafting off of them.  Unless they're evil themselves."

      "Mm.  I've seen."  But I waved that away, making it clear I didn't care.  "It also wasn't what I meant.  See, you're worried.  We both know I'm not going to wait around for you to collect more slaves, which means you need to hurry, and you know what happens when you do that?  You're going to make a mistake."  I pointed across the lobby at one of the ever-present missing posters on the wall.  "I think you already have.  I don't need to destroy your religion, Gabriel.  You're already doing that yourself, and I'm the one with God on my side."

      He scoffed.  "So confident.  For a mere child, you think you have this all figured out.  The ignorant always think they know more than they really do.  It's never that easy, little girl."

      Sam chuckled.  "Was that what you told Michael when Vesdar failed?  Or were you too busy trying to put your body back together after that dragon snapped you in half?"  He smiled cruelly.  "We're the one with the weapon, Gabriel.  Angelis is playing by the old rules, thinking you know what will come next, but you're mistaken.  You think we're aiming a slingshot, but you're so wrong.  You have no idea what's really happening, while we know exactly what you're doing."

      I lifted my cup of coffee and took a long drink, then pointed at the brochure the girl had given me.  "Should I assume I'll see you at church?  I mean, since you can't kick me out without destroying your impression of acceptance for all."

      "Try it," Gabriel snarled.  "Go ahead.  Try to convince our followers that we're not everything we promise.  They'll tell you all about how our fellowship allows them to see angels, and that's something you can't fight against."

      Then he stood.  Side by side, Sam and I just smiled knowingly, but inside I was cursing because he had a point.  If they'd found some angel without a skin on this plane, then they had a miracle that I couldn't refute.  Not directly.  Then again, this was Earth.  Here, angels weren't real, not even when people saw them.

      I just had to figure out how to convince the masses of that.
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      When we got back to the house, the rest of the guys were awake and working on their own coffees.  That meant someone had cleaned the coffee maker, and from the pouty look on Bel's face, I had a feeling I knew who.  Luke was sprawled on the sofa with a game controller in his hands, and Nick was in the kitchen with Ron - and from the sounds of it, teaching him about the strange items in the fridge.

      Sam didn't bother to mince words.  "We ran into Gabriel at the coffee shop!" he called out.

      "Living room," Nick yelled back.  "Coffee all around?"

      "Please!" I told him, and the others made sounds of agreement.

      We all poured into the living room.  Luke paused his game and tossed the controller away.  When he sat up, he patted the spot beside him, inviting me to take it.  I had to squeeze between Bel and the coffee table to get there, but it left the other couch for Sam.  A few minutes later, Nick and Ron came in carrying three cups each.  Nick claimed the spot beside Sam, Ron took the place on my other side, and everyone looked at me.

      "So," I said, pausing to taste my coffee.  "Mm, this is so much better here than lukewarm on Tyrnigg."

      "I tried to bring it fast," Bel told me, sounding sad.

      "I know, hun, " I assured him.  "I think it's more that I'm home.  Everything tastes better at home."

      Luke huffed in amusement.  "Sounds like we're going to need to transfer the deed of this house to her, then."

      "Really?" I asked.

      He just lifted a hand.  "Don't get distracted, demon."

      "It's pumpkin," I reminded him.

      Nick dropped his head and shook it.  "You are so bad at pet names, Luke.  I'm the demon.  She's 'pumpkin.'  You're 'angel.'  Get it straight."

      "Fuck off, hellboy," Luke teased, making it clear Nick had his own pet name now.  "Demon's reserved for Bel.  I was just trying to let Sia know she's one of us."

      Sam pointed at himself.  "Chopped liver?"

      "Petunia," I teased, making it up on the spot because it sounded like something Luke would use.

      "And," Luke said, "that is definitely going to stick.  Now.  Angels in Kharma Kafe?"

      "Right," I said.  "So let me start at the beginning.  Sam is hot in the morning, especially with no shirt on and wet, messy hair.  That's how he swept me off my feet and to my favorite coffee shop in five worlds.  We were talking about last night, and a girl sitting kinda beside us heard."  I pointed at Sam, because he had the flier.  "Anyway, she invited me to her prayer group.  Said it sounded like I had some relationship problems.  Keep in mind, all she heard was orgy."

      Sam tossed the flier onto the coffee table between us.  "Looks like Sia got invited to the Delta Phi fellowship."

      "But," I continued, "while I was talking to her, she waved at someone on the sidewalk outside.  Since she was closer to the door, I couldn't initially see who, and then Gabriel walked in.  And yes, he recognized us.  He tried to throw out a few threats, we told him it doesn't matter, and I pointed out that I know they're scared."

      "Did you mention Ayala?" Nick asked.

      I shook my head.  "No.  I figured that would make things worse.  I mostly told him that I have the advantage because this is my home turf.  That I understand how humans think about religion."

      "She did good," Sam told the guys.  "Almost as arrogant as an angel and twice as confident without giving up anything.  The problem is that Gabriel knows we're here, which means they'll be looking for us now."

      "So what's the plan?" Ron asked.

      "Delta Phi," Luke said.  "Classes start on Monday, which means the frats and sororities should be going all out this week. They're going to be rounding up potential slaves.  We need to figure out what they're doing with them."

      "And," I added, "they're all on Greek Row, which means everyone on campus knows how to find them.  Wouldn't be hard to just walk in, right?"

      "We can't," Nick said.  "I'm willing to bet that their house is warded against demons.  Even if it isn't, any angel who slips into the corridor would be able to pick out our auras."

      "Shit," I grumbled.  "Because I was thinking that since he's never been off Daemin, then Ron and I - "

      "Nope," Nick said, not even needing me to finish that.  "Looking up from the corridor, there's no way for Ron to look like anything but a demon.  They don't need to recognize his face."

      "Well, fuck."  Because that ruined my idea.

      Ron dropped his hand on my leg and rubbed it reassuringly.  "It's ok.  I don't think I'm ready to blend as a human yet.  I probably wouldn't be good at it."

      "You'd be great," I assured him.

      "You would," Luke agreed.  "But Nick is right.  I, however, do not look like a demon.  Sia's still human.  With her altered skin, she doesn't even glow too brightly.  I think we could pull it off."

      Nick nodded.  "Then I can take Sam to Mac's.  We'll make sure Sia's incident there didn't raise too many questions.  Bel and Ron can check out the pool hall down the street to see what they can learn about the missing people."

      "We can play foreigners," Bel said.  "That will explain why we do not know what we do not know.  It may also make people talk around us, thinking we do not understand."

      "I can do that," Ron agreed.  "I just have no idea how to dress to blend with college students."

      Luke tipped his head at Sam.  "I'll get Ron looking good, and you help Bel?"

      "Sounds like a plan," Sam agreed.  "Might even make Sia help me."

      I couldn't help it.  I loved how these guys just rolled with everything.  I'd just told them that the angels knew we were here, and they acted like it didn't really matter.  Granted, they'd been fighting this war for more time than I could even imagine, but still.  There was no yelling, no blaming, and not even a hint of worry.  They just made plans to work with the hand we'd been dealt, and it made me feel like we had our shit together.  Like I was truly a part of this team.

      But there was one thing I still didn't understand.  "So what's the end game here?" I asked.  "What are we all going out to look for?"

      "The slaves," Nick said.  "If they're collecting a hundred thousand humans to ship to Angelis, they have two options.  Either they can send small groups back, or they can hold them as an entire group and move them all at once."  He looked over at Luke.  "Since Uriel didn't have any facilities ready - or at least he told you he didn't - I can only assume that somewhere, they're preparing to collect people."

      "Wouldn't they, I dunno, fight back?  Or make a scene?" I asked.  "How can they hide that many people?"

      Luke sighed.  "Sia, they'll be mind-fucked.  Probably sitting quietly like vegetables.  Gabriel will simply need to keep them out of sight."

      "Oh."  Well, that would make it harder.  "So, what are we looking for, then?"

      Luke lifted both hands, palm up.  "No idea.  A warehouse or basement, probably.  It won't be easy to find.  The best way is to follow the people.  Listen to gossip at the parties, talk to those who've bumped into them.  Usually, it's the ones the missing pissed off who'll have the most to say."

      "And the church," Bel said.  "Ties between that and the school.  The further in they pull these humans, the more ties they will have.  Someone who moves between both of them may have seen something and not known what it was."

      "Yep," I said, "and now I feel like a cop."

      "Demon police?" Sam teased.

      "Something like that," I agreed.  "So what do we do when we..."  I let the sentence trail off because I heard something.

      The guys looked at me in confusion, but it happened again.  Bleating, like a sheep, and it sounded really close.  "What the..." Sam said, hopping up to head to the front door.

      That made Luke get up to look out the front windows.  I knew he saw something unexpected because of the way his head twisted.  "Guys...  There's a..."

      "Sheep," Sam called from the front door.  "Someone left a lamb in the yard!  College prank?"

      That had to be some kind of message from the angels, didn't it?  Curious, I headed to the front door, but half the guys were moving to the window.  I left the room and reached the hallway just as Sam opened the door and leaned partway out.  When I moved behind him, I saw it.

      A cute little white sheep was hopping up the steps of the porch as if it was headed to the front door, but when its feet found the top, everything changed - including it.  The lamb began to dissolve, shifting into something even smaller.  It took a few seconds to make it out, and then the flapping of wings told me all I needed to know.  A little yellow butterfly fluttered up from the aetherial dust of what had just been a baby sheep.  Then, as it made its way closer, flying exactly as jittery as a normal butterfly, the yellow and black wings began to change color, shifting to green, and then all the way to blue.

      "God," I breathed, holding out my hand.

      It aimed right for me, but what settled on my finger was not the insect I expected.  Yes, she had the wings of a butterfly, but like my little flutterbee, she'd changed the body.  That part looked like, of all things, a tiny little dragon.

      "God?"  It was a question this time.

      It has been a long time since I last saw this world.  I did not realize how fast things change.  Hello, Ayala.

      "Yeah," I breathed, carrying her into the house.  "I'm kinda going with Devil, and I think we've all been calling you God.  But I'd rather you call me Sia."

      Devil Sia? She asked.

      "Just Sia," I told her, carrying her into the living room.  "Guys?"

      "God," Nick said, figuring it out as fast as I did.  "But, why the butterfly?"

      Once, I was a lamb.  That allowed me to be close to people, to hear what they said without influencing them.  It is the same reason I became a dragon.  Or a firebird, as I often enjoy on Tyrnigg.  Living with the beasts has always been my way.  In this form, I will not be noticed easily, yet my shape is still unique enough for all of you to recognize me.

      "So," Ron said, sounding appalled, "you made us just to spend all your time with animals?  You screwed us up..."  And he snapped his mouth shut.

      I wanted to let you live your own lives.  This let me be a part without being the only part.

      I heard her, but I couldn't tear my eyes away from the miniature lizard clinging to my outstretched finger.  Her wings slowly opened and closed exactly like a butterfly's, but her body was all dragon.  Her slender neck and golden eyes turned to lock on whoever spoke, and her little tail spiraled around my finger just like Nick's did with my leg at night.

      "They're hurt," I told God.  "Emotionally.  You get that, right?"

      I do, and this is the only way I can change it.  She turned her tiny dragon face up to me.  I promised I would help, so I am here to do that.

      "Why are you blue?" Nick asked.

      Because the sprites Sia makes are always blue.  I hoped that it would allow you to recognize me, but it seems that you did not need to be convinced.

      "The lamb part kinda gave it away," I told her.

      Why am I blue? she asked back, but this time the question was addressed to me.

      All of the guys looked.  Five pairs of eyes turned to me as if waiting for the same answer.  "Because that's the color of the first aether I worked with," I explained.  "Nick's.  I made a blue flower, and then a blue butterfly with it.  Now, it just feels like it's right."

      But your color is red.

      "Well, it's really more orange," I countered.

      Your aether, Sia.  It is red.  Your hair is copper like your father's, but your soul?  It is the color of that stone around Satan's neck.  Mine is white.  All colors come from it, but I saved the red for just you.

      "You know I don't really want to be the Devil, right?" I asked.

      With a tiny little push, she released my hand and fluttered into the air, moving to take her place on my shoulder.  There cannot be light without darkness.  There cannot be calm without a storm.  You, Sia, are the storm.  You are made to feel, and feel so strongly.  You embody the chaos that every person - regardless of their world - experiences.  The urges to let go, run wild, and be free.  I am the other side of your coin.  I am the order of reason and logic.  The calm.  The precise.  One is not better than the other.

      "But you're God," I reminded her.  "You're the creator!"

      And the demons in this room prove that even order can be broken.  The best plans only work if there is no way to ignore them.  I gave my children free will.  I made you all to live as you wanted to.  That includes the mistakes.  I want to be forgiven, but I do not require it.  I am also wise enough and strong enough to accept that I deserve their anger.

      "And vain enough to rub it in," I mumbled under my breath.

      Pride.  Yes, it does seem to be a trait I have.  So does Lucifer.

      "Aw, fuck off," he groaned.  "Do not drag me into this."

      Which was when I realized that he'd never complained about God.  Of all of us, he'd accepted this a little easier.  "Why, Luke?  Everyone else is having some trouble with this, but you seem to be ok."

      He lifted his hand to scrub at his face.  "Yeah.  Um, I just know that if a lot of shit hadn't happened to me, the five of you would be making plans to screw me over instead of Michael."  He glanced over at Ron.  "See, I kinda get it.  The shit we lived with?  It made us who we are, and I'm pretty happy with who I am right now.  I'm also pretty happy with you, including the scars, a bit of a limp, and that sweetness that you managed to keep for four billion years.  Would you have been as jaded as the rest of us if you weren't trapped in Hell?"

      "Probably," Ron admitted.

      Luke nodded.  "Do you think we'd be together?"

      "No," Ron mumbled.

      So Luke looked at Bel.  "And you wouldn't be you.  You never would've learned to fight like you do.  The first time your legion faced down angels, it could've gone differently, and all of you'd be sleeping right now instead of standing here.  All I'm saying is that she said something the other day.  I can't even remember what, but she made a comment about putting things into motion to make Sia.  Know what?  The first step of that was angels taking slaves.  Well, second, because Azrael's kid was a free satyr.  But that's my point.  If those bad things hadn't happened, Sia never would've been born, and I'm damned glad she's here."

      Interesting choice of words, God told him.  Now, how do I help?

      Bel didn't hesitate.  "Protect Sia.  So long as she's fine, she can take care of the rest of us.  She's the key, and you're God.  So that's our deal.  You take care of her, and I'll forgive you for years of being eaten alive."

      Years.  I'd honestly never thought about it before, but as Bel healed, he would've been eaten a little more, like some kind of never-ending buffet.  For years!  Days of that sounded like inhumane torture, but weeks or months?  That would drive a person insane.  That he'd lasted for years?  Yeah, maybe I needed to reconsider my opinion about God being good.

      "Why didn't you stop it?" I asked her.

      The chajin?  It deserved to eat.

      "And he deserved to be eaten?" I shot back.

      If you could only save Nick or Luke, which would you pick? she asked.  Nick because you knew him first?  Luke because you still do not understand him and need more time to learn?  How could you have a favorite between them?

      "I don't," I told her, ready to snatch her off my shoulder and throw her across the room.

      But you forget that I made the chajin too.  It was hungry.  It found food.  Bel was hurting, but he could move.  I could not choose, so I left it for them to make their own decisions.  I gave all of you free will.  For good or not, your decisions are your own.  Whether that is to walk into a gas station rather than heading to the next or to drain the life of a human with no control of their body.  No one is all good.  It is impossible to live without hurting someone else.  Every decision always has consequences.  To live, Devil, is to take that risk.

      "And you're supposed to care for us," I reminded her.  "You're God for fuck's sake!"

      I am the creator, not the babysitter.  You do not get to have both.  Either you make your decisions or you have me make them for you.  I cannot do both!  She grabbed a handful of my hair with one "hand" and the shell of my ear with the other so that she clung to the side of my face.  I did not make life to be puppets.  I made you to succeed or fail on your own merits.  I care.  That is a very different thing from doing it for you.  I am not your armor or your shield.  I am nothing more than an ally, and I cannot live your lives for you.

      Which actually made sense.  "For good or bad, huh?" I asked, twisting my neck so I could see some part of her on my shoulder.

      And I can only create.  I cannot destroy.  So many times, I have watched, unable to help because I cannot destroy the bad.  That is why I need you.  You, Sia, are the punisher.  The weapon.  The way to make all of this better.  I designed these worlds so that if they all combined, the resulting life would be nearly my equal in power.  I made that choice knowing that you, the Devil, could become a monster.  What I'm hoping is that you'll become my friend, and that your soldiers will follow where you lead.

      "Your bouncer," Sam said softly.

      Bel was nodding.  "I like the friend part.  God, can you make me talk better?"

      She hopped off my shoulder and fluttered over to him, landing on Bel's arm.  You, demon, do not need my help to impress your woman.  I will not change you because your honesty is one of your best parts.  So I will do you this favor and do nothing.

      "She's right," I told him.  "It'd be kinda weird if you busted out with the SAT words all of a sudden."

      But, God went on, I will give you something else in exchange.  I will teach her the languages of the first and second children.  I have one condition for this, Beelzebub.

      "Name it," he said.

      You must take care of her, because you are the Devil's guardian.  Her strength.

      "What am I?" Nick asked, sounding like he was almost daring her.

      Her mentor.  Her confidence.  She turned to look at Sam.  You are her companion and have taught her acceptance.  Ronwe shows her grace.  And you, Lucifer, build her pride.  All of you will protect some part of who she is, just like she will protect some part of who you are.  I did not plan for you specifically, but I always knew that some would stand with her.  I cannot imagine a more perfect group to assist the Devil than this.

      "The ones who've spent their lives being blamed for it," I realized.  "Ok, God.  Show me how to understand Daemonic and Angelic."

      First, you must sit down.

      Obediently, I did, unable to imagine what could come next.  I thought God would make her way back to me, but I was wrong.  Instead, white light flared behind my eyes, blinding me, and my entire body locked up.  The last thing I remembered was toppling sideways onto the couch.  The strangest part, though, was that it didn't hurt at all.
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      Four hours later, I finally woke up.  Evidently, God didn't stop with just the languages of angels and demons.  She also gave me the others.  As in all of the others.  Spanish, Fae, German, Satyr, and more.  Ron went through everything he knew, and I could not only understand him, but also speak with the right words as fluently as I used English.  In fact, they all felt like English to me, as if there was only one language I needed.

      And while I'd taken a nap, it appeared that God had made herself comfortable.  Luke had slipped out to buy a bouquet of cheap grocery store flowers and put them in a vase on the dining room table.  The little dragon-butterfly was now happily playing in the pollen - or whatever - in the middle of them.  Considering that from nose to rump, she was about the length of my pinky finger, I had a feeling fresh flowers were about to become common in the house.

      Then there was the big thing.  While I'd slept, the guys had come to terms with her.  According to Sam, they'd all taken a moment to just talk to her, venting about the things they'd blamed her for.  She'd apologized, listened, and tried to make up for it.  He said she honestly seemed sorry, and while it wasn't all better, there was no way to hold a grudge with someone who insisted that he was right, she was wrong, and she hoped she could make up for it with each of them.

      But once I was awake, the guys no longer had a reason to keep quiet.  The bigger surprise was what they decided to spend their time doing on our first day back on Earth in so long.  They cleaned.  Ron got to learn how to work the vacuum.  Bel was put in charge of dusting everything the others couldn't reach.  Luke cleaned all the tables and counters while Sam mopped.  And Nick?  He made sure that all the stupid details were taken care of: that the cars had current tags, our identities were all working, and each of us had credit and debit cards that wouldn't be declined.

      That left only one thing for me to do, and I wasn't sure I wanted to.  Heading upstairs, I skipped Nick's room and headed to the one beside it.  When I opened the door, I paused to appreciate that a group of men had decorated this on their own and managed to do such a good job.  Then I stepped into the red room.

      This was supposed to be mine.  Dozens of unframed, stretched canvases were stacked against the walls.  More hung in the empty spaces.  All of them were things I'd painted.  Some were for classes in high school.  Others were for art classes I'd taken while saving up for college.  Most, however, were just things that I had to get out of my head, and so many of them were of Death.

      I'd painted them long before I knew Nick had a name - or a few names.  Back then, he'd been nothing more than a drug-induced hallucination who'd come to my rescue when I needed him most.  Now, I couldn't help but think that Luke, Sam, Bel, and Ron should be in the background of them.  Nick may have been the one who stepped through the veil to help me, but only because Luke was handling the angel who wanted to see me dead.  Sam had been covering them both.  Back then, Bel had been sleeping, drained by angels, with no way to get enough aether to wake back up.  And my sweet Ronwe had been sitting in his room in Hell, thinking up bigger and better ways to do everything.

      This was clearly my room, but it wasn't where I belonged.  All of my clothes were stored in drawers beside Nick's.  I didn't want to move out of his space.  But at the same time, I also didn't want to make the others feel like he always came first.  Maybe chronologically, but that didn't mean I loved him more.  If it had been Luke who leaned through the veil to help me...

      Nope.  Scratch that.  No, if it had been Luke, then I would've lost my shit.  I'd been mind-fucked to hate angels back then.  Now, if it had been Sam?  How would all of this be different if the lips beneath the hood had been the color of a stormy dawn instead of moonlight on water?  Would we have still ended up in the same place?

      I was staring in the mirror over the long dresser when Nick tapped gently at the door.  "Looking for something?" he asked.

      Make or break time.  "I was thinking about moving my things in here so you could have your own space.  I mean, since I know how this thing with all of us works now."

      "Sia..." he breathed, stepping into the room just to close the door behind him.  "You don't have to do that."

      In the pit of my belly, my guts decided to twist.  I really didn't want to do this to him.  I also didn't want to not do this for the others, and I couldn't figure out a way to make it all work out evenly unless I had my own space.  Slowly, I turned to face him.

      "I kinda do," I finally said.

      In two strides, he crossed the room, his hands cupping both sides of my face.  "You don't.  It doesn't matter who's in my bed, you're always welcome."  His dark eyes shifted from one of mine to the other.  "Dove, I like you there."

      "I like being there too, but how does Luke feel about that?"

      He opened his mouth, paused, and then let it out in a sigh.  "You don't want me to be with him?"

      "That's not what I said.  The problem is that Luke and me?  We can't happen.  Luke has made that clear."  I reached up to press my palm over his seal.  "Nick, it's not you.  It's that.  Luke doesn't want me walking in on you having sex with him!  And all of my clothes are in your room.  Everything of mine.  If I need to take a shower, I'm going to interrupt, and that's just not fair.  You deserve the exact same respect that I'd want for myself."

      "I can use his room," he offered.  "No need for you to worry about it, and Sam won't care.  See?  You don't need to move out, Sia."

      But I knew it wasn't that easy.  "I still do."

      His head just jiggled back and forth as he tried to refuse that.  "What did I do?"

      "Nothing!" I assured him.

      "Is this because I've been spending so much time with men?" he asked, a hint of pleading in his question.

      "No!"  And I stepped into him, pressing my face against his chest.  "It has nothing to do with that.  I wanted you to figure it out, and I'm honestly glad that you have.  No, Nick.  It's more that I'm trying to be everyone's girlfriend, and I can't do that if I live with you.  I mean, in your room instead of my own."

      "But this is supposed to be your studio," he said softly.  "We were going to rip out the carpet and put in tile so we could clean the paint, and buy you dozens of easels and too many canvases."  His thumb swept across my cheek.  "And Luke asked me to transfer the house to you today.  It's going to take a bit, but he says it's yours, since this is where you call home, and it was simply convenient for us to find a place with enough rooms for all of us."

      "That doesn't fix the problem," I reminded him.  "It's sweet, and it's amazing, and I do love this place.  But the fact is that I owe it to Sam to be his when I'm with him, and Ron's when I'm in there, and Bel's when I spend the night with him."

      "No," Nick breathed.  "Sia, that's not how it works.  You don't belong to any one of us, and we don't forget the others, dove.  You're mine and theirs, all at the same time.  Most of all, you belong to you.  We are the ones who wait for your attention, entertaining ourselves with each other.  Didn't you notice that no one paired up last night until you were in Ron's room?  We wait, Sia.  We don't say anything because we don't want to pressure you, but I promise that we're all waiting to see who's lucky enough to get the invitation.  We spend all day trying to impress you so we'll be the one who's chosen.  Doesn't matter if you just want to go to sleep.  I swear it doesn't.  It's just that we want to..."

      "To what?"

      He leaned in, pressing his brow against mine.  "To love you.  I was going to say we just want to have a piece of your life, but I know you well enough to guess that you'll then start to worry you're doing something wrong, and you're not.  You aren't ignoring us, and you aren't being selfish.  It's more that for our entire existence, the people we love only stick around for a while.  They die, and so we try to cram in as much time with them as possible."  He paused.  "And every time I see your clothes in those drawers, I remember the college girl who shoved herself into the corridor to chase down Death.  The woman who drained an angel to his knees and was so in awe of the aether she'd collected.  It's not because I don't want you to be with them.  It's because I don't want to lose the memories of when we found you.  Of that girl who grabbed her sketchbook and came here because she was supposed to think all of this through, and she felt most comfortable doing it in our living room."

      "I'm not doing this to hurt you," I insisted.

      "Then don't do it," he told me.  "Let us make this into your studio.  Let us build rooms onto the cottage.  Give us the chance to fit you into the lives we had before you were even born."

      "So, how do I make this fair to them?" I asked.  "Especially Luke, because things between you two seem so good."

      "They are," he assured me.  "And Bel is completely smitten with Ron.  He's been so worried that you'd feel rejected if he made a move on anyone else, so we convinced him you'd be thrilled.  Please be thrilled?"

      "I am!"  But he'd made me laugh, even if it was weak.  I could definitely imagine Bel worrying about that - and the guys talking him through it the same way they had with me.  But that came back to treating them all the same.  "Nick, I love you so much.  I just want to be fair to everyone."

      He nodded.  "Ok.  So how about we consider something different?"

      "Ok?"

      "First," he said, catching my hands and stepping back toward the door, towing me with him, "We could get you more things and put your clothes in all of the guys' rooms.  Personally, I'm a big fan of this, since it would mean we all have a little piece of you, even when you're not in the room.  Your shampoo in our showers, and your toothbrushes beside our sinks.  Maybe even a few long orange hairs left in the sheets, which will inevitably end up wrapped around our balls at the worst time."

      "Nick!" I hissed, struggling not to laugh.

      He just opened the door and kept going, heading to the other side of the hall.  "And then there's the second option."  The room he was leading me to wasn't one I'd been in before.  It was directly across from the gold room and faced the front of the house.  Without any fanfare, he opened the door and stepped in, one hand still clinging to mine so I'd follow.

      But it was empty.  Not completely.  There were boxes of things that were old and dusty, yet no real furniture.  The room was also a lot bigger than the others, like it was designed to be a master bedroom.

      "All of that's just stuff that we didn't want to lose," he explained, gesturing to the boxes.  "Some of it we can't really get rid of because it's old enough to get noticed.  Others are just trinkets with sentimental value.  I'm sure the guys would be willing to take this downstairs and get it out of the way.  Then, we could buy you some better furniture.  Something that's a little more feminine than what we currently have and let you pick your own color."

      "Can't we just move the red stuff in here?" I asked.  "I mean, no need to buy another bed and dressers if we already have some, right?"

      "We could," he admitted reluctantly.

      "But it still means I'd move my stuff out of your room."

      "Yeah," he said.  "About that.  Um, the reason I said buy new furniture was because I was thinking that you need a bigger bed.  And maybe this could be your room here, kinda like the one in the cottage?"

      "But it still has me moving," I reminded him.

      Nick just sighed.  "Yeah.  I know.  And I still don't want you to.  I also know that you might want your own space, and that there will be times that I'm in shit."  Letting me go, he headed for the far wall and dropped his back against it.  "What if we did both?  Build this room for when our beds aren't big enough..."  He looked up at me.  "Like last night.  There's no way you're going to fit Bel in a bed with two other people."

      "Something like the bed I have on Tyrnigg?" I asked.

      "Bigger," he said.  "The kind of thing where you could fit a legion into it.  I mean, it would need to be custom made, and that would take a while, so we could just buy you some more jeans, a lot more yoga pants, and maybe a few shirts, bras, and panties too? It's not like money is a problem for us, and there's no harm in having multiple sets of the same thing.  If anything, it's more convenient.  Plus, you'd get a shopping day with each of them, to make sure you have everything you need for spending the night."

      I loved that he was trying, and yet I hated that he had to.  This was what I'd been so afraid of when I'd first slept with Sam.  That somewhere, sometime, one of them would get hurt so that I could be happy.  This didn't seem right, and it certainly didn't seem fair, so I made my way toward him, hoping to find a solution we could both work with.

      "Nick," I whispered as I stepped into his arms, "I need my own room.  I need a place that's mine.  You know that."

      "Yeah," he agreed.  "And I think it should be in here, not your studio.  The guys agree.  We just didn't know what colors you'd want."

      "Maybe sunset colors?" I asked.

      He nodded.  "Just tell me that what I've done with Luke hasn't ruined us?"

      "It has not ruined us," I swore.  "Seeing you two together this morning was the most beautiful thing I could imagine, and you deserve to be this happy, Nick.  It makes me feel less guilty about being with them."  I paused, unable to stop a little smile from taking over my lips.  "It's also really hot.  A turn-on, you know?"

      "Luke?"  Nick laughed at that.  "Sam, maybe, but only because he'd want to put you in the middle.  And so you know, I would leave either of them wanting in that bed if you called. Even if you just hinted.  You will always come first for me, and I can't even explain why.  I just...  I need you so bad."

      "How bad?" I asked, making it clear we were talking about two very different kinds of needing.

      The look on his face turned almost sly.  "Do I need to prove it?"

      "Well, Sam says we can't really christen a room, so I suppose we should damn it?" And I slipped my hands under the hem of his shirt, reaching upward to feel every rock-hard muscle across his abs, and all of those ridges from the scars left by his runes.  "I do like the lighting in here.  Could inspire me for another painting of Death."

      "Satan," he corrected as he reached behind his neck to pull his shirt over his head.  "Because I think you need to eventually paint one of me without the hood.  And I'm not closing the door."  Then he grabbed the sides of my shirt, easing it upwards.  "I'm so tempted to make you hold either side of that window and hope no one looks in."

      Too bad for him, I'd been on the outside of this house a few times too many.  I knew the tree would obscure most of the view, but that was enough to give me the courage to slip out of my shirt and back toward the window, working my pants slowly down my hips with each step.

      "I think Satan likes to show off," I teased.

      He followed, unbuttoning his pants.  "I think the Devil is tempting me to try."

      Bending quickly, I dropped my pants and turned for the window, reaching back to unhook my bra.  I shrugged that off and left it where it dropped, then did exactly what he suggested.  Completely naked, I spread my arms just past shoulder-width to brace against either side of the tall, arched window.  Behind me, I heard his pants fall open, then his hands found my waist, slowly making their way higher.

      "You are so beautiful," he whispered against my ear.  "And you are mine, but I am also yours."

      Then his hands found my breasts, each one teasing my nipples until they were so tight they ached.  Closing my eyes, I let my head fall back, finding his shoulder right behind me while giving him complete control.  Nick's lips moved down to the side of my neck, and from the open door, I could hear the sounds of the guys moving around the house, but I didn't care.

      "What I wouldn't give for my wings and tail," Nick breathed as he pushed his hips against my ass.

      His dick settled into that cleft, and he ground his body against mine.  Damn, but he was already hard, and I could feel my body responding.  This was my demon.  Mine, and I wanted to let the entire world know.  I didn't care if they saw.  If he thought I was beautiful, then it meant I was.  Even when I gasped and squirmed at the sensations from his hands playing with my nipples just right.

      "Nick," I begged.

      "Tell me," he demanded.

      I turned my head just enough to see him.  "Treat me like you did Sam?"

      He slid his hands lower, giving up the sweet torment.  "I don't want to hurt you, dove."

      So I pushed my ass back to slide across the length of his dick.  "I am immortal now.  I'm tired of being babied."

      "Oh, I'm going to fuck you so hard," he growled before shoving his knee between my legs and forcing them open.

      Inside my head, I shouted, Yes!  And when his hand closed on the side of my neck, tilting my face upward, I actually moaned.  There was nothing sexier to me than a man who took charge, and this?  Nick wasn't really a man, not the way I thought of that word.  He was all demon, and I had a feeling he was about to show me exactly what that meant.

      His other hand slipped down, teasing my belly as it moved lower.  Then his fingers dove between my folds to find that bundle of nerves and he pressed, holding me before him while he thrust his dick against my ass.  Each time he did, it shoved my pussy deeper against his hand, feeling so good.  The sight of the cars driving past and the students walking just in front of our house made me feel like I was doing something naughty, and that only drove me higher.

      If anyone glanced through the window, they'd see me held by a man so beautiful they wouldn't be able to look away.  Me, the girl who always thought she was nothing, was the one being shown off like a trophy, and all because I'd asked.  Even this, right here, was under my command, and this man was completely and totally mine.

      Then he let go of my clit to grab himself, and a moment later, I felt the head of his dick slide across my asshole and lower.  He took his sweet time about it, every movement like some dare for me to moan.  When he finally found my entrance and pressed in, I did, even as I pushed back to take him in deeper.

      The sound Nick made was worth it.  Then he pulled back and slammed his dick into me again.  My body jerked against the pressure, but it felt so good.  This wasn't supposed to be sweet and tender.  I didn't want to be taken care of.  I wanted him to fuck me the way he wanted.  The way I knew he liked.  The way I'd been secretly dreaming of since I'd met him.

      Over and over, his hips slapped against my ass, and every inch of him slid through my body, but I refused to let go of the window frame.  I wanted to be his toy, to be used until I couldn't take any more.  But when his hand returned to my clit, I knew I wouldn't hold out for long.  I'd always been the girl who was left wanting more, who had expectations that were never met, and now Nick was meeting them all.

      He used his hand on my neck to pull my entire body onto him, the hand on my clit forcing me to bend just a bit so he could hit the best angle.  And he fucked so hard, just fast enough to let me hear his breath rushing from his lungs each time our bodies connected.  It sounded like a growl, as if this was some kind of challenge, and I was keeping up.

      "Fuck, you feel good," he panted.

      But so did he.  I could barely think about anything but the pleasure building deep inside my body.  There was no way I was going to hold off, but I didn't want to cum.  Not yet.  This felt so damned good.  The rush of excitement from knowing that anyone outside could see only added to the thrill.  For the first time in my life, there, with his hand squeezing my neck hard enough that I had to suck air through my mouth, I finally felt like I was completely in control.

      This was me.  I was the bad girl who I'd always envied.  I was the confident woman who knew how to ask for what she wanted.  I was the one who didn't care if anyone else liked it because I did.  I wanted exactly what I had, and I wasn't about to be ashamed of it anymore - and that felt just as good as everything Nick was doing to my body.

      Letting my eyes slip closed, I stopped trying to fight it and just gave in.  My orgasm took me almost immediately.  A cry of passion fell from my lips and my fingers clawed at the edge of the window, but Nick didn't slow down.  He just kept going, fucking me like no man ever had before, until that sound turned into a full-fledged scream of desire.  Then he buried himself into my body and shuddered with his own completion.

      "I am yours, Devil," he gasped, dropping his head against my shoulder.  "At your eternal command."

      I just nodded, sucking back air to catch my breath.  "That," I managed to get out.  "Again.  A lot.  Later."

      He chuckled.  "That's why I love you."  Wrapping his arm around my waist, he held me on my feet even as he extracted himself from my body.  "And now, I'm carrying you into my room for a shower.  Only because we don't have any towels in here yet."

      "Leave the clothes," I decided.

      "Oh, I hadn't planned on anything else."  Then he scooped me into his arms and carried me into the hall, not caring who might see.

      The best part was that I didn't either.
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      For the next two days, we made plans. Somewhere in this town, there was an entire pack of angels who were trying to use my world for their own good. It wasn't a choir. This was bigger than that. Luke said that groups of angels working together were technically called "a wing," but that was usually for combat. In this case, we probably had at least ten wings of angels in town - at least one hundred of those assholes - and my hope was that they had no intention of fighting.

      The trick was going to be figuring out what they were really doing. We already knew they had a prayer service. The question was how they got all those people from there to go missing without having the cops crawling all over the church. That meant there were clearly a few steps in the middle which we didn't know about. Somehow these angels were taking normal people, separating them, isolating them, and then disappearing them.

      In other words, we barely knew anything at all. So, first up came reconnaissance. Nick had already decided where we were all going. He and Sam would hit up Mac’s. The bar was one of the local college hotspots, and almost everyone spent some time there. We already knew that. Chris had worked there, which meant there was some sort of connection. The big question was if anyone knew anything that could help us. Plus, there was that little problem with me having died there a few days ago. We needed to make sure that if I walked in the front door, I wouldn't make everyone freak out.

      Bel and Ron would go to another popular place: the pool hall. It had a quieter atmosphere, often had poetry readings, but still served beer. For those who hated the crowds at Mac's, the pool hall seemed to be their preference. The benefit was that Bel and Ron wouldn't draw a lot of attention if they just spent their time playing pool and listening to what was said around them. With this many people going missing recently, someone, somewhere, had to be complaining about the lack of police investigations. If not that, then they would mourn their missing friend.

      It wasn't much, but our goal was to find a place to start. Some itty bitty lead that we could track down and follow until it ended. Luke had a feeling that the cops had given up on these things because there was some hitch in the middle that seemed completely "impossible." Something I would call magical. We, on the other hand, knew what was really possible. Angels could use aether. They could mind-fuck witnesses. That didn't mean they wouldn't leave a trace.

      Luke and I were taking on the riskiest part. It was Friday night, and Greek Row was winding up the last of their pre-semester parties. Every fraternity and sorority on the street would have their doors thrown open, the kegs flowing freely, and dozens of horny college kids filling their rooms. In the middle of that, the two of us would blend without a problem. Never mind that alcohol would loosen a whole lot of tongues. That was why we were heading to Delta Phi.

      Ironically, I had never been a party girl. Now, I was the Devil. Something about that amused me a little too much, but I was just going to roll with it. The downside, however, was that it meant I didn't exactly have a big selection of slutty clothes. I'd spent most of my life alternating between jeans and a T-shirt, or my other favorite, yoga pants and a T-shirt. But this was going to require a whole lot more sex appeal. Thankfully, I had Sam.

      He and I went to my closet, looking for anything that would work. I had a couple of low-cut shirts that I used to wear when I was bartending, and dozens of pairs of jeans that were slightly loose now, thanks to all the exercise I’d done learning how to fly. Short skirts and hot dresses were nonexistent. Except the one I'd stained with Vesdar's green sand when Michael had caught Nick and I napping.  Now, I could probably get away with one of these outfits. No one would think anything of some college girl in a pair of jeans, but I had been hoping to use a little extra skin to open up some mouths.

      Eventually, we figured out I had nothing at all like that, so Sam sent me to the bathroom to get ready. Tonight, I was going all out. That meant I was running a straightening iron over my hair and painting my face to seduce every guy who walked past. Not an easy task. When I stepped out of the bathroom an hour later, it wasn't Sam in Nick's bedroom waiting for me. It was Luke, and he came bearing presents.

      Laid out on the bed were three different outfits, each of them skimpier than the last. One looked like the standard little black dress that every woman needed. The next was sexy as hell, but red wasn't exactly my color. The last one was my favorite, though.  A stretchy turquoise shirt was paired with a very short little black skirt.  The black boots tossed in between them all would work with it best, in my opinion.

      Without hesitation, I reached for outfit number three. Beside me, Luke just chuckled. "You might want to wear your best black bra with that," he said.

      "Huh?" Because a black bra wouldn't exactly go well under a turquoise shirt.

      He grabbed the other two dresses and leisurely made his way towards my closet. "The shirt is basically see-through. It's also my favorite choice."

      I just pointed at him. "And you're going like that?" Because he was wearing the standard jeans and T-shirt of every college guy in the world.

      "Was there something you'd rather see me in?"

      "Yeah," I said. "I think your shirt needs to be at least three times tighter if you want to be seen with this."  I gestured to the sexy outfit left on the bed.

      Luke said nothing while he hung the two dresses in Nick's closet, but when he turned back to me, the look on his face could only be described as devious. "I can do that. I'll make you a deal."

      I groaned. "Why do I have a feeling this isn't going to work out well for me?"

      "I'll dress like I'm trying to get laid, but only if you agree to keep the other women away from me." He lifted one brow. "In case you missed it, that means you're going to be the one hanging all over me."

      "Oh, you need me to make sure that you don't accidentally cheat on Ron? Yeah, I can do that." I rolled my eyes at the foolishness of that and flipped my hand, shooing him out of the room. "Unless you want to start the groping early, get out. I can't get dressed with you in here."

      Luke went, but he took his time about doing it. Just as he walked past me, he looked over and said, "I figured after the window incident, you wouldn't have any problems."

      Then he left, closing the door behind him. I was left standing there with my mouth hanging open. Had he seen something? Did Nick tell him? And the even bigger question - the one I didn't want to admit to myself - was which one I was hoping was true. The sad truth was that the idea of Luke watching Nick and I go at it sounded kinda hot.

      But I wouldn't think about that right now. Dropping my towel on the floor, I rummaged through my drawers and found my favorite little black bra. That, I pulled on, along with a very skimpy pair of thong panties. My official reason was that I didn't want to have panty lines when wearing that skirt. What I would never admit was that I hoped whoever took off my skirt enjoyed the view.

      When I was finally dressed to my satisfaction - and feeling only slightly naked, regardless of the fact that everything important was covered - I made my way downstairs. None of the guys had left yet, and like always, they were waiting in the living room. Timidly, listening to my thigh-high stiletto boots click on the hall floor, I made my way towards them. Just before I rounded the corner, I had to pause to get my courage up.

      My shirt had long sleeves with a V-neck that was cut down to my sternum. The fabric was only slightly thicker than mesh, and my skin was clearly visible beneath. The bra I had on was an adorable black one with little rhinestones across the tops of the cups. It covered more than some bikinis I owned. My skirt was made of some spandex-like material that clearly had some cotton in it. It was black, sheer, and exposed every dimple in my body beneath it. But from the bottom of it to the top of my boots was no more than a hand span of skin, so why did I feel like I was revealing so much?

      And what would the guys think about my new look?

      Pulling in a deep breath, I lifted my chin and walked into the living room. Luke saw me first, and his lips immediately curled into a smile. He tapped Ron beside him, who looked up. His mouth fell open in surprise, but it looked to be the good kind. Nick and Sam were sitting on the couch with their backs to me, but turned when they saw Ron's reaction. The smiles on their faces made it obvious that they were thinking about how to get me out of this outfit rather than telling me how good it looked on.

      Then there was Bel. He didn't smile, didn't gape, and didn't say anything at all. His dark eyes simply made their way from my head all the way down to my toes and then back up, as if drinking me in. While all of their reactions were good, I liked Bel’s the most. Something about the way he looked at me gave me the impression that he was hungry and I was everything he intended to devour.

      "So?" I asked the guys. "Think I’ll fit in with the college crowd?"

      "No," Nick said. "I think you will put the entire college crowd to shame. Luke, you better take very good care of our girl."

      Ron leaned towards Luke just a bit. "Very, very good care. Tonight, you have to be her stand-in boyfriend."

      Luke just grunted at that, then pushed himself off the couch. "Well, gentlemen, gawk while you still can. I just had to make sure that she looked as good as I do."

      And he did look good. Luke had changed out of his baggy T-shirt for one that may as well have been painted on. It was black, which went rather nicely with my outfit. His jeans were very dark denim and hung just right on his hips. Low enough to make any woman think bad things, but not enough to hide his ass. He looked amazing.  Unfortunately, the asshole knew it.

      "You ready?" He asked as he offered his arm.

      I took it and wiggled my fingers in a goodbye to the rest of the guys. "Ready as I'll ever be. I guess we’re walking?"

      "Probably safest," he admitted, "but tell me if you get cold. If nothing else…" He paused to reach for the door, opening it with a gesture for me to go through first. "I can always slip you a little closer. The goal for tonight, though, is for us to look like normal humans."

      "Guess that means I should've started drinking first," I teased, walking backwards while aiming for the gate in the little white picket fence around their yard.

      Stretching his legs, Luke caught up to me halfway there. He grabbed my hand and pulled me to a stop, then lowered his voice. "Sia? Are you actually okay with this? Something feels off."

      "I'm nervous, okay?" And I gestured to the outfit I was wearing. "This isn't really my style."

      "It should be," he said. Then he took a half step to get even closer. "Your name is Ayala. It is the word that early man used for the star that showed up first at night and stuck around to be the last before dawn. The Morning Star, Sia. Humans also translate it to be something like gazelle. A creature with sharp horns that is beautiful, agile, and impossible to catch. But those things are only concepts. They say nothing about who you are, or who you want to be. Don't let God, your boyfriends, or even me push you somewhere you don't want to be pushed."

      I nodded at him in agreement. "I won't, Luke. I promise. It's just that I've spent my entire life thinking that there were certain rules I had to obey, and I just realized that it's all bullshit. That doesn't mean I don't have insecurities. Like, right now, I can't help but wonder if the thin fabric of the shirt is showing you every roll in my waist whenever I bend."

      His eyes dropped, sliding down my body like a caress. "I don't see a single thing about you that you shouldn't be proud of. Is that all this is? Insecurity about being beautiful enough?"

      "Insecurity about believing that I am everything you guys keep telling me I am," I corrected. "Beautiful enough, powerful enough, or anything else I need to be. Luke, there are a hundred thousand people on this world right now who are trusting me to stop this. Has it dawned on you that there's a chance I might not be able to? Or that wearing an itty bitty skirt and talking to drunk frat boys isn't going to get us anywhere?"

      "Then we'll do something else," he promised. "But tonight, we’re going to play with angels. Angels who happen to know who you are. I should also add that they are angels who will be highly rewarded if they take you to Angelis. I don't want you to get so distracted by how short your skirt is that you let someone get their hands on you and slip you through the wards."

      "I'm trying," I insisted.

      He just nodded at me, but I couldn't quite tell if that meant he agreed, or simply heard me. "How do I help?" he asked.

      "What if we stopped at Delta Alpha Kappa first?" I suggested. "Like a dry run. We can go mingle with some frat boys, you'll probably get a lot of offers to join their fraternity, and I can have a drink to get my nerves under control. Is that a good idea or a horrible one?"

      "Sounds like a good idea to me," he agreed. "Why Delta Alpha Kappa?"

      "Because it's pretty much the only other fraternity on campus that I know the Greek letters for." I gave him my best innocent smile.

      Luke chuckled. "Okay, let's agree to hit up the first frat house we come across, regardless of the letters. Deal?"

      "This means you're going to buy me a drink when we get there?"

      "Definitely," he agreed, then offered his arm again.

      I wrapped my fingers around it, grasping his muscular forearm. "I think you have yourself a deal, angel. But you know walking in heels isn’t exactly easy."

      Luke didn't say a word. His smile was the only hint I got before he stepped back and then slid sideways through the corridor. When we stepped out, we were at the end of Greek Row, on the opposite side from where we would've shown up if we had walked. All the way down the entire block, people were visible. Most of them were holding red solo cups. Those who weren't either had a bottle in their hand, a can, or had stumbled onto the ground and lost whatever they had claimed as their drink. In other words, this was the height of the college party scene.

      "And for tonight," Luke said as he steered me to the house on our left, "you are my girlfriend. If any of these guys hit on you, you have a boyfriend." As we walked, he looked down at me. "And I will prove it to anyone if I have to. It's just us, Sia. That means we have no lines."

      So I dropped his arm and slipped my arm around his waist. "Then stop acting like some idiot from the eighteen hundreds, Lucifer."

      With a chuckle, he wrapped his arm around me, sliding it down until his palm rested on my ass. "How about another deal?"

      "Name it," I said, because I knew better than to agree to anything without hearing about first.

      "Let's see which one of us deserves to be known as the Devil. The kind, sweet little girl - or Lucifer." And he lifted a brow in that smug little way he loved so much.

      "Oh, now that is a deal I can't refuse. Hope you can keep up, Luke." And I let him go to jog up the stairs, weaving between a pair of guys at the door to get inside.

      Almost immediately, one of the frat guys offered me a drink. I waved him off, unwilling to take anything I hadn't seen poured - I wasn’t an idiot, after all - and asked where the kitchen was. He pointed, so I headed that way. Behind me, Luke had a little more trouble getting inside. They wanted to know what fraternity he was with, who he was rushing with, or if he was interested.

      That gave me enough time to grab a bottle of beer for him and a bottle of hard cider for me. It wasn't exactly the most potent of drinks, but I didn't really want to get drunk. Not if we were planning to play with angels. However, I did want to take a little of this edge off. I was nervous, but it had more to do with mingling than it did with finding our enemy.

      When I had the drinks, I had to make my way back to the door to rescue Luke. "Here, honey," I said as I passed him the bottle of beer.

      He reached over one of the guy's heads to take it. "Thanks, babe." Then he looked at the guys on either side of them. "You gonna let me in, or what?"

      The guy who'd offered me the drink when I first came in looked a little confused. "Are you two really together? Or is he just stalking you?"

      I reached over to press my palm against his bicep. "That's really sweet of you to look out for me, but that's my boyfriend. I'm trying to convince him that he should be in a fraternity, but he said he wanted to see them all first."

      The other guy just laughed and stepped back. "Well, come on in. Feel free to look around, and if you like what you see, come talk to me. Name’s Josh."

      Luke shoved his way between them. "Thanks. Don't count on it, but thanks."

      Then he darted in behind me, wrapping an arm around my waist so he could press his mouth beside my ear. "You planned that, didn't you?" He teased.

      I just lifted my drink to my lips and splashed back a long swallow. "You know they say you only get to be young and dumb once, right? I'm starting to realize that that's not exactly how it works. Keep up, Luke. I'm starting to feel kinda naughty."

      "Mm," he purred in my ear. "I think I may have gotten the best assignment of the night."

    

  







            32

          

          

      

    

    






Lucifer

        

      

    

    
      Somewhere along the way, I lost track of the letters outside of each of these fraternity houses. It didn't matter. They weren't what I was looking at. Sia had my complete attention. It wasn't just that she was beautiful - and she definitely was that. Mostly, it was that she acted like she trusted me completely. When we’d first left the house, she'd been a little nervous and I'd assumed it had something to do with our last outing alone.

      The time she'd died.

      Knowing she was immortal may have been the only thing keeping me from showing my paranoia. Every time she walked away from me to talk to some guy, my heart hung in my chest. Mine! I wasn't supposed to care about these sorts of things. So what if she was gorgeous? It didn't matter that every inch of her body was on display, or that all the men in here were looking at her. Granted, they had plenty to look at. I also knew exactly where she was going tonight.

      Maybe not which bedroom, but that didn't really matter. The only thing that did was that when all this was over, she could actually make it there. To whichever one of the bedrooms she chose. Because if any angel wanted to touch her, he'd have to come through me first. This time, I was ready.

      After we made our lap through the third house on the block, I decided it was time to head to the main event. We had been wandering this area long enough that any angels watching wouldn't suspect us. She and I were just another typical college couple, trying to get a few free drinks and have a good time on a Friday night. One of the hundreds on the street. And yet all of them ended up heading towards Delta Phi.

      It wasn't the biggest house on the block, but it was the most obvious. On the lawn, someone had built a pair of giant Greek letters and covered them in lights. Behind those, not only the porch, but all of the upstairs windows of the house were bright and open. The pull to head that way was almost magnetic, so I hooked my arm around Sia's waist, and joined the flow.

      We stepped off the sidewalk and into their yard, and I felt a shiver wash over my skin. Apparently, so did Sia. "Wards?" she asked.

      "Yeah," I told her. "I'm not sure what they’re for, though. Could be demons, could be thieves, or any number of things. Clearly, it's not stopping us from coming in."

      No, they had a second line of defense for that. Hanging out beside the main door was a pair of bleached-looking men. Those were malakim, the warrior choir of angels. They weren't important enough to truly be of value, so they were often sacrificed so the seraphim and archangels could be protected. The only question was how we were going to get around them.

      In the end, we didn’t need to. A group of girls in front of us paused to flirt with them and both of the angels were completely distracted. I simply looked the other way, and Sia just kept walking. As she passed over the threshold, I felt another of those shivers that indicated a second layer of wards.

      "Please tell me you felt that?" I asked, pressing up behind her to make sure she heard me.

      Looking back over her shoulder, Sia gave me a devious little smirk. "You do realize that there are so many ways I can answer that, right?"

      "Pumpkin, if we were talking about what you wish we were talking about, there'd be no question about feeling it." And just to prove my point, I pressed my hips up against her ass.

      Without hesitation, she slipped her arm between us and grabbed a handful of my dick. I wasn't quite sure whether I should gasp or laugh. This was not at all the way I'd expected her to respond to that. Then there was little problem of the blood quickly rushing to do her bidding.

      "Thanks," I said, pushing myself into her palm. "Now, I get to walk around with a hard-on."

      She just turned to face me, lifting her chin in the cutest defiance I'd ever seen. "Just trying to help you blend in." Then she tried to slip away into the crowd like she had at every other frat house we'd been to tonight.

      But not this time. I caught her arm before she got more than half a step away and pulled her back. "I need you to stay close to me."

      Because this house was packed. I'd been to clubs that had more space between people than the living room of this frat house had. It seemed that everyone who was anyone wanted to be right here. Most likely, there were laws and fire codes being violated, and probably a million underage drinking charges waiting to be handed out, but it wouldn’t happen. Not with angels so willing to mind-fuck anyone who got in their way.

      A casual glance showed me malakim, seraphim, and more scattered amongst the humans around us. Some of them blended in well. Others were clearly new to this plane. Before I met Sia, I would've said their skins were perfect. Now, I realized just how much we stood out by cutting those little corners like not changing our eye color. It made me appreciate my pretty blue eyes a little bit more.

      Like me, Sia looked around the room, but she didn't seem to care about the angels. Instead, she just threw an arm around my neck and leaned against me as if she really was the girlfriend she was pretending to be.

      "I want to hear more about your needs," she teased as she stretched upward to reach my ear. Then she lowered her voice. "Luke, stop worrying. I can't die. If I get drained, you know where my body will go, and you'll handle it. I'm also stronger than all of them. If anything, I think you're the one who needs to stick close to me."

      I wrapped one arm around her back and slowly shuffled both of us away from the main entrance. It wasn't something I could do quickly. Not with the amount of people in here. That gave me a little more time to enjoy the feeling of her hugging her body against mine.

      "How much did you have to drink?" I asked her.

      She leaned back and rolled her eyes, making sure I could see it. "Not much. I'm not drunk, if that's what you're asking."

      "Tipsy?"

      "Getting close to being warm," she said. "I'm just having fun. I dunno, it seems to happen a lot when you're around."

      I glanced to either side of us, making sure no one was listening to our conversation. "In case you forgot, the last time you and I were alone, you died."

      "Trust me, I know." And she dropped her arm from my neck and stepped back, but I didn’t let her go. "Luke," she said, "do you get this worried about Nick?"

      "No, but I do get this worried about Ron," I countered.

      "Huh." Catching my hand, she turned and started walking, towing me along behind her. "Guess that proves which one you love more."

      I stopped, jerking her back around to face me. "Not a good joke," I warned her.

      Sia just stepped into me and tapped my chest hard with one finger. "And now you see why I said it. You worry about me. You worry about Ron. You don't worry about Nick. Why not?"

      "Because I’ve spent long enough with him to know exactly what he's going to do," I hissed.

      She nodded once. "Because you trust him. That means you don't trust me. Pull your head out of your ass. We're here to figure out where these people are going. You are here to help me, not babysit me, and certainly not protect me."

      "And that is where you're wrong," I told her. "I am definitely here to protect you. No. More. Dying."

      She just smiled at me. "Can't. God says she fixed that. You have two options. You can flirt with me, or you can flirt with someone else. I don't care which, but the only reason anyone comes to a party like this is to get laid. So you need to figure out who you're going to be hitting on, because we're going to need some information."

      Dammit, but she was right. She also had a point about trusting her. I wanted to, but I was too scared to just let her go. Then again, she had just given me the perfect excuse to flirt with her. I basically had to. Considering that she couldn't die, couldn't be overpowered, and wasn't really scared of anything, all of my excuses for pushing her off were gone.

      Just before she'd died, I'd finally admitted to myself that I wanted her. No, that I needed her. So why was I still doing this? Why was I hanging on to that one last little thread that let me keep her at a distance? Did I really just enjoy the chase that much, or was it more that I wasn't ready? If that was the case, then when would I ever be ready? What did I need to be ready for?

      But I had no intention of letting her know about my own worries. She'd worked too hard to overcome her own, so she didn't need me dropping more shit on her shoulders. But flirting? I could definitely do that. Tonight, I would prove to her that I not only respected her, but also wanted her. After all, there was a reason I picked out that outfit.

      "Do you really think you can handle all this?" I asked her, making it clear I was mostly joking.

      Sia simply trailed her finger down the center of my chest, aiming for the part of me that was aching for her to touch it again. "Lately," she warned me, "I've been feeling like a very bad girl. Think of this as me embracing my dark side."

      So I stepped into her, all but forcing her hand lower. "Yeah? How 'bad' are we talking here?" And I smiled down at her, meeting those pretty blue eyes of hers. "I mean, is tonight going to be a full-contact sport, or just more smoke and mirrors?"

      "I do believe that you're the one who keeps setting limits," she reminded me. "So, what are the rules for tonight, Luke?"

      That was the sort of opening I couldn't exactly refuse. Subtly, I pointed across the room towards one of the malakim. "There are at least twenty angels around us. Probably more. There's no way we can cover all of this ground if we’re glued to each other's side. You want me to trust you? Fine. Show me that I have nothing to worry about. Talk to your people, I'll talk to mine, and we’ll check-in. Blatant flirting means that everything is just fine. Boring or tedious comments, such as needing to fix your hair, will let me know that you're worried or think you're being followed. Deal?"

      The look that took over Sia's face could only be described as devilish. "So, if I said that the next time Ron decides he's going to fuck you, I'd rather have my mouth around your dick than my hands, that would mean we’re good?"

      Which was when I realized the problem with my idea. My balls were going to be so blue by the time we got out of here. I already needed to do a little adjusting of my dick because this angle was starting to get painful. Then there was the little situation with my pride. I was not about to let her know that she was making me uncomfortable at all.

      "Yeah, or like if I mentioned how much I’d love to have my way with you with the entire legion watching. Things like that. Now, if I mentioned that little shop where I found those clothes has a whole selection of jeans I think you'd like, that would mean we need to start leaving. Think you can handle that?"

      "Definitely," she assured me. "But it looks like the drinks are that way…" And she pointed towards the open doors that led to the backyard. "So I'm going to go make some new friends. Say, meet you at the keg in about five minutes?"

      "Sounds good. And maybe you can tell me what the panties under that skirt look like while we’re at it." With a smile, I took a step back, then reached down and put my achingly hard dick where it belonged.

      Her eyes followed, and the part that made it worse was when her teeth clamped on her lower lip, yet she smiled around it. At that moment, I truly believed she was the Devil. The most beautiful, amazing, and dangerous woman I'd ever met.

      In other words, she was perfect.

      I also had to believe that she could do this. I had no doubt that I could. I'd been running around these idiots for centuries without them realizing it. Most times, they never stopped to look at my face. All they saw was another archangel moving among them, and most of the lower choirs didn't want to get in shit. I had a feeling their orders weren't to get laid. And yet, that was exactly what most of these guys were trying to do: fuck the slave before they got sent back home.

      So while Sia went right, I went to the left. It wasn't hard to find a group of cute girls without much company. I chose the ones who looked like they weren't quite sure what was going on. Their makeup was minimal, their clothing conservative, and two of them weighed a little more than most typical humans wanted. No, that didn't make them unappealing. To me, it looked like they were vulnerable.

      "Hey, ladies," I said as I walked up. "Are the four of you with one of the sororities?"

      Two of them blushed, one of them giggled, and the last one looked like she was scared to death. It was the girl with the glasses who answered me. "No, we were just looking at what the entire fraternity and sorority scene was about. Are you with Delta Phi?"

      I made a face and shook my head. "Nope. Just came for the beer. Let me guess… Freshman?" All four of them made some effort to tell me yes. "So, should I assume you knew each other before college?"

      "Marie is my roommate in the dorms," the dark-haired one told me, gesturing to her. "But Emma and Olivia went to school with me. We’re in the music program."  She tilted her head at the others when she used their names.

      "Oh," I purred. "So, I guess that means you aren't here because of the church program, huh?"

      "No," they all assured me. Then Marie said, "Just settling into the dorms and trying to enjoy our first days as college students. You?"

      "I was trying to find someone who knew more about the church thing." I smiled at all of them and took a step back. "You girls have fun tonight, and make sure you keep an eye on your drinks."

      Almost in unison, all four of them pushed a hand over the top of their solo cups. Well, I hadn’t exactly found what I was looking for, but at least I'd reminded them to be careful. I had a feeling that someone in this room was probably slipping drugs into drinks. Sadly, it was all too common, and a very easy way for an angel to get someone alone.

      And while it hadn’t been five minutes, I decided to head over towards the keg anyway. It seemed that Sia had the same idea. She was holding an empty cup and standing in line to get to the tap, but it wasn't a guy she was talking to. The person just before her was a very pretty woman, and giggling with Sia like the two of them had a secret.

      "Oh," Sia called, waving me over. "This is the guy I was telling you about, Amy," she said. "My boyfriend."

      When I got close enough, she stepped into me, hooked her calf around the back of my knee, and pulled me down for the kind of kiss a man couldn't resist. Sia shoved her tongue into my mouth, and I wasn’t about to be outdone. Reaching behind her, I grabbed a hard handful of her ass and lifted, pulling her right up against my dick even as I kissed her back. With her body completely connected to mine, her moan vibrated through my skin. Her fingers pushed into the hair at the back of my head, and for a split second, I forgot we weren’t alone.

      She pulled her mouth away to kiss my neck, whispering, "I think you need to talk to her friends. They're looking for someone. He came here with them, but seems to have vanished in the last fifteen minutes."

      Each sentence was separated by a kiss against the side of my throat. Her words were soft enough that they wouldn't carry, and the position of our bodies hid what she was saying. In other words, Sia wasn't convinced we were safe.

      "I can do that," I assured her. "And so you know, my dick is still hard as a rock."

      She slid her leg down the length of mine until it reached the ground, and leaned back. "Well, so you know, I'm still willing to play with it. Have fun, Goldilocks."

      No, I didn't miss the horrible new nickname. Granted, this was why I regretted calling her pumpkin out loud. It was safer when I kept that word inside my head. Mostly, for me. But, it had the desired effect. Some of the blood was starting to return to my head, and I was thinking a little bit better - but not much. Right now, the only thing that mattered was that in less than five minutes, Sia had already found ties to someone who'd gone missing.

      Which meant that if I could find this kid, we’d have a better idea of what was going on. It seemed that my guess was right. This party was definitely a harvest ground - and there was no way I was going to let them take anyone else.

      "So, why don’t you introduce me to your friend?" I asked. "Then you can go get yourself all worked up while making some more."

      "That kinda sounds like the same thing I was thinking," she agreed before turning to the girl behind her. "Amy. This is Luke, and he knows everyone. I'm sure he can help you track down your friend. Probably just upstairs with some cute little freshman, right?"

      But when Sia looked back at me, I could see in her eyes that she didn't believe that. Not at all.
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      The girl I'd met, Amy, had come up to me asking if I'd seen a guy.  The chances of that happening felt almost divine, but I knew better. No, it had been nothing more than sheer luck - on my part. Bad luck for her friend. So, my thinking was to kill two birds with one stone. I told her that over by the keg would probably be the best place to check. It also happened to be where I was supposed to meet back up with Luke.  Thankfully, the guy hadn't been gone long enough for her to start panicking yet.

      And while we were waiting in line, she’d told me about the other guys she'd come with, and how they were still looking for him. I promised that I'd ask the keg guy if he’d seen anyone who matched the kid’s description. Nineteen, about five-ten, and maybe 100 pounds soaking wet. To me, it sounded like the kind of guy who got overlooked easily. Thankfully, he was supposed to be wearing a Harry Potter shirt. I figured there couldn't be a lot of guys in a fraternity house wearing one of those.

      So I told Amy that Luke would help her and her friends hunt for him. I said he knew a few of the guys here - it wasn't exactly a lie - and so he was the best person I could think of to figure out where her friend had disappeared to. I also pointed out how many of the neighborhood sorority girls were here and how that might have something to do with it. Amy was adamant that no girl would pick up her friend. I countered with the well-known sorority scavenger hunt, and that quite a few of the items on the list involved guys. He may not have been picked up because he was hot. They could've dragged him back to their place because he had on the right shirt.

      I knew better. No, that kid was probably stuck somewhere waiting to be shipped off to Angelis and turned into a slave. Having heard so much about him, I almost felt like I knew him. That made it a little more imperative to find this kid before he was gone forever.

      But when I headed back to the yard, I realized Amy wasn't the only one who was missing a friend. Between the obnoxious rounds of drunk guys screaming out Greek letters - usually followed by a chorus of cheering - I noticed a few too many people asking for someone. Nothing more than a simple, "Hey, have you seen my friend?" But it was enough. Just like we expected, the angels were rounding up their herd.

      It made sense. One hundred thousand people would take a few days to steal away. If I was honest, it was probably more like a few months. Considering that Chris had gone missing around Thanksgiving, and it was now the middle of January, how many people did they already have?

      I was wandering through the crowd, trying to get a feel for the flow of traffic, when someone grabbed my arm. I turned, expecting it to be Luke, but I was so wrong. Yes, this was an angel, but it certainly wasn't my angel. Thankfully, it seemed that he didn't recognize me at all.

      "Well, hello, beautiful," he said, somehow making it sound incredibly sleazy.

      I refused to meet his eerie green eyes as I tugged my arm free. "Do you have any idea how much of a turnoff it is to have men grab me?"

      "And here I heard women loved that." He stepped a little closer, as if waiting for me to melt into him.

      Which was when I remembered that most humans had a fondness for angels. They were beautiful, powerful, and for some strange reason, irresistible to people. So far, the only excuse I had was that I hadn't looked at him yet. Unfortunately, I wasn't quite convinced that I could actually play this role. I fucking hated angels.

      "Well," I told him, "I'm not most women. I'm also not really into guys." Hopefully, telling him I was a lesbian would remove a little bit of his suspicion.

      "Do you have any idea who I am?" He asked.

      Which meant he didn't really care what I wanted. Letting out a heavy sigh, I turned my full attention on him. "Do you have any idea who I am?"

      "Lemme guess," he said. "You must be one of the top bitches at Kappa Mu." His eyes raked across my body. "Are you crashing our party?"

      "In all honesty, I'm just trying to find one of my friends. Maybe you’ve seen him? Short guy, kinda scrawny, dark hair and wearing a Harry Potter shirt." I racked my brain trying to remember the name of Amy's friend. "I can't find Daniel anywhere."

      The angel before me nodded a few times as if he was thinking about it. "Yeah, I think I remember him. If you'd like, I can show you where he’s at."

      Okay, that was a trap. I knew it was a trap. The problem is that I really wanted to accept his offer. If he took me to where they were holding this kid, then I’d know exactly where the slaves were. He couldn't mind-fuck me because of my deal with Luke. And if Michael's box hadn't been able to hold me, then some minor malakim surely wouldn't have wards that could keep me in. Plus, there was the fact that I could always summon Luke if I got in too deep. Hell, I could summon my entire legion.

      So I decided to just go with it. "Yeah, that would be great. You wouldn't mind?"

      The smile this guy gave me could only be described as oily. "Not at all." And he held out his hand. "Right this way."

      I wanted to groan, but I kept that in my head even as I dropped my palm into his. The angel gave me another one of those eerily disturbing smiles and started leading me deeper into the frat house. It was weird.  People almost seemed to move out of his way. Quite a few of them looked at him and smiled, yet completely ignored me.

      Which made me wonder just how many of these humans had been mind-fucked. Could it be something they were doing with the music? Or drinks? Or had they simply gone person-to-person, looking in each of their eyes, tweaking their aether so all of these people would submit?

      The angel led me up the stairs, aiming for the second floor, and I followed. Right now, there was no real point in making a scene. The strangest thing, though, was that the students around me all seemed so young. I was only a few years older than them, but I'd kinda gotten used to the ageless beauty of the outworlders.

      Everything was going great until we reached the top of the stairs. The angel holding my hand turned left, and we stepped into a hallway that was entirely filled with angels. I couldn't name which choir they were in just by how they looked, but I knew. Where else would you find at least twelve guys with perfectly green eyes? Some were pale, almost monochromatic. Others were just a little too vibrant. Then there was the one in the middle who looked like he was made of metal.

      "Uzziel," my angel called out.

      And the archangel turned. His eyes landed on me and narrowed in confusion. "What?" He asked.

      "She says she's looking for her friend. It seems he wandered off somewhere in the middle of our party."

      "He's probably in here," Uzziel said. "Invitation only."

      He lifted a hand and gestured me closer. Every instinct in my body told me to run away. The simple fact that we were on the second floor of a fraternity house and no one else was around told me plenty. There was no way to keep that many drunk people out of here, not without mind-fucking them. But I could do this.

      Trying to mimic the same adoration I'd seen everyone else giving the angels, I made my way closer. Uzziel simply smiled, looking like that cat who'd just caught his mouse. In my chest, I could feel my heart racing from fear. I wasn't supposed to be here. I shouldn't be here alone. Sadly, running away wouldn't help me find these people. So I walked right up to him.

      "Do you have any idea where you are?" Uzziel asked.

      Up and down the hall, the other angels turned, almost as if closing ranks. I noticed but pretended to ignore it. "Delta Phi's party?"

      Faster than anything I'd ever seen before, the archangel's hand struck out, closing on my neck. "Hello, Muse. Did you think we wouldn't recognize you?"

      I wanted to yelp. My body twitched, preparing to bolt. I fought it all so I could just look right into this man's eyes. "In all honesty, I was just hoping that I could get this close."

      Then I attacked him before he could attack me. Not with sprites. Not with aether. I attacked him the same way an angel would: I grabbed the aether behind his eyes and twisted. The only problem was that he was trying to grab mine, and the other angels were getting closer in a hurry.

      Uzziel struggled to close his eyes and break the connection, but I was better than that. I had the feel of him now. If I had to, I could even draw his seal. Yet for every move I made to get him under control, he did something to pull free somewhere else. Like some kind of six-way tug-of-war, the pair of us stood there hoping to one-up each other, and he had the advantage. He had backup.

      Which left me only one option. Reaching out, I grabbed his arm and pulled. The pair of us stepped back and the veil washed over us. Immediately, we both threw up a shield to block the aethereal winds, but it didn't matter. I didn’t need to break my eye contact to know that wherever I was, this wasn't the normal corridor.

      "And now, I have you right where I want you," Uzziel sneered.

      "Keep telling yourself that," I grumbled around the hand on my throat.

      The hand at my throat - that counted as contact. One that allowed me to start pulling his aether from him just as fast as I could. Never before had I met this guy, but clearly, he knew who I was. But he didn't know all my tricks. More than anything else, I was an aether vacuum, and I intended to drain this asshole dry.

      I could feel him trying to throw up shields, but I shattered each one easily. In desperation, he squeezed my throat a little harder, hoping that if he could suffocate me, then I’d give up. I just pulled harder. This was a battle of strength, yet we were judging with two different measuring sticks. He thought manhandling me would be enough, but my power was manipulating aether. His aether, specifically.

      His fingers began to loosen around my throat, and his body grew weak. Slowly, the archangel sagged towards the ground, yet I didn't stop. There was no way I was leaving this guy behind as a witness. It was bad enough that they knew we were here on Earth. Once Gabriel heard I'd been sniffing around his little party, someone would end up dying. Probably the humans who were being held for slaves.

      Eventually, Uzziel lay at my feet, unconscious. Just for good measure, I used some of his life to shatter his body and turned it into dust, then I waved that away, hoping the winds would take it all. Only then did I stop to look around me.

      I wasn't alone.

      None of them were angels, but they were definitely people. For a split second, I wondered why they weren't blowing away, then I saw the shimmering line in the distance. It looked like the same kind of wards that Nick had put on my house. Probably the ones I’d walked through when we came into Delta Phi. That was why they hadn't stopped us! These wards weren't made to protect what was on Earth. They were meant to protect what was in the corridor!

      And the people around me were all human. Approximately two dozen of them, and most weren’t moving. No, they weren't laid out like they were dead. They simply sat in place or huddled together in small groups. A few of them watched me, but everything about the way they stood made it clear they were scared of me.

      Out of habit, I looked down to see why, and my eyes landed on my red robe. The one Sam had designed for me to play the part of Lady Death. In other words, all of these people were looking at the female version of the Grim Reaper.

      As I walked towards the most aware of the group, I reached up to push my hood back. "Can you hear me?" I asked.

      The girl squeaked and jumped back, while the guy she stood beside pushed his body in front of hers. "I won’t let you take her," he told me.

      "Yeah, you’re probably freaking out right about now, huh?" I asked. "What did they tell you?"

      "The angel said we died, and we're about to be sorted." This came from one of the people sitting with his knees hugged against his chest.

      I tilted my head back and groaned. "Of course they did," I grumbled. "And all you saw were angels, right? So, of course, you believe them. How many of you know who I am?" My words were pitched to carry to the people around me.

      "Are you the Angel of Death?" The girl asked.

      "Close enough," I assured her. "I'm the Grim Reaper. The problem is that everyone in here is a mistake. That's why they brought you here." I was now making this up as I went along. "I was sent to help you get back to your bodies so that you don't die before your time."

      "What about the light?" Someone asked.

      "The light here?" I asked.

      He stood up and turned to face me. "No, I mean the light we’re supposed to see if we want to go to heaven."

      "You only see it when you're really dead."  I hoped that was what he wanted to hear. "The problem is that a group of fallen angels have been trying to steal good souls. None of you will remember any of this when you wake up. All you'll know is that not every angel is good. And the ones who show themselves on Earth are the bad ones. Now -"

      I didn't get the chance to finish my impromptu speech, because at least six angels stepped into the corridor around me. One of them was Gabriel.

      "Hello, Muse," he said, opening his wings to show them off. "I will not let you take them. They deserve to go to heaven."

      "You know, it doesn't really matter what you call it. Stealing souls is not God's will. I'm here to stop you." And I slapped my hand against my forearm and breathed Lucifer's name. "Don't worry, I can play this game the same way you can," I assured Gabriel.

      He just scoffed at me. "Guess you haven't tested the wards yet. You, Muse, can't get through. I know your seal, and I made them to hold your entire legion."

      "Oh, you made it?" I asked, because that was a useful piece of information.

      Gabriel's response came in the form of aether, thrown at me like a lightning bolt. I didn't have a chance to dodge, so I caught it. The moment my hand closed on it, I felt the burn, but simply pulled it into myself out of habit. Mostly because I didn't know what else to do. But from the look on his face, I realized that wasn't supposed to happen.

      Unfortunately, his attack had given the others just enough time to create their sprites. Three of the damned things were thrown at me from different directions. I tried to handle what I could, shoving the closest to the Vesdar - Daemin corridor. The second I dispelled with a wave of my hand. The third was too fast, though. It slammed into my back, and then simply bounced off.

      Then a group of blue butterflies swarmed over me. "Sia!" Luke yelled, letting me know he was here.

      "I found the stolen people," I yelled at him. "Help me send these pricks back home."

      "Gladly," Luke said.

      Because his butterflies were doing a damn good job of tearing up the angels. One of them pushed, sliding through the veil on his own to escape the punishment. Another one screamed when the butterfly sank its impossible teeth into him. As fast as I could, I tried to drain that guy’s aether, but that wasn't the fastest way to fight.

      The bitten angel dropped to his knees, but another was on me. "Sia!" Luke screamed, making me look over in time to see him throw something at me. It was the same white - purple color as lightning, but shaped more like a dagger. I managed to stop it in midair, fumble it, then grab the handle, but that gave the angel enough time to shove.

      I crashed into the ground, then bounced right back up. The rules of the corridor weren't the same as those of the real world. Gravity, location, and distance all worked differently here. That had taken me a while to figure out, but now I knew how to use it to my advantage. All I had to do was think about it - so I thought.

      One step carried me to the angel who was trying to run away, and I swung that dagger as hard as I could. The flame of the aether cut into his back, slicing deep, right at the base of his wing. The angel screamed and pushed through the veil, disappearing just like the one before him. That didn't mean he was truly gone, but it was one less to deal with right now.

      I spun to face the rest of them, even as I reached deep inside me for as much aether as I could manage. Letting out a roar of anger, I shoved both hands down and called a whole set of new sprites. Fuck butterflies. I didn't care if these looked pretty. No, I wanted them to be so terrifying that angels would never come to this space in the corridor again.

      A dozen shadowy forms sprang up to do my bidding, rising from the floor like wraiths. And as one, they rushed towards the remaining angels. Gabriel tried to slash at one, but its form simply dissipated and came back together on the other side as if it was made of smoke. In desperation, he pushed a wall of aether at it. That worked, but not as well as he was hoping.

      The other angels were gone, slipping out of the corridor as soon as they realized this was an attack they couldn't win. Only Gabriel was desperate enough to try to stand against me. Yet now, he was outnumbered two to one.

      "You will never get them out of here," Gabriel warned. "Your only option is to come back into our frat house - and good luck with that."

      Then he too stepped through the veil, leaving Luke and me alone with probably two dozen humans who thought they were souls. So, before Luke could say a thing, I lifted my hand and turned to address the people.

      "Those were the fallen angels. They are the deceivers, and they are no longer in God's favor. Do not let them fool you." I thrust an arm towards Luke. "He is the only one you should trust. Remember that."

      Luke pushed himself to my side and grabbed my arm, lowering his voice. "What are you doing?" He hissed.

      "I'm changing the rules," I assured him. "Don't worry, you get to be one of the good guys."
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      Unfortunately, Gabriel was right.  This space in the corridor was very securely warded.  That was why the winds didn't push at these people, but it was worse than that.  The entire outline of the frat house - which wasn't a small thing - had become our prison.  I watched as Luke walked towards it and thumped his fists against what might as well be a wall.

      Illuminated runes and symbols raced across the surface of it. That included the connecting walls, ceiling, and floor. It seemed that once again, I was in a great big magic box, locked away with more than two dozen people who were terrified and confused. I was starting to get really sick of this. Granted, it made sense. There were only so many ways to contain your enemy - especially when they didn't tend to die.

      But these humans would. Maybe angels and demons had evolved their combat techniques to deal with an immortal enemy, but that didn't help the students any. My eyes quickly ran across the cluster of people, counting exactly twenty-three. They were no longer casually lounging around, but had huddled in the point furthest from us. It made sense. When the Grim Reaper and a group of angels started throwing around butterflies and shadows, no one in their right mind wanted to get in the middle of it.

      So how could I get them to trust me? I knew that at least half of these people didn't believe in God. For them, they probably thought they were having the worst high of their life. Wait. That was it! That one rambling thought had just given me everything I needed to make this better.

      "Luke," I said, making my way over to him. "How many of these people can you," and I lowered my voice, "mind-fuck at once?"

      Confused, he looked back at me. "If, and only if, you can get them all to look at me at the same time… I don't know, maybe ten. On a good day. Why?"

      "I just counted twenty-three. So, that's like three groups, right?" I asked.

      His eyes narrowed as he tried to figure out what I was thinking. "Yeah… Sia, why?"

      "Because these people were just at a party. Everyone knows that people slip drugs into drinks at parties. Considering that this was a fraternity that doesn't have the best reputation with the women, I think we can pull this off. All we have to do is convince them that they’re high and that Delta Phi fucked with them."

      Slowly, he was bobbing his head. "Okay, that makes sense. But you're forgetting one thing. We're kind of stuck."

      So I did the same thing he had. I slapped my hand against the wall and watched the runes. This time, however, I actually looked at them. Each symbol and pattern meant something. Yeah, angels worked with aether differently than demons, and I had been trained by a demon, but I still looked. It didn't take much to see how this was supposed to work. It was probably one of the most basic warding systems.  Definitely the most common.

      The best part was that it was all held together by one little thing: Gabriel’s seal.

      I tapped it, making the icon glow. "I can break this," I told Luke.

      "Yeah, that's great," he said, "but you're still missing the problem." He pointed back to the crowd of people behind us. "As soon as you rip down these protections, the winds are going to come in, and that means they're going to blow away. I know you've never seen it, but trust me when I say the winds of the corridor will be more than these people can handle."

      "I believe you," I assured him, "but that doesn't mean I'm ready to give up." I paused for a second as an idea began to form in my mind. "So, how big of a shield can you make? Do they have to be touching each other to get the protections from it?"

      "It's easier…" he said, sounding like he didn't quite trust what I was planning.

      The smile was starting to take over my face. "Then we have them join hands and sing fucking Kumbaya. I don't really care. I already told them that they were taken by mistake and that Gabriel and his friends were fallen angels.  Just use that?  All I need is for you to keep them from blowing away long enough for us to get out of here and push them back to Earth."

      "Push them where?" Luke demanded. "Sia, you may be the strongest thing I've ever seen in my entire life, but you can't just drop them in the middle of civilization and think this is going to work. That's going to raise a whole lot of questions, if not make everything harder. Not to mention that if we expose religion for the lie that it really is, then the angels have no more limitations on what they can do to us." He grabbed my arm and leaned into my face. "Right now, religion is their tool. It makes their lives easier, but it also limits them. If we prove religion is a lie, then all bets are off."

      "I know," I promised him. "So the trick is to drop them somewhere that isn't in the middle of civilization. Believe it or not, Luke, those places exist. This time of night, they’re even easier to find. Gabriel screwed up bad when he chose my town. I may not know a lot about what goes on around here, but I'm a woman. I know the places that are not safe to walk alone at night. The places where you're vulnerable. The places where no one wants to go after dark." I tilted my head back towards the group of people. "So you keep them from blowing away, I'll tear down this wall, and then we’ll send them to one of the worst parks in this town, and make it all seem like nothing more than a bad joke pulled off by some drunk frat boys."

      "Who also happen to be angels," Luke said, nodding to show he was impressed. "Okay, I‘m in. Just let me get these people all joined up and shielded, then you can do your thing."

      "Go be a mighty angel," I teased.

      He chuckled at that, but as he turned away, he flared his wings out behind him in the most impressive manner. Luke certainly knew how to put on a show, and damn did he look good doing it. The clothing he wore in the corridor seemed to be something straight out of ancient times. It definitely wasn't a robe; it didn't quite qualify as a skirt, but it was a little bit more than a loincloth. It was also white, and it looked exactly like what an angel should wear. The best part, though, was that it left his chest bare in all of its golden glory.

      So when he approached the group of terrified humans, they began to relax. After all, this was an angel. He wasn't some horrible monster. He was the symbol of everything they thought was good and holy, safe and divine. And while quite a few of the faces looked like they were in a state of shock, not a single person leaned away from him the way I would have.

      "Like Lady Death said," he told them, "none of you should be here. And while we aren't supposed to mess around in the affairs of the living, the pair of us have been tasked to make this right - but we need your help. Please, join hands, bow your head, and let us pray."

      I almost laughed at how good he was at this, but it worked. One by one, the confused and terrified college students reached out for the hand of the person beside them. One guy looked like he wanted nothing to do with this, yet the girl beside him didn't seem to care. Instead of his hand, she grabbed his arm and held on. When he realized he basically had no choice, the guy clasped the shoulder of the person before him, completing the cluster of connection.

      Then Luke bowed his head and began to recite words in his own language. I could understand them now, so I knew he was just talking gibberish, yet it sounded rather impressive. It also didn't stop him from pulling up his shield and creating a massive wall of little interlocking Luke symbols that would block the winds of the corridor.

      "Do it, Sia," Luke said softly, the words in angelic.

      "Then hold on," I told him in the same language.

      I turned my attention to the wards. Another slap at the wall let me see the pattern again, and this time I didn't hesitate. The moment the symbol for Gabriel’s seal was visible, I grabbed it. But when I pulled, nothing happened. He’d woven his protections stronger than I'd expected. So I yanked, and still got nothing. A rush of panic hit me as I realized that the angels seemed to be learning how to work around me. Too bad for them, I didn't give up easily.

      So I shoved. One hard thrust from my arm made the entire thing bow out, yet these protections were made to be elastic. Pulling wasn't working, and I wasn't strong enough to push the way I wanted to, so I had to do something else. I only had to think about it for a split second before I realized what I was doing wrong. I was trying to manipulate this like a demon, not a Muse. My power lay in creativity and destruction. I could create, but only to make change. To influence chaos, and chaos was the enemy of everything the angels were trying to do.

      Instead of trying to remove this symbol, I needed to destroy the entire pattern - and that was easy enough. With one hand, I held Gabriel’s seal, and the other shoved the rest of the patterns into disarray. In my head, I thought about it like a house of cards. Each piece was stacked on the one below it, and all of them were flimsy. All I had to do was swipe at it, and the whole thing should come crumbling down. And when it did, the symbol of one of the angels I hated most was going to snap into multiple pieces. I just had to hang onto one.

      One push wasn't enough, so I swiped at it a second time, sending the whole thing spiraling. In my hand, I felt Gabriel’s seal crack and weaken, so I pulled again. This time, a single piece snapped off. Like a tsunami, the winds of the corridor came rushing in, flowing so quickly to fill this vacuum that it pushed me back. Frantically, I made my private shield thicker, refusing to give in.

      When the flow of aether hit Luke and his group, they felt it too. Someone screamed, and someone else tried to break free. Thankfully, there were still three "walls" left of this box. That meant that even if one of those humans did get loose, none of them were going very far. But in their panic, they clung to each other, all but trapping the one who wanted to run.

      And Luke’s wall buffered them all from the majority of the force. I couldn't see the flow of aether, but I watched the effects as it slammed into this square that had been cut out of the corridor, filled it, and then leveled out. In a matter of a few seconds, everything was back to normal - except for the people we were trying to save. They still acted like they were living through the worst dream of their lives. Granted, they kinda were.

      "Send them wherever you're sending them," Luke yelled back at me, still using angelic so he wouldn't scare them.

      "You going to mind-fuck them now or later?" I asked.

      "Later," Luke said, "because if anyone lets go, I'm not sure I can keep them from floating out."

      Which was all I needed to hear. Since these were all college kids, and they'd all been at the same frat party, that meant I needed to send them to someplace close to Greek Row. One park sprung immediately to mind. It was beside an old cemetery, and too far away to be a good place to hang out, but also dark. Hopefully, that meant dark enough that no one would notice twenty-something people suddenly popping into existence in the middle of it.

      With the location in mind, I pushed, sending every human in my general area there. I'd gotten pretty good at this recently, since I'd been shoving angels around for so long, so it worked. As a whole, the group simply winked out of existence - but so did Luke. Since he was connected to them, he got pulled along too. I yelped in surprise, and then did the only thing I could. I pushed, sliding through the corridor to the exact place I’d imagined, and then I stepped out of the veil to join them.

      "Look at me!" Luke demanded. "Fucking look at me."

      A few did, and he immediately started muttering something about how the party had gotten a little too wild and somebody thought it was a good joke to drug them. The problem was that three others were starting to wander away. I jogged towards them, calling out to get their attention.

      "Hey," I yelled. "Hey, you, do you know where we are?"

      Since I sounded just as lost as they were, the people looked back, and that was exactly what I needed. The moment their eyes landed on me, I started doing the exact same thing Luke was.

      "We were at that Delta Phi party, and I think someone slipped something into our drinks. One second we were fine, and then everything turned crazy. We all saw things that were impossible, and somehow we ended up here. The drugs are still making us drowsy, but we’re going to get over it. We got lucky. Everything is going to be fine."

      Like my words were the drugs, the entire group began to get woozy, and one guy dropped to his knees, then rolled onto his ass. The others staggered as if they were blackout drunk. I could only guess that it would stick, so I turned to the next group.

      Thankfully, it didn't take long. We also didn't need to describe a whole lot. The trick was to catch their eyes, grab their aether, and twist. The insanity of the corridor would fill in the rest. What happened to these people was all a bad trip, and the deal we were making them was something they wanted desperately to believe anyway.

      And when all of that was done, twenty-three people lounged around the dark park in various states of inebriation. Luke pulled his phone out of his pocket and started pressing buttons. A moment later, he said, "I don't know what's going on, but a whole group of drunk college kids just got dropped off at a park."

      "Shady Oaks," I whispered to him, giving him the name of this park.

      "Yeah," Luke said, "it's Shady Oaks, I think. No, I was just driving by. I don't know, they might be fine, but I thought I should let someone know. Yeah, thanks." Then he pressed a button, dimmed the whole screen and pushed his phone back into his pocket. "Time for us to go," he told me.

      "We walking or slipping?" I asked.

      Luke just held out his hand. "Walking, I think." He waited for me to take it, then pulled me against his side. "There are enough people around here that the angels won't be able to grab them again, and they can't move that many people at once. Shit, most of us can't move that many people at once, but you make it look easy. How are you feeling, anyway?"

      I leaned my head into his shoulder and let out a heavy sigh. "I probably shouldn't, but the truth is that I feel pretty good. I think we just destroyed at least one of the angels’ holding pens."

      "Yeah, but it's not the only one," Luke told me. "I heard one of the malakim say something about a warehouse - with the product. To me, that says they’re packing humans up like crates ready to be shipped out."

      "Any idea where?" I asked.

      The smile touched his lips. "Off-campus, beside a lumberyard. So, while I don't know right now, I'm pretty sure that limits it quite a bit. Have a funny feeling that Google Maps can help us narrow it down even more."

      "Does this mean we can save them?" I asked.

      Luke waited until we crossed the street and were on the sidewalk heading home before he turned to me. Both of his hands landed on my upper arms, and he leaned toward my face. "Yes. I think there's nothing else that we can do but save them. I think that you are some unstoppable force, and those angels have no clue who they picked a fight against." Then he smiled. "I only have one regret about this whole thing."

      My head slowly wavered from side to side, shaking as I tried to figure out what he was talking about. "What?" I asked.

      "Well, Lady Death is sexy and all, but I really can't wait until I get to see the Devil."

      That wasn't at all what I'd expected him to say. The way my heart jumped in my chest was nothing like what I thought I'd feel when someone actually called me the Devil to my face. That was supposed to be a horrible thing. I should believe that it made me the bad guy - well, girl - and yet the rush that hit me with his words could only be described as pride.

      I was fucking proud to be the Devil. God called me the destroyer.  She also said it meant the punisher, and that was something I could definitely embrace. It meant I didn't have to be the bad guy. I certainly wasn't one of the "good" ones, either. In truth, it made me feel like some kind of daredevil vigilante out to fix things. It made me feel kinda badass.

      So I lifted my chin and looked into Luke’s eyes. "And what exactly is the Devil supposed to look like?" I teased.

      He took a half step closer. "Beautiful. Powerful. Oh, and I am definitely rooting for some red lingerie to complete the outfit."

      "Ah, damn," I laughed. "Because right now I have absolutely nothing under that red silk robe."

      Standing so close to me, I could see his pupils flare. "Really?" He asked.

      I stepped back, heading home while keeping my eyes on him. "Maybe next time we’re in the corridor, you’ll have to check."

      In two steps, he caught me, grabbing my waist to pull me against his chest. "Now that," he said, "is sexy enough to make me want to shove my tongue down your throat."

      I leaned into him, reaching up so my lips were beside his ear. "Your tongue is not the part I want shoved down my throat."

      His hands slid down my sides, slowly moving toward my back.  "You can't die, Sia."

      I pulled away enough to look at his face, because that wasn't what I'd expected him to say.  "I know.  We already proved that."

      And his hands caressed my ass, sliding over the fabric of my too-short skirt.  "You can't die, so Michael can't kill you.  I don't need to protect you, even if I still want to.  I don't need to, Sia.  You aren't a liability.  You aren't my weakness.  None of ours.  You're..."

      "The Devil," I finished for him.

      He shook his head, proving that wasn't at all where he was going.  "No.  You get to be a bad, bad girl if you want, but that's not it."  His eyes dropped to my lips and he leaned just a bit closer.  "I was going to say you're no longer off-limits."

      I sucked in a breath, but his mouth was there, trying to take it back.  In the middle of the night, on a sidewalk somewhere on the bad side of town, Lucifer kissed me, and it was like nothing else mattered.

      His tongue didn't go down my throat.  Instead, it teased me, exploring my mouth as if he was claiming it, and I let him.  In fact, I pulled at his neck, holding him against me so he couldn't stop again.  Any second now, he'd change his mind.  He'd pull back and say he couldn't.  That was what he always did, but this time, when Luke pulled, it was both of our bodies into the corridor.

      Then, without breaking our kiss, he pushed.  I felt the wind of our movement but I didn't bother opening my eyes.  Instead, I bit at the swell of his lower lip, sucking it between my teeth before pressing my mouth against his again, only to feel the veil wash over us as we returned to Earth - and from the sounds around us, inside.  Sucking in a breath, I threw my head back just as Luke forced my body against the wall.  His mouth dropped to my throat, his hands moved against my body, and he most certainly was not stopping.

    

  







            35

          

          

      

    

    






Sienna

        

      

    

    
      As his hand palmed my breast, Luke leaned into me.  I could feel his hardness as he thrust his hips against my belly, but his mouth didn't stop.  Teeth grazed the side of my throat, and the kisses that followed were hard, sucking at my skin.  Damn, this man knew how to take control, and I loved it.

      Needing him just a little closer, I hooked my leg around the back of his knee and pulled.  Immediately, he dropped a hand to grab my thigh, lifting it higher.  I felt my skirt ride up as he spread me open, and a soft moan fell from my throat when his thumb swept across my achingly hard nipple.  When he thrust his hips against me, I moved in time, grinding our bodies together.  Pleasure flared from the pressure, making me want even more.

      Then I heard the click of a bottle being set on wood.  My eyes flew open to find Nick watching intently.  Yes, we were in the house, but Luke had slipped into the hall directly across from the living room.  My back was against the wall, and his body held me in place.  Over his shoulder, I could see through the archway that led into the room where the rest of the guys were sitting in stunned silence.

      But Nick's lips were curling higher, and the look in his eyes could only be described as hungry.   I felt my body tense, every instinct saying I should feel ashamed, but Luke released my leg to grab my wrist instead, pinning it up beside my head.  He kissed the edge of my jaw, and then shifted to look right into my eyes, forcing my attention back to him.

      "The Devil isn't supposed to be good, and you are not shy," he breathed.  "So tell me to stop, or tell me to keep going, but stop sitting on the fucking fence, Sia."

      "Luke..." I breathed.

      His lips curled even as he leaned toward my ear.  "Let them watch," he whispered before sucking the lobe into his mouth.

      And his hand against my back pulled, arching my body into his.  I didn't fight it, because the truth was that the look on Nick's face was driving me higher.  I knew how many times I'd joked about wanting to see him and Luke together, so why would it be any different the other way around?  Why did I have to be scared of my guys seeing me love someone?

      For weeks now, we'd all been hooking up without any jealousy or resentment.  Sure, it had always been in pairs or trios, but that had been because of me.  All because I'd been the scared little girl who didn't want to hurt anyone - who didn't want to make a mistake.  They said I'd been bringing them closer together, and this was as close as it got.

      "Make me a deal," I gasped, even as his mouth sucked at the soft skin beneath my ear.

      "Anything," Luke breathed, our words soft enough to be kept between us.

      I grabbed at the waist of his shirt and began pulling it higher.  "Don't let me change my mind."

      The sound he made against my skin could only be described as a purr, then his mass leaned into me again, crushing my body against the wall for a split second.  I tensed, not expecting that, but Luke just reached back to yank his shirt over his head.  Throwing that to the side, he lifted his weight, but only enough to get a hand between us.  Then, grabbing the front of my shirt, he pulled, stretching the neckline down, pulling my bra with it so that my breasts were exposed over the top.

      "Close your eyes," he breathed, even as he sank lower.

      Tilting my head back, I obeyed, but the moment his mouth found my breast, I completely forgot why.  Luke was anything but gentle.  His teeth brushed across the sensitive flesh of my nipple like a threat that I was playing with fire, but I already knew that.  I also didn't care.  So when he lifted my leg, I made no move to stop him.  Yet, instead of moving it over his shoulder, he simply worked my boot free, dropping it on the floor beside us before turning his attention to my other leg.

      Then his mouth moved to my other breast, and his hands slid up my legs, right beneath my skirt.  When his fingers hooked on the thin strap of my panties, I reached over my head, bending my arm so I could press my hand against the wall behind me.  My other hand found the back of his head without trying, following his body as he eased that small bit of lace down my legs so I could step out of them.

      And my body immediately responded.  There was something about knowing I had nothing on under this insanely short skirt that was both terrifying and seductive at the same time.  I was sure that the guys in the other room had just seen what he'd done, and opening my eyes only proved it.

      Bel sat forward in his chair to watch.  Nick hadn't moved at all, yet the moment my eyes found him, he reached down to adjust himself, making it clear he was achingly hard.  Beside him, Ron had leaned deep into the couch with his legs open and his hand pressing against the erection trapped in his jeans.  I couldn't see Sam, except for his hand on the back of the couch that faced away from us.

      "Let them look," Luke said as he stood back up.

      I didn't bother to reply.  Mostly because I had no idea what to say. Instead, my eyes simply jumped to his, locked on the perfect blue color that was anything but angelic.  This man was beautiful, sensual, and a little bit dangerous.  Everything about him made me feel empowered, as if this was sexy instead of terrifying.  In truth, it was both, but the fear felt almost like a rush.  The same way I felt when on a rollercoaster, just before flying over the edge of a steep drop.

      Because I was doing this.

      His hand landed just above my shoulder, pressing against the wall, and then he leaned into me again, stopping with his lips only a hair from mine.  "Let them watch," he said again.  "Let us worship you, Sia.  For once in your short little life, take what you fucking want, and stop worrying about it."

      I reached out and grabbed the waistband of his pants.  "Ok," I agreed.

      But he refused to let me pull him closer.  "You can face down an entire choir of angels, but you turn timid with us?"  Slowly, he shook his head.  "Give me the fucking Devil," he hissed.  "That's the woman I want."

      I just lifted my chin.  "And I prefer my men to take command in the bedroom."

      Luke just shifted his body closer, refusing to let our lips touch.  "Me too."

      So I pulled hard this time, yanking his hips closer so I could palm his dick through his jeans with my other hand.  Without looking away, Luke thrust against my grip, sucking in a breath to prove he liked that.  Still, his mouth didn't come any closer.

      Fuck this.  I was standing here with my panties on the floor, my tits hanging out, and a gorgeous man holding me pinned against the wall with his body.  I wasn't about to let Luke tease me to distraction again, only to walk away.  All night long, he'd flirted, taunting me just enough that I wasn't sure I could take anymore, and I certainly didn't want to turn this need on someone else.

      So I leaned in and shoved my mouth against his, kissing him the way I wanted to be kissed: hard.  His lips immediately parted, yet the moment my tongue slipped into his mouth, everything changed.  It was almost like I'd passed some test or proved some point.  His dick slid against my palm again, his hand pulled my body against him, and then we turned.

      Pulling his mouth from mine, Luke spun me around and pushed me toward the living room, but his hands were working my shirt higher.  When it reached my ribs, I lifted my arms and felt him all but rip it over my head, the force of it proving that he was as tired of waiting as I was.  Then, without letting me slow down, he reached for the back of my bra, unclipping it just to pull that away as well.

      That left only my skirt - and four demons staring at me like I was about to be their next meal.  Bel let out a groan that sounded almost pained, then pulled off his own shirt.  Ron glanced at him, but only for a split second before looking back at the main show - me - just as Luke's hands reached around my body to cradle my breasts.

      "Don't touch," Luke warned, "but you're more than allowed to watch - and do whatever to yourselves that you want to."

      Then he let me go, only for the zipper on my skirt to loosen a second later.  While Nick, Bel, Ron, and Sam watched, Luke slid the last piece of clothing from my body, leaving me bare before them like some kind of perfect piece of art.  And my demons were completely entranced.

      "Fuck," Sam groaned from beside us.

      Ignoring him, Luke slid his hand over my hip and downward until his finger slipped between my folds.  Without thinking about it, I shifted my legs, spreading them to give him access.  I felt him glide across slick skin until he hit that knot of nerves.  A little breath slipped into my lungs, loud in the silence of the room, and then he pressed against my clit again.

      My hips rocked, begging for just a little more, and I couldn't stop it.  Across from me, Nick popped open the button on his jeans, but his eyes never looked away.  Ron didn't even bother.  Using the heel of his hand, he simply stroked the length of his dick inside his pants.  From the corner of my eye, I could see Bel kicking off his shoes, and my heart beat a little faster.

      Me.  They all wanted me.  They wanted each other too, but I was the one they couldn't get enough of.  I was the only woman in the history of all five worlds who'd managed to make the most powerful creatures in existence lose control.  Me, and I was theirs just as much as they were mine.  When they said we were legion, this was what they fucking meant.

      There were no lines between us because there didn't need to be.  Pleasure wasn't measured out in increments.  Desire didn't need to be held at bay.  And love?  It was the thing that made us work so well.  It didn't even matter what kind of love, just that we weren't scared of embracing it.

      And I was embracing this.

      Luke's lips kissed a line across my shoulder as his hand worked my body higher.  My breasts felt full and heavy, and my nipples ached for someone to touch them, but they couldn't.  No, this time I got to tease them the same way their beautiful bodies always teased me.  I got to be the bad girl, and I'd never realized how much I wanted that.

      Luke's mouth moved back.  His kisses dropped in a line down my spine, and I felt his arm shift against my hip, and then he dropped.  The sound of the cushions told me why just before he pulled, encouraging me to back into him.  Daring to look back, I found my angel naked, his pants in a heap at the corner of the couch, and his long, hard dick waiting for me, standing straight up.  In other words, he wasn't done with the show.

      I could barely think with what he was doing to me.  The pressure between my legs blurred my thoughts, but I knew I wanted this, and I was tired of playing around.  So, bending my leg, I eased it back and knelt on the edge of the couch, my back to Luke's chest.  His hands helped, finally releasing my more than ready pussy, and I eased myself down, still facing the room of men who couldn't even blink.

      One leg on the floor, one bent beside Luke's thigh, I lowered myself until I felt him at my opening.  A shift of my hips angled him just right, and then I sank onto my angel.  Behind me, he cursed, the words in the last language I expected: demonic.    That was enough to make Nick wrench open his pants and Bel shove off his, but then my eyes closed.  I could hear the others stripping, but I didn't care at all.

      Because Luke felt good.  He felt thick, hot, and hard.  When I eased myself higher, his hands helped, clasping my ribs with enough force to bruise, and then he pulled me back down, thrusting up with his hips as I took every last inch he had to offer.  I wasn't sure which one of us was doing the fucking, but it didn't matter.  He wasn't gentle, and I didn't want him to be.

      Throwing my head back, I stopped worrying about everything but the thickness filling me, grinding against my walls so perfectly.  Each time I crashed into his body, I felt my tits bounce.  Every time I pushed back up, I could hear myself panting.  And then he spread his knees wider.  Across the room, the others could see him sliding in and out of my body.  Beside me, I heard Sam shifting on the couch.  I cared about none of it.

      This was my angel, in my legion, and tonight was my turn to be the center of attention.  I just wanted to get off, and I liked it hard.  I wanted it fast.  I needed this to be so intense that nothing else mattered, so that I couldn't give myself the chance to worry about anything else.  I just needed him to finally be mine, even if only for a moment.

      Then Luke let go of my side, letting me set the pace.  A second later, his fist found the length of my hair, and he pulled, forcing my face to the ceiling.  My back arched, shoving my breasts out, but I didn't slow down.  I could feel that sweet pressure building, the sparks of pleasure beginning to take over my body, and I was at his complete mercy, just the way I wanted it.

      Beneath me, he thrust, driving just a little deeper each time I plunged down onto him, and then his mouth found my neck.  Trapped in his hands, all I could do was moan, gasp, and beg for just a little more.  I wasn't even sure what language I used, and I honestly didn't care.  I just wanted this man to make me cum harder than I ever had before.  I wanted my legion to see it all.  I needed this to mean... something.

      I didn't know what, and I honestly didn't care.  I was too close.  He felt too good.  The knowledge that I was on display kept driving me higher and higher, like some drug I couldn't get enough of.  Pulling at my hair, Luke bent me back just a little more, and then he took over completely.  Surging his ass off the couch, he pumped upwards, driving himself into me.  I could feel his thighs flexing against mine and the rocking of his body against my back.  Hard.  Every inch of him was solid, and driving me absolutely crazy.  I whimpered, feeling those sparks turning into an inferno, and then I shattered, my body shuddering even as my core clamped down on him with my climax.

      "Oh, fuck," Luke snarled, thrusting a few more times before the warmth of his release burst inside me.

      And we crashed back onto the couch together, his hand finally relaxing on my hair.  I took just a moment to suck in air, then turned and lifted, sliding my body off of his as I aimed for the couch.  Luke's hand caught my arm, and my eyes jumped right to his, but there were no words - and no need for them.

      We'd finally crossed that line, and there was no going back.  No, I didn't regret it, and in the depths of his eyes, I could see that he didn't either.  Slowly, he nodded once, and I leaned in to take one last kiss.  This time, it wasn't intense.  No, this kiss was the lazy kind, proving I'd just been everything he needed.

      "Now," he whispered, "they're all yours."

      Them.  All.  I looked up at the closest man to find Sam watching me with hungry eyes and his hand on his dick.  Slowly, he pushed his fist down over the head, smiling when my eyes dropped to watch the skin strain.  Mine.  Luke was daring me to finally take what I wanted, and Sam was making it very clear that he didn't mind at all.

      That was all it took to convince me to crawl across the cushion toward him.  His hands met me halfway, dragging me into his lap so our lips could collide.  Greedily, I sucked at his mouth, feeling the demon of seduction yield beneath me.  Oh, my body was still humming from the high of my last orgasm, but I didn't care.  I wanted this.  I wanted all of them, right here, and right now.

      "I'm going to fuck you too," I warned Sam.

      He shifted his legs to line himself up.  "You do say the sweetest things."

      He slid into my body easily, and then held me there.  Then I heard Ron say, "Move."

      There was a moment of shuffling behind me, and I glanced back to see Ron pulling his last leg free of his pants as he moved to kneel behind me.  Nick called his name, then tossed over something.  There was too much going on, and I couldn't keep track of where everyone was, but I saw Ron catch the bottle of lube.  He wasted no time filling his hand and stroking that onto his dick.  Only then did he look at me.

      "I'll be careful," he promised.

      My ass.  That was what he wanted, and damn, I had no problems with that at all.  Nodding to show it was ok, I leaned into Sam again to make the angle just a little easier.  Without hesitation, Sam palmed the side of my face, and kissed me hard enough to keep me from tensing as Ron pressed himself against the pucker of my ass.

      "Breathe," Sam whispered.

      My breath fell out in a rush, my body relaxing even as Ron pushed in.  I could feel him slide against Sam inside me, and from the look on Sam's face, he could too.  But Ron was gentle.  He was also much too patient, yet inch by inch, he took over my body.

      Two men, and both of them were sliding their hands over every inch of my skin, shifting into place.  I felt it as Ron pressed right up behind me, and I leaned back, letting my head rest on his shoulder just as Sam began to move.  Ron sucked in a breath, letting out a soft little groan as someone's hands found my breasts.

      It only took a moment for them to find the rhythm.  As one pushed in, the other retreated, tormenting me with sensations.  Someone teased my neck.  Someone else tormented my nipples.  And there was another hand on my clit, pressing just right to make me moan a little louder.  Fuck, but they felt good, and they worked perfectly together.  The sounds I made weren't pretty, but I didn't even care.

      "That open mouth needs something in it," Bel said, his voice coming from right beside me.

      I opened my eyes to find him standing at the edge of the couch, holding himself out like an offering.  That was all I needed, but when I leaned in to suck the tip into my mouth, Sam grabbed at Bel's ass, pushing the big guy even closer.  Over my shoulder, Ron reached to get his lips on the shaft, his hand tightening on my breast in his excitement.

      "Oh, yeah," Sam agreed, sitting up to help.

      Together, the three of us licked at Bel's dick, taking turns sucking the places we could reach.  Tongues tangled, turning into kisses, and it didn't even matter who.  As my mouth slipped over the thick head, I watched as Ron and Sam gave up on Bel for just long enough to kiss each other.  Above me, the giant of a man moaned at the sight.

      And the whole time, we moved, writhing so that all of our bodies slid together while Nick and Luke just watched.  This, right here, was the sexiest thing I'd ever done.  It was insane, improper, and wild, but I didn't care at all.  These were my men.  Mine, just like Luke had said, and they felt so very good.

      But I wasn't the only one who thought so.  Ron lost control first with a mumbled curse in his native language.  As he spilled himself into my ass, I took over Bel's dick, grabbing it with one hand to stroke in time with my mouth, and it seemed that was too much for Sam.  He gasped once, his hips heaved, and then he just stopped fighting it.  Flopping back onto the couch, he buried himself inside me and let the pleasure take him.

      Bel didn't even wait for them to recover.  He knew I hadn't cum again, and from the feel of his dick, he needed his own relief.  So, grabbing me around the ribs, he simply lifted, pulling me up slowly enough that both Ron and Sam had time to extract themselves from my body.  Then he took two steps back to the massive armchair in the room and dropped into it, lowering me down like I didn't weigh a thing.

      I had to reach between my legs to aim his dick, but I wanted that thing inside me, and I wanted it now.  As I pushed myself onto him, I reached out, grabbing his shoulder for balance, wondering just how much I could take.  Bel's eyes slipped closed, and his jaw clenched as I took him, the man's back arching at how good it felt.

      "Oh, you're wet," he panted.  "I should've eaten you first."

      Luke chuckled and pushed himself up from the other couch.  "I'll give you something to stick in your mouth."  Brazenly, he held out his still-hard dick toward Bel's face.

      Without hesitation, Bel grabbed Luke at the base and leaned in to take all of him in a single swallow.  That made his dick partially withdraw from my body, but I didn't even fucking care.  Holy fuck, Bel sucking on Luke was not at all what I'd expected, and yet it was amazing.  When Luke grabbed the back of Bel's head and pushed closer, easing the big guy against the back of the chair, I realized that this - all of this - was what I'd really been wanting.

      There was only one thing missing.  Glancing back, I found Nick shoving off his jeans.  Always so patient, of course he'd waited until everyone else had their turn, but I didn't want turns.  I wanted this.  So, reaching out on the side opposite of where Luke was standing, I waited for him to get closer, then pulled him toward me so that I could finally get his dick into my mouth.

      As I sucked, I thrust, using the motion of my body to please two men and myself.  Against my arm, I could feel Luke gently pushing himself into Bel's mouth.  This, right here, should be every woman's dream.  It was the most amazing thing I could imagine.  I had three incredibly sexy men, all of them with bodies to die for, and each of them wanting to make me happy.  The only thing that would be better was if...

      I barely thought it before a slick hand slid over my ass.  I wasn't even sure who it was until, as he angled his dick, his other hand reached out to cover mine around Nick's shaft.  This was Sam, and he wasn't asking me to stop.  He was using the motion of my body rocking across Bel's dick to ease me onto his own.  I felt his hips move in time with mine, his belly pressed up against my back, and then the stretching as he let me push back down on both him and Bel simultaneously.

      "Samyaza," Bel gasped, pulling his mouth away from Luke's dick long enough to get the word out.

      Then Luke sucked in a breath, making me give up Nick to see why.  Ron had also joined us, but it was Luke's ass he was after.  I met the little demon's eyes, smiled, and then went right back to Nick, taking as much of him into my mouth as I could swallow.

      This was legion.  These were my men.  The sound of their panting breaths, muffled groans, and desperate moans filled the room, but it was all for me.  Arms and legs tangled, but somehow it was never a problem.  It no longer mattered who touched whom.  The only important thing was that we were together.  All of us, without limitations, shame, or inhibitions.  They loved me, I loved them, and most importantly, they even loved each other.

      In all my life, I'd wanted a bond like this.  I'd longed for a group that would accept me as I was and help me to become more.  Now I had it.  Here, surrounding me, driving me steadily higher, they were the dream I'd always sought but never been able to find.  The one thing I'd been so scared of, but refused to let go.  These men, who were supposed to be so bad, were the ones that made me feel so good.

      Hands caressed my body and each other's.  Fingers tangled in my hair, and mine slid over rock-hard chests.  I couldn't pay attention to everything, but it didn't matter.  This felt good.  I wasn't trying to think or keep track.  I just wanted a little bit more, and to give what I could.  I’d wanted to be one among the many, but they'd found a way to make me the focus of it all.  Every thrust, each gasp, and all those touches were mine as my legion worshiped me.  This was real.  The pressure building inside me wasn't just a fantasy.

      It was the proof that I was so much more than I'd ever imagined.  I was theirs, and as I gave myself over to the scream of passion that fell from my throat as my orgasm hit, it didn't even matter that Sam leaned in to finish Nick off, that Bel swallowed as Luke couldn't take anymore, that Ronwe cursed as he came, that Bel pulled me against him, or that Sam collapsed forward with us.  No, the only important thing was that I didn't feel bad at all.

      I felt like I'd finally figured out how to get it right, and the stupid smile on my lips proved that these aftershocks of pleasure were my reward.
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      That night, I ended up sharing a shower with Nick and then passing out in his bed. Just before I truly fell asleep, Luke joined us. And yet, when I woke up the next morning, I found myself on the edge of the bed instead of the middle. Luke was curled up against my back, with Nick hugging him. That meant someone had gotten up in the middle of the night, but for the life of me, I couldn't remember who.

      Unfortunately, the wild night of sex had made us all forget the whole reason we went out in the first place. Not that I was complaining, but I had a feeling that Luke and I couldn't have been the only ones to learn something interesting. With so many missing people in town, it would be a miracle if it wasn't one of the biggest topics of conversation. But, first things first. I needed a little caffeine before I started thinking.

      So, after slipping out of bed without waking the men, I found some clean clothes, brushed my teeth and got dressed in the bathroom, then headed downstairs. Oddly, the entire house was silent. It seemed I was the first person to wake up this time, and I wasn't sure how I felt about that. Listening to the stairs creak as I made my way down felt surreal.

      On the first floor, I could hear the sounds of traffic outside and the subtle noises of the house shifting, but not much else. It felt lonely, and after spending so much time crowded so closely with the guys, I realized I didn't like it. And to think, only a few months ago, I hated the idea of moving in with them. My big concern had been my loss of independence. There had to be some irony to the fact that, if anything, I was stronger now than ever before - and a lot more confident.

      As I passed the dining room on my way to the kitchen, movement caught my eye. The brilliant blue wings of God flapped slowly against the bouquet in the middle of the table. I smiled at the divine butterfly, but couldn't tell if the miniature dragon was awake. She was too small to make out the details from this distance, and coffee was a little more important than checking.

      First, the carafe went into the sink under the running faucet to fill with water. Once that was doing its thing, I filled the basket with grounds and put it all back in the coffee maker. Just as I was about to pour the water into the top, God landed on the corner of the machine.

      "Don't let me get you wet," I warned.

      The butterfly fluttered up to land on my hair instead, clinging to a spot just above my ear like some fanciful barrette. This seems to be a very important task for your legion, God said. I do not understand the necessity. She meant brewing coffee as soon as we woke up each morning.

      "It's called an addiction," I explained. "Coffee has caffeine, and caffeine makes it easier to think at this hour."

      If it is too early, then why are you awake?

      "Because I have things to do," I told her. "Not all of us get to spend our time creating reality, you know."

      The tiny little huffs had to be the dragon equivalent to a laugh. Unlike God's words, these were actually audible and not just in my mind. It made me smile to know that she had a sense of humor.

      Sometimes, God said, I think that you living things work too hard to keep living and forget to spend time just being.

      "Probably," I agreed. "Unfortunately, this little system you made resulted in all of us having things we must overcome in order to get what we want. That means working hard for it. And working takes time. For some of us, there's not a whole lot of that in life."

      And now you don't have to worry about it, she pointed out. You will exist forever.

      "Or at least until the sun explodes and takes this planet with it." I might not have been able to see the dragon on my hair, but I still found myself turning that way out of habit. "I figure eternity can only last as long as the environment, right?"

      No. God didn't try to qualify that at all.

      "When the planets are gone, are we just going to float out in space, unconscious?" I asked.

      No, you will find another planet. Maybe another dimension, filled with more planes and new worlds on each one. Possibly, some species will develop the ability to move to another world, and you can all thrive there. And if you are on this world when the sun takes it, then you'll merely float in space, regenerating until the center of your being collides with another world and can grow there. That is what eternal means.

      "So the absolute worst-case scenario is that when Earth is gone, we simply sleep forever? Fuck me," I breathed.

      Correct. Then God made that laughing sound again. And I would think you would be tired of the fucking after last night.

      I just leaned my head back and groaned. "That is wrong on so many levels. Just, no. You, God, are not supposed to make jokes about my sex life."

      There are no jokes, she promised. I'm just happy that you're not lonely.

      "So, I guess this means I'm not going to get a lecture about living in sin?" I asked.

      No. The concepts of good and evil did not come from me. Those are nothing more than ways that sentients judge themselves. In my opinion, there is fair and unfair, caring and uncaring, or even generous and selfish. What you have with your mates is generous, and therefore good. It is also beautiful.

      "Can we call them my boyfriends and not my mates?" I begged. "Because 'mates' makes me sound like some kind of livestock, and that's a little creepy. Especially coming from you."

      Boyfriends then, God agreed. I'm just glad that you did not end up lonely. With the things you will one day be able to do, it would be easy for others to fear you. To see your… boyfriends so willing to be a part of this makes me happier than you can understand.

      "Why?" I asked as I reached for a cup, the pot of coffee almost full.

      I know what it is like to be lonely. That is not a punishment I would wish on anyone. Even death is easier.

      Which was when I realized what she was saying. All this time, God had been lonely. Four and a half billion years - maybe longer - and her creations had completely forgotten about her. She had no friends, lovers, and certainly no family. No wonder she spent her time with the animals. They wouldn't judge her, trying to decide if she was crazy or not. They just accepted her for what she seemed to be - one of them.

      "Well, you don't have to be alone anymore," I told her. "In truth, it's kinda nice to know there's another girl around. Yeah, maybe you have four feet, a tail, and a rather impressive set of wings, but you're kind of the only other eternal female I know of."

      But I cannot be your boyfriend, God said.

      "No, but you can be my friend." I added a little bit of sugar, grabbed some milk from the fridge, and poured in a dollop of that, then picked up my cup and made my way into the dining room. The whole time, I was thinking this through, and warming up to the idea more than I expected. "You'll have to listen to me ramble on about my guys, but I have no problem hearing about your creations. I mean, you're God. You made all of this. I could spend hours talking to you about how it happened."

      She pushed off from the side of my head and fluttered her way over to the table. I wouldn’t know where to begin, she admitted.

      "The part that makes you excited," I said. "Like, I still can't believe that last night happened. You know that's the first time I've been with all of them at once? I had it in my head that there'd be something wrong with it. That, I don't know,  we'd hate each other, or I'd screw it up, or people would think worse of me for it. And then this morning, I just can't stop smiling."

      Because they make you happy, God said. Demons were supposed to be the selfish ones, but instead they ended up being the most generous creatures I've ever made. They realized that if they help each other, then when they fell unconscious, the others might just help them in return. I made them to represent chaos, and they do, but not in the way I expected.

      "So angels are supposed to be order?"

      Yes. They have also taught me that order can be evil. Just because things are controlled and regulated does not necessarily make them safe. While rules can be good, it seems they can also become a weapon. They draw lines that become dangerous to step outside of. They limit creativity, self-expression, and generosity. It seems that order is much easier to abuse than chaos ever could be.

      "That actually makes a lot of sense," I admitted. "So I have to ask, is anything in the Bible actually true?"

      I have never read it, God explained. I listened when the words were spread through stories, but that was long before humans had the printed things like they do now. In all that time, words have changed, and so have the various interpretations of them.

      "Did you influence it all?"

      Of course. God folded her wings, proving they could collapse against her back if she worked hard enough, and then curled her tail around her body and laid down. I influence everything. The idea of religion came from angels, but awareness of me existed long before that. All the angels did was break those who could sense my existence into various groups so that some called me Allah, others called me God, and still others made up new names. People once believed I slept coiled in the center of the world, wrapped around the roots of a tree, or up in the clouds. The details of me do not matter. I will still be me regardless of whether or not anyone else believes.

      I lifted my cup and took a sip, thinking that over. "So I guess it's kind of the same for me? I'm supposed to be the Devil, which is supposed to be evil, but I don't feel like a bad person."

      Good and bad do not exist, she told me again. Those words can be equated to like and dislike. They are statements of opinion and nothing else. Sure, some people will fear you. Plenty of people fear me, and I'm supposed to be good.

      "Yeah, but you’re a dragon," I teased.

      Only on Vesdar. Here, for the longest time, I was a sheep. A lamb, actually. On Tyrnigg, I've been both a firebird and a griffin.

      "What about Angelis and Daemin?" I asked.

      I did not visit those in a corporeal form. God let out a heavy sigh for such a tiny little creature. I cannot hide there, but I also do not need a body to exist. I certainly didn't have one before I created all of this. It is also easier to watch them if they don't know I'm around.

      "So this thing with me and the guys," I asked, gesturing towards the upstairs. "You're okay with it? Honestly. I truly want to know."

      You want validation, she corrected. You feel like you need someone to tell you it's okay, so I will. You see, there is nothing wrong with being in love. Love one man, one woman, or one person who is somewhere in the middle. Love more than one. Love them all. Being the Ayala doesn't mean you're not allowed to love. It only means that you have the power to punish those who deserve it. Those who hurt the ones you love, and if you love us all, then wouldn't that make you an even better Devil?

      I smiled as I lifted my cup again. "You know I didn't believe in you?"

      Your belief makes no difference, she pointed out.

      "Maybe not," I agreed, pausing at the sound of someone on the stairs. "I still think it's a little funny. You and I are supposed to be mortal enemies, and yet I'd really like to be your friend."

      "Who wants to be friends?" Luke asked as he walked into the dining room.

      I turned to see him wearing nothing more than a pair of pajama bottoms that looked a size too big. The way they hung low on his hips was incredibly distracting, yet I was pretty sure I'd seen Nick in them before. Granted, considering he’d slept in Nick's room with us last night, it made sense that he'd also be wearing his clothes.

      "I was talking to God," I explained, feeling oddly shy.

      Because last night had been real. It wasn't some figment of my imagination, and all of that had really happened. No, it wasn't the first time I'd ever seen him naked. Wasn't the first time he'd seen me that way either. But the things he'd done to my body played on repeat in the back of my head, and my face was quickly starting to feel warm. From the smile on Luke's lips, I was definitely blushing.

      "Morning, God," he said, then stopped beside my chair. "Good morning, pumpkin." His voice had dropped a little and turned much softer when he looked at me.

      I fought the urge to look away from his beautiful blue eyes. "There's coffee in the pot. I didn't brew it that long ago."

      "Thanks." Then he leaned in and pressed the sweetest, softest kiss against my lips.

      My eyes had just slipped closed when he pulled away, heading into the kitchen. I fought the urge to groan out loud, not needing anything else to embarrass me, and my eyes landed on God. Her little dragon head was pointing at me, and I swore she looked like she was smirking. I wasn't sure if a dragon face could do that, but God was definitely laughing at me.

      "Don't tease me," I hissed.

      She let her little snake tongue slip through her lips, but said nothing. She didn't have to. That was enough to prove to me that God was definitely a smartass. So, just to be fair, I stuck my tongue out at her. The tiny little lizard dared to laugh at me.

      But before I could say anything in response, I heard another set of feet tromping down the stairs. These were heavier. I expected Nick to follow Luke, but instead, it was Bel who walked in. Without hesitation, he came right up to me and stole a kiss. He took a little more time about it than Luke, but it still wasn't the type of kiss meant to seduce.

      "Coffee?" Luke called from the kitchen.

      "Yes," Bel said. Then belatedly, he added, "Thank you."

      When Luke came back into the room to pass the cup over, the two men paused. Bel’s fingers wrapped around Luke's on the cup, and there was something incredibly tender about it. Almost like a silent understanding that they didn't even need to explain. Ronwe walking into the room made them pull apart, but not in a guilty way. It was nothing more than the fact that they were standing between the little demon and the coffee pot.

      Ron's smile spoke volumes. It was the content kind, which convinced me that I wasn't imagining all this. Something had happened last night. Not just the insane orgy in the living room, but something much deeper than that. It kinda felt like all of the awkwardness and hesitation between us had simply vanished.

      Then an idea jumped in my brain, and I glanced at God. "Did you do this?"

      This time, she laughed hard enough to unfurl her wings. You did this, Sia. You destroyed their reasons for refusing what they really wanted. That means you brought them together.

      "That doesn't make any sense," I said. "How can destroying something supposedly fix it?"

      From the kitchen, it was Ron who answered. "I think they call it renovations."

      Luke's grunt made it clear that Ron had a point. "Think about working on a house. You tear down the walls and put them back up better. You can't fix something if it's broken. Sometimes you have to take it out. But what are we talking about?"

      That was when the last two joined our little party. Nick and Sam walked in together, both of them still looking groggy, but in that adorable, half-asleep sort of way. More like they were worried about missing out on something good than actually ready to get out of bed.

      "Yeah, what’re we talking about?" Sam asked, flashing a smile at me.

      I just pointed to the little dragon on the table. "God was telling me that I destroy things to fix them. I was trying to make the point that it sounds kinda insane."

      "Make sense to me," Nick said as he took the chair beside me. "Good morning, dove." And he reached over, caught my hand, and lifted it to his lips so he could kiss the back.

      Sam kept going, heading for the kitchen. "Stop worrying about it, Sia," he called back, proving he knew me all too well.

      "I'm not worrying," I assured him. "I just noticed. And there's nothing wrong with that."

      "Nothing at all," Bel agreed as he sat down on my other side. "Did you have enough coffee yet, Muse?"

      I leaned toward him to rest my head on his shoulder. "No such thing as enough," I assured him, "but I also woke up before all of you. Why do you ask?"

      "Because we heard many things last night, but did not get to talk about it because you were naked.  You talk better when you have coffee."

      Nick chuckled on my other side. "Blunt, but he's right."

      While they talked, everyone else managed to get their morning cup of coffee and come back in to take a chair. Sam sat directly across from me and grabbed the vase full of flowers. That, he passed to Luke on the far side, who set them out of the way. Ron claimed the spot on Sam's other side, directly across from Bel.  All of them were looking at me.

      "Yeah," I said, "so I should probably tell all of you about the twenty-three humans we saved from the Delta Phi fraternity, huh?"

      "You can," Luke said, "but the important thing is that I'm pretty sure I know where the warehouse is. That's what I was looking for while you and Nick were having a shower last night."

      "But it's warded," Nick said. "The angels at Mac’s were pretty sure that it was also impenetrable."

      Nothing is impenetrable for the Devil, God said.

      Sam just thrust both hands at her like she proved his point. "See! I told you Sia wouldn't have a problem with it."

      The little dragon twisted her neck to look back at him. If she does, then I am always here to help. Together, this reality is ours. It only exists because the two of us allow it.

      I couldn't even describe the noise Luke made, but it was somewhere between confused, unsure, and impressed. "So you're saying she's as strong as you?" he asked.

      Different, God corrected. Fire is hot and water is wet. They are different. Sia and I are like that. One is not stronger than the other; we are simply different.

      And that was going to take a little getting used to. Bobbing my head, I decided to just shuffle that back to the vault in my mind - that place where I stuck things that I needed to deal with later. Even being put in the same category as God was pretty mind-blowing. Being her equal but opposite? Nope. It was much too early to even consider that.

      "So," I said, changing the subject, "we have a good idea where the angels are keeping the slaves. We know it's warded. We know that I'm supposed to be able to break those wards with or without God's help. So does that mean we’re busting out the slaves today?"

      "No," Sam said. "Today, we need to go shopping, because tomorrow…" He looked around the table at all of us. "We need to go to church."

      "Isn't that supposed to make us burn or something?" Bel asked. "I thought there was a way to keep demons out of those things."

      Nick scoffed. "That was only the churches that angels made. Humans can't make wards, so there's no more instant fire stuff. Churches are just buildings like all the other buildings."

      Ron's eyes sparkled brightly. "So I finally get to see one?" he asked.

      Luke just lifted his hand with his finger raised. "Why are we going to church again?"

      Nick leaned back in his chair looking rather smug. "Because if we take the slaves they've already gathered, they're just going to get more. If we want to stop this, then the first step is going to be to destroy the supply chain. Right now, that's this church group."

      "How?" I asked. "Nick, it's a church. You know, the kind of thing that people have accepted as normal for a couple of thousand years now. Like multiple generations longer than most of us can imagine living kind of thing. Tearing one down isn't going to do much."

      "Nope," he agreed, "but convincing the rest of the world that this one's a cult might just be enough to make them go to one of the safe ones."

      I felt the smile spread across my face. "Missing people. Cults. Yeah, I'm going to need a little time to do some research on like that Jones guy, because I have a funny feeling that our angels are going to be parroting the same kind of thing as every insane cult leader ever has before."

      "Like a weapon?" Bel asked.

      I just nodded. "Exactly like a weapon, Bel. It's called information. There's no reason we can't use it to our own advantage."
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      Our legion had been away from the house for long enough that we needed to restock almost everything. So, after drinking a few cups of coffee with Sia, I volunteered to take her shopping. The excuse was that we would be going to church. The reality was that somebody needed to spoil this woman a little. Oh, I knew she could probably make herself anything she needed, but that wasn’t the point.

      Nick, Luke, Bel, and I had all chipped in a nice amount of money to get accounts started for both her and Ronwe with the demons who managed our money. Right now, they both had somewhere around half a million. It was just enough to start their investments, but not as much as Sia thought. All of us agreed that if we could help it, she wouldn’t need to use any of it.

      Ronwe was easier. He had no problem wrapping his mind around the length of his life. He also didn't have any preconceived notions about his legion spending money on him. When we offered to buy something, he simply accepted it. Sia, on the other hand, had this habit of feeling guilty. Today, though, I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

      "You need clothes for church," I explained. "Nice clothes, which will probably be out of date before you come back to this plane again, and I have every intention of helping you pick them out. So, in order to convince you to bring me along, that means I'm buying." I crossed my arms over my chest in an attempt to look stern.

      She just grinned, seeing right through me. "Sam, you already gave me money. Luke gave me an entire house. Y'all can't just keep buying me everything for the rest of eternity!"

      "Think of it as a legion thing," I countered.

      She laughed and looked away. "Fine," she said.

      Thankfully, that didn't sound like the sort of 'fine' that meant I was in trouble. It sounded like she was more amused than anything. Possibly even flattered. Offering to let her drive my Porsche was all it took to seal the deal.

      What she didn't do was drive like a bat out of hell. Sia was a surprisingly cautious driver, and yet she still seemed to be having a lot of fun. Nick and I had picked our cars to be collector’s editions, with the intention of selling them once they become old and rare. This time, Luke was the one who got the utilitarian vehicle. We tried to keep it fair and trade out, but none of us had expected to have her fall into our laps. Meeting her changed everything.

      She took us to an adorable little strip mall that had a set of boutique clothing stores. Nice ones, she insisted. Personally, I didn't really care. I was honestly more interested in simply spending time with her. And while we shopped, we talked.

      "So," she asked as she flipped through a rack of boring-looking business suits, "is that the sort of thing that happens often with y'all?"

      "Last night?" I asked as I reached for a dress that was much more appealing. "How about this?"

      She rolled her eyes at me. "Sam, that is not appropriate for church."

      I looked at it, trying to find the problem. "Too short?"

      "And too low-cut, too tight-fitting, and much too silky. Think more librarian and less stripper," she said. "And answer the question while you're at it."

      "It's not, but it should be," I admitted. Putting the dress back on the rack, I moved to another selection of options. "If you want to know the truth, I think we needed that." I glanced over to catch her eyes. "For as long as I can remember, there’s always been lines between us. When we were intimate, it was always in pairs. Considering that Nick and Bel are both tops, well, that was one big line. Luke was an angel, and showed up with the arrogance to prove it. That meant they all kind of, well, loved me."

      "And you loved Nick," she said, making it clear she understood.

      But that was only the simplest explanation. "I did, and I still do," I hurried to assure her, "And the truth is that I love them all. Bel has always been the kind of friend that I know will always be at my side. Luke has always been the one that I can definitely get into shit with. Nick, though, was different. I dunno, he feels things a little more. He doesn't always admit it, but when he cares, it's completely."

      "I can see that," she agreed, lifting up something for me to look at.

      I shook my head. Olive drab was not her color. "So, for him, Bel was almost like a big brother. I'm pretty sure there's absolutely no attraction there, but they still trust each other without reservation. And as we've all seen, Nick and Luke have been circling each other for a little too long."

      "So, how do you think Nick and Ron are going to fit together?" she asked.

      I pulled out an adorable little navy dress with white trim and held it up for her to look at. "I think it'll happen eventually," I admitted. "I also think that Nick intimidates Ron a bit and that Luke is good for him. But after last night, I just get this feeling that it doesn't matter anymore. Those lines that we kept dancing around got shattered. When Luke did that…"

      She groaned, cutting me off. "That makes it sound like it was some stunt." Then she pointed at the dress. "I like that one. Think they have a size twelve?"

      "Yes, and a ten. I'm pretty sure you're not a twelve anymore. Apparently, flying has that effect on the body." I flipped through the options and found both sizes, then held them up to her. "We’re talking about Luke here, sweetie. With him, everything's a stunt. Not in a bad way, but I think he was trying to prove to you that he's all in. All, Sia. You and him, him and Ron, you and Ron, and all the other combinations you can think of."

      She snagged the two dresses from my hands. "I think it's just because I can't die," she said as she marched towards the dressing rooms.

      "Sure, that's probably what he said," I called after her, "But we both know he's full of shit."

      Her laughter drifted back, but that was all. So, while she tried on the dresses, I went hunting for more. I found at least a dozen cute little T-shirts and tanks that would look perfect on her. Nick had talked to me about her wanting to move out of his room and his suggestion to move her into all of them. If we combined these shirts with a few pairs of comfortable pants, she would always have spare clothes to grab the next morning.

      But she needed more than that. Sia deserved to have her own space and set her own boundaries. Ever since she'd moved into the house, we'd all just assumed this was going to happen. We all wanted a little bit of her attention and as much of her time as we could steal, yet we always forgot the most important thing. She needed her own space too.

      Physical space, mental space, and even emotional space. Once the deed transfer went through, that house would be hers. It made no sense for her to spend all of her time in our rooms when she owned it. We should be the ones heading to hers, forgetting our clothes, and walking up the hall naked the next morning. She should get to pick out how hard or soft the bed was and how thick the pillows would be. Mostly because my girlfriend deserved to have a home of her own.

      I was looking through the racks of pajama bottoms, lounge pants, and workout clothes when Sia stepped out of the dressing room. I looked up at the movement, and my mouth immediately fell open. Damn, but she looked good.

      "Does it pass inspection?" I asked.

      She turned before me, twisting first one way and then the next. "I think so," she said. "Knee-length shouldn't raise any eyebrows, the neckline doesn't show any cleavage, and it doesn't exactly cling to my body."

      That was where she was wrong. No, it wasn't made of spandex or anything, but the cloth draped around her curves just right. Granted, in my opinion, she would look sexy in a burlap sack. But this dress was perfect. My only regret was that I probably wouldn't be the one taking it off of her.

      "Personally, I love it," I admitted. "But before you change out of that, tell me something. Yoga pants, sweats, or these things they call loungewear?" I asked, holding up a pair of the latter.

      "For what?" She asked.

      "To hide in our rooms. You know, so you don't have to run down the hall naked."

      "Lounge pants," she said as she turned back for the dressing room.

      The best part was that she didn't try to tell me not to buy them. Every day, she got a little more used to us wanting to spoil her. Slowly but surely, she was realizing that there was no need to resist. We weren’t trying to bribe her. We didn't need to. We liked her for who she was, and we wanted her to like us the same way. This? It was basically all we knew.

      Eventually, she came back out in her own clothes, holding one of the dresses. "You were right," she admitted. "It's a size ten. I still want my T-shirts in a large, though."

      "I figured." I took the dress from her hands and added it to the growing pile I was carrying. "So, what else do we need?"

      "Groceries," she said adamantly.

      "After clothes," I assured her. "And I have a feeling that you need a lot more than just this."

      "Shoes," she decided. "Because I do not have anything at all that will go with that dress. My running shoes are trashed, and I've always wanted a pair of those cute little rhinestone-covered flip flops."

      I just tipped my head towards the corner of the store that had the footwear. "Go start looking, and I'm gonna set this on the counter."

      She almost skipped away like a little kid who was told they could have free run of the toy aisle. I had a feeling half of it was her trying to pretend like she wasn't feeling guilty, but I'd take it. A while back, Bel had said something that made so much sense to me. Sia felt things stronger than most people.

      I didn't know if it was because she was the Ayala, or if it had to do with her being a Muse, or maybe it was this whole Devil thing. Although, it didn't matter. The simple fact was that her power was tied directly to her emotions, and she had more power than any of us could even imagine. It only made sense that she would also feel things stronger than we could wrap our minds around. So, what would make most people feel a little guilty was almost crippling for Sia. This woman was all heart, for good or for bad, and I was willing to take both sides.

      Looking back, I could see that this was why she’d had so much trouble accepting that all of this was possible. It had never been about us. It had always been about her own insecurities, and the fact that her doubts didn't whisper to her, they screamed. Considering that no one else in the legion needed me to help them through their problems right now, that meant I could turn my complete attention to helping her get over this. And she was. Every day, she believed in not only herself a little more, but also the rest of us.

      As I made my way back to where she was fawning over a pair of heels that would match her dress, it felt like all was right with the world. At least this one. I had my girl, I had my guy, and my legion was better than it had ever been before. Life was perfect, or as close as I could imagine. Right up until the door chimed at the front of the store.

      Sia glanced up at the sound, and her eyes went wide. I didn't even get to turn around before she was shoving herself to her feet. Something was wrong, and when I looked over my shoulder, I saw it. Metallic, brassy hair was visible over the racks and aisles in the little boutique store. I didn't even need to see his face to know who that was. The color belonged to Gabriel. My only question was how he'd managed to find us.

      And the man wasn't just here shopping. Sure, he had to weave through the aisles, but his direction was unmistakable. He was coming straight for us. I moved to stand before her, knowing that even if she didn't need the protection, I still wanted to give it. But as Gabriel came into view, the asshole did nothing but laugh at me.

      "I'm not about to pick a fight here," he assured me. "Relax, Samyaza."

      "How'd you find us?" I asked.

      He jerked his thumb back towards the parking lot. "The car is a dead giveaway. And so you know, the deli on the corner has the most amazing coffee. They also make a really good croissant sandwich. I highly recommend it."

      Sia moved up to stand beside me. "What the hell do you want this time?" she demanded.

      "You fucked up my wards," he said. "What I want is an apology. We know you're here. You know we're here. There doesn't have to be a fight this time. Just leave us alone and we won't fuck with you at all."

      "No deal," Sia said. "You and your little…" She huffed in frustration. "One of those slaves you took was my friend," she finally said.

      Gabriel just laughed. "So? It's just going to die anyway. So are you. Hundreds of people come into your life and then go back out of it, and yet you humans get so worked up about being wronged. You act like death is a tragedy instead of just the natural order of things."

      "In case you missed it," she said, "the natural order of things is for you to stay on your plane and suffer with the lack of aether there. So don't come talking to me about the natural order. Not when your entire society is designed around fucking that up. The natural order of things is for you to leave humans the fuck alone."

      "Not gonna happen," Gabriel said, all but blowing off her rant. "I just wanted to stop by and give you the option. Oh, and to also let you know that if you fuck with me again, I'm going to make you pay for it. Think of last night as your freebie. The next time, however, I will bring the wrath of angels down on you. Do you understand me, little girl?"

      I just lifted my palm over my face and shook my head. "You don't really think that's going to scare her, do you?"

      "I don't really care," Gabriel said.

      "Bullshit," I snapped. "You know what she did on Vesdar. You know she can do it again. That means that right now, you are freaking the fuck out, and trying to act like you have the upper hand. It's all bullshit, Gabriel, and we know it."

      But a smile slowly began to spread across his lips. It was the kind of look that said he still had an ace up his sleeve. In other words, we’d missed something. I had no idea what, but the angels seemed to think it was a game-changer.

      And Sia didn't care. "Yeah," she drawled, "you're thinking there's nothing I can do to get rid of you. There are too many angels dug in on Earth. Too many people spread across the globe. Even if I do put up a veil, it won't matter because you already have your army here. You could still gather up your slaves in massive groups, and use those angels to slip them out en masse. But, that's where you're wrong. See, I've pushed all of you off a plane before, and I can do it again."

      "You couldn't on Vesdar," he countered.

      "I did it the first time on Vesdar," she snapped. "So sue me if the second time I happened to have just completed a veil on my own. I was a little short on resources and unwilling to reap the sentient species for their lives like you are."

      Gabriel just huffed and shook his head. "And even if we're not here, we’ll still have religion doing all of our work for us. While we hammer at the veil, slowly breaking any protections you can come up with, our little myths will be spread from person to person, making us even more powerful. That's the part you're missing, Muse. Your lives are short enough, and religion ensures that we don't even need to be here to train you to behave properly. Just have to dangle a little carrot in front of you humans, and you follow along just like a donkey."

      "And religions evolve," she told him. "What worked a few thousand years ago is not going to fly today. Every year, God hates these people a little less. The Pope becomes a little more liberal to make sure that his version of your faith doesn't grow outdated. Things that were once considered abhorrent are now completely normal. Divorce, as an example. Religions evolve, and I'm going to do everything in my little musey power to make sure that this evolution isn't of any benefit to you. I mean, what else am I going to inspire people to do?"

      "Good luck with that," he snarled.

      Which meant she'd hit the nail on the head. Or at least one of them, because there was still a bit of a twinkle in his eye. A hint of that smugness that only angels could wear so naturally. Maybe Sia was pressing his buttons, but she wasn't pressing all of them.  So what else was he hiding?

      "I don't need luck," she told him. "I have God on my side." Then she turned and grabbed the heels she'd just been looking at off the floor, snagged a second box, and tilted her head at me. "Come on, Sam. I think I'm done shopping. Seems this store attracts the wrong kind of people."

      I just wiggled my fingers at Gabriel in the gayest little wave I could manage. "Bad time to mention that pissing her off is usually when y'all get fucked up the most?"

      Behind us, Gabriel just growled in frustration.

    

  







            38

          

          

      

    

    






Sienna

        

      

    

    
      I was so pissed off at Gabriel that I didn't even care that Sam bought my clothes for me. After that, a trip around the grocery store gave me a little time to cool off. Unfortunately, it wasn't enough. By the time we got back home, I was still annoyed at the arrogance of those angels. Who did they think they were anyway?

      And while the Porsche was a lot of fun to drive, it wasn't really the best choice for grocery shopping. Thankfully, we hadn't picked up a whole lot. Just enough to feed six people three meals a day for an entire week. In other words, we had to play a little Tetris to make everything fit. Sam and I had a collection of plastic bags hanging from our arms as we headed to the back door, but inside I heard voices. Not just my legion's.

      Glancing back at Sam in confusion, I cracked open the door and carefully made my way in. I still couldn't tell who it was, but since no one could get inside without passing the wards, I shrugged it off. Between the sound of the door and the rustling of the plastic bags, our company fell silent, proving our arrival had been noticed.

      "Sia," Bel said, hurrying up the hall to help me with the bags.

      I just tilted my head out towards the garage. "There's more in the car. I'll put these up."

      "Let Ron," Bel said. "You have company."

      Me? Company? Who in their right mind would want to see me - and even more confusing, who would know I lived here? But when I stepped into the dining room, it all made sense. The man sitting at the dining room table had his back to me, and while he looked to be the same age as most college students, the bright orangey-red hair spoke volumes.

      "Uriel?" I asked.

      He turned in his chair with a smile. "I go by Yuri here." Then he stood and reached for my bags the same way Bel had. "Tends to draw a little less attention than my real name. Tell me where I’m putting these."

      "The kitchen," Sam answered for me. "Just put everything on the counters, and I’ll worry about sorting it out later."

      "I'm already making room," Ron called from that direction.

      As we headed that way, I couldn't help but ask, "Where's Kacira?"

      Uriel waited to answer until both Sam and I had our burdens safely settled on some horizontal surface. In some cases, that was simply the floor. Then, as soon as my arms were free, Uriel gestured towards the pantry, and the opening on the far side that led to the most private room in the house.

      "Satan thought she would enjoy the library," he explained. Then he dropped his voice so it wouldn't carry. "And Beelzebub wanted to talk to me.  He had… concerns."

      Nodding in an attempt to make all of this new information settle into my brain, I followed him into the library. This historic Victorian home didn't exactly have the most ergonomic setup to the halls, but I was starting to realize that most of it was due to renovations. I had a funny feeling that Luke had bought this place just before the library had been turned into yet another bedroom. Thankfully.

      But while the room was dusty and rarely used, it still had a small table set at the side with two chairs. That was where Nick and I had enjoyed our first date. In truth, the table was meant to be a centerpiece for a reading nook, not a place to eat. The two chairs on either side were the adorably Victorian-looking accent type. And across the room, there was a very, very old leather armchair that appeared as if it was about to fall apart. Nick and Kacira were standing beside it, looking through the windows at the traffic passing by.

      "I'm so confused," I admitted.

      Kacira sucked in a little breath and turned toward me. "Sia," she breathed. "This world is so fascinating."

      "How did you two find out where I live?" I asked.

      Folding his arms, Nick leaned back against a set of empty shelves. "I invited them," he admitted, flicking a finger upward to make it clear that wasn’t all. "I didn't expect them to show up immediately, but I did invite them."

      Again, I found my head bobbing as I tried to make sense of this. Nick had invited my parents to my house? Did that mean he accepted that they weren’t a threat? Should I take this as a sign to trust them completely? I wanted to, but my father was still an angel. So far, he hadn't exactly done anything wrong, but I'd seen how angels worked often enough to know it was never that simple.

      But what came out of my mouth was something much more mundane. "We really need to do something with this room."

      Nick just chuckled. "I was thinking that filling the shelves would result in a wonderful vacation. We’ll go to France, England, Germany, and anywhere else your heart desires. Maybe buy some limited first editions, a few seconds if we can't find anything better, and make it a real library."

      "And then ward it," I decided. "Protection from fire, theft, and all the other things that go wrong with a bunch of books. Oh, and furniture. I am definitely going to need a place to sit when I come in here to read." Which made me tilt my head back towards the rest of the house. "So maybe we should take this little family gathering to, I dunno, the parlor?"

      "Show them the way," Nick said. "I'll get us some refreshments. I have a feeling Kacira might like to sample Earth cuisine."

      Considering this was a college town, the phrase 'Earth cuisine' had me a little nervous. But Nick understood the situation a lot better than I did, so I was going to trust him. It also seemed like there was a little tension when it came to my demons and my father.  Either Uriel was in trouble with my guys, or maybe my guys were in trouble with him. Possibly both, because what little I knew about fathers made me think my relationship might be causing a little tension.  Then again, I could just be paranoid.  It was a pretty normal thing for me.

      It was a bit of chaos getting through the winding house - the kitchen was filled with guys being incredibly domestic, and the dining room with God sitting on the flowers - without losing my mind. I wasn't the hostess type, and I’d never had enough money or status to play the part. The people who came to see me were other broke college students, not angels or my parents. Never mind the whole God problem.

      Was I supposed to tell Uriel about her? Should I ignore her existence? My mind was going a million miles a minute, and I was sure I looked like a complete idiot. Still, what else could I do when my mother and father showed up to the house I lived in with my five boyfriends? Yes, I was counting Luke in that group, even if we hadn't really talked about it.

      "So," I said gesturing to the elegant furniture in the parlor. "Have a seat. Make yourself comfortable. And can you please explain how or why you ended up not just on Earth, but at our house?  What happened to the church?  Why did Nick bring you here?"

      Uriel grabbed my shoulders and eased me into one of the chairs. Kacira took a corner of the fancy little couch, and once I was sitting, Uriel took his place beside her. My mother was looking around in awe, as if she was trying to memorize every detail of this building.

      "You said you needed to get to know us," Uriel told me. "I thought it was only fair to do that on your terms. When Satan -"

      "Nick," I interrupted to correct him. "Most of their names are problematic to say out loud here. It's Nick, Sam, Luke, Bel, and Ron."

      "Okay," Uriel agreed. "Then, when Nick summoned me, I came in a hurry, thinking there might be a problem. He told me that he just wanted to extend an invitation, so I slipped back, got Kacira, and we decided we'd be happy to wait."

      "I've never seen Earth before," Kacira admitted. "Everything is so… busy."

      I chuckled at that. "This is what I know as normal. I mean, this house is considered ancient because it's more than a hundred years old. I have a feeling your place has been around a little longer than that."

      "My house?" Uriel asked. "It's about a million years old. On Angelis, that's considered new."

      "And that's just mind-boggling," I admitted. "Just tell me Bel wasn't a jerk to my mother?"

      Kacira smiled at me. "The large, dark one? He was nice to me. I can't say he was the same to your father." Then she leaned closer, resting her arms on her knees. "Is he really a demon?"

      "Beelzebub," I said. "So, yes, he really is a demon. Believe it or not, he's actually smaller on this plane than he is in his real body. I think he's gotta be pushing seven feet tall." I paused. "And you probably don't measure things in feet, do you?”

      "I understand American measurements," Kacira assured me. "Uriel taught me those things so that I could read the papers about you."

      She meant back when I was a kid. In those days, I'd been a media sensation in my itty bitty town. It wasn't like a lot of five-year-old little girls were abandoned without any trace of her parents, and every year, they'd run a story about it again until I turned eighteen. For a long time, I'd been mad about it. Now, I understood exactly why my parents had left me like that. Unfortunately, knowing why didn't necessarily mean that I was okay with it yet.

      "So, yeah," I mumbled, wondering what we were supposed to be talking about.

      "Nick says the angels are harvesting slaves here," Uriel said, helping me out. "He mentioned that you and Luke went to their college house and caused problems. Sia, you know they're going to come after you for that."

      "Yeah," I said, dragging out the word. "Ran into Gabriel today when I was out shopping. He's pissed about it, but offered to forget it ever happened if I left him alone. That makes me think they're worried."

      "They are worried," Uriel assured me. "And Michael is still missing. Stieviel is now giving the orders, and rumor has it he's been making trips to Earth. The problem is that he doesn't have a skin. He's never had a skin, and we cannot just make one of those as fast as you do. It takes decades to craft the interlacing molecular structure beneath our bodies so that it will look realistic once we cross the planes. That means that if he's coming to Earth, he looks exactly like an angel."

      "And a crippled one," Nick said as he walked into the room. "Since the last time you talked to your daughter, we’ve learned that he and Ronwe were originally two pieces of the same whole. According to Sia, they could be mirror image twins. Ron's damage is to his right side. Stieviel's is to his left side. Their wings are appropriate for the world they are a part of, otherwise, they’re the same."

      Uriel's eyes narrowed. "And how did you hear about that?"

      "God." Nick dropped that out there like the bomb it was. "Evidently, there is a Great Creator. She - because God is female - designed all of this, including Sia."

      "She said she put events into motion to make me," I corrected. "She didn't make me, per se. She made me possible, and her first words to me were that she'd been waiting." I looked over at Kacira. "And she's a little different, but I'd like to say she's one of my friends."

      "The creator?" Kacira asked. "The all-powerful intelligence that made existence even possible? Sia, that's a myth."

      "Not as much as you think," I told her. "In fact, she's actually hanging out on the flowers on the dining room table."

      "The butterfly?" Uriel asked.

      "The butterfly with the dragon body," I told him. "She did that so I'd be able to recognize her. It's a really long story, but just trust me on this. She is God, and she's not at all what I expected, but she has the kind of ethereal power that is mind-boggling."

      "So do you," Uriel countered.

      I just nodded. "According to her, she creates and I destroy. Uriel, it means I'm the Devil. The bad guy in this religion that y'all created? Yeah, that's me, and I have every intention of living up to the reputation. The only difference is that it's not going to be humans I'm taking my wrath out on, but angels. I am going to fuck them up so bad they won't even know what happened."

      Nick just lifted a brow. "I take it something happened while you were out?"

      "Gabriel ruined my shopping spree," I explained. "He was trying to chase me off, but what I got out of the whole situation is that the angels are scared. Us being here is not at all what they expected. I got the distinct impression that it's a big problem for them, and I intend to make it an even bigger one. I mean, Luke said he knows where they’re keeping the slaves, right?"

      "He's pretty sure,” Nick agreed. "Unfortunately, that's not the same thing as being positive."

      "Right, which is one of the many reasons why we’re going to church in the morning. But, if we make it clear that this church is the supply line, paint them as a cult instead of a respectable branch of religion, and listen to everything people are saying, we should be able to get a better idea, right? I mean, that's the whole plan, isn't it?"

      "Except that one person complaining about religion isn't going to change much." Nick reminded me. "There have been religious battles on this plane for as long as I can remember. Someone is always complaining about somebody else's beliefs. The other side is always wrong and the speaker’s side is always right. So, if you want to ruin this specific branch, then you're going to need a little bit more than just some amazing manipulative skills."

      "Your ex-boyfriend," Kacira said softly.

      We all looked over at her. "What about him?" I asked.

      "You need something more than just someone complaining? Well, he's more." She was getting more excited about this the longer she talked. "Aaron has been with us for months. If I understand this right - correct me if I don't - that means the people here believe he's missing. They probably think he's dead. So, if he shows back up, it's going to make questions. I know that if the malakim found a slave that was presumed dead, they would be very interested in where it had been."

      I was starting to see where she was going with this. "Wait. If we bring back Aaron and don't wipe his mind, then he can say he was abducted." Then I groaned, realizing the fault in my plan. "But what's going to guarantee that he'll actually follow through? It's not like he's the most reliable guy in the world. Trust me, I dated him long enough to learn that much, at least."

      "I believe you call it mind-fucking," Uriel said. "I can easily compel him to stick to the story. Every time someone asks him where he was, he will be forced to spew the same thing. But, if I'm going to do that, it means I will need an accurate enough description of what would likely happen to someone if they were taken on Earth, kept on Earth, and used in that way. For him, he will believe it as if it actually happened. It will replace his memories of Angelis with the horrors of what he will believe he went through."

      "Wait." I just patted the air for them all to slow down just a little bit. "The guy is a jerk and all, but I don't feel good about giving him traumatic memories that he didn't actually suffer. Is there any way we can compel him to tell the story, give him the knowledge base, and yet allow him to remember the reality of what really happened?"

      Uriel and Nick shared a look. I couldn't read their expressions, but I had a funny feeling they were judging me. Nick seemed to act like my response didn't surprise him at all, but I couldn’t say the same thing for my father. Was he mad that I was making this harder than it had to be, or proud that I didn't want to torture a mostly innocent guy?

      "Are you strong enough to do that?" Nick asked him.

      "I am," Uriel promised, "but I don't necessarily agree that he deserves it. I know this man treated my daughter poorly."

      Nick huffed once, the sound an ironic sort of amusement. "I never thought I would say this, but the only thing he did was push her. Yes, he was selfish, and no, he didn't treat her well, but that doesn't mean he deserves to be tortured." And he looked over at me. "Am I understanding that right?"

      "No one deserves to be tortured," I told them. "The punishment should always fit the crime…" Which was when I realized why they were looking at me.

      Because I was the Ayala. God had once called me the punisher. My role in all of this was to hand out the repercussions that would fit the action. In other words, the punishment. The lesson that would make these people learn what they had done wrong and how to be better. And maybe there was no afterlife to deal with all of their actions, but that only meant that this, right here, was how I could teach someone to be a good person.

      And these two were giving me the chance. Satan, the Lord of Hell, and Uriel, one of the most powerful archangels. Good and bad. Light and dark. Heaven and Hell. They were both in my parlor discussing the value of a soul with me. Ever since I’d met Nick, I'd said that a lot of things were surreal, but this definitely topped the list.

      "I think his punishment as a slave on Angelis will teach him more than torture," I decided. "Aaron was a user, and the last few months he's been the one getting used. So, Uriel, I want you to give him the script and mind-fuck him just enough so that he wants to repeat it but doesn't have to. Let's give him the chance to prove that he's learned a lesson."

      "And if he decides he doesn't want to?" Uriel asked.

      "Then the people of this world will decide he's insane and lock him away for the rest of eternity. See, this means that he gets to decide how it goes. If Aaron wants to help make things better for other people, then he can be a hero. If he gets selfish, then he'll be the only one to pay for it, and they'll still believe that what he said about being human trafficked was the truth."

      Kacira was nodding proudly at me. "So make sure that the compulsion," she said, "includes him reciting the right thing the first time. After that, it's up to him."

      The smile was slowly spreading across Nick's lips. "Then it sounds like we have a plan. Would the two of you care to stay for dinner?"

      "I think we would love to," Uriel decided. "For far too long, we've been enemies. Now…" He looked over at me with a smile. "We have a reason to put all of that aside. Plus, I'm hoping that if I show Kacira enough of this world, she'll agree to move here."

      "Like, here - here?" I asked.

      Kacira chuckled and shook her head. "Maybe the other side of town," she said. "Possibly another town, since it's easy for you and your father to travel. But I've made it clear that if I’m moving to Earth, then I want to be somewhere that I can be a part of my only child's life."

      "Then I'll have the demons start looking for an available home on the other side of town," Nick said. "And when you're ready for legal identification, let me know. Our people are a little better at it than yours."

      And I just sat there, taking it all in. My parents wanted to move closer to me. No matter how many times I said it, it couldn’t sound any more normal - and that was the weird part. That sentence was completely, totally, and perfectly normal. My real parents actually wanted to live near me. Clearly, something catastrophic was coming, because nothing good ever happened in my life without something bad being right on the tail of it.

      Thankfully, I was finally strong enough to make sure it didn't matter.
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      Having Sia's parents over that evening was a little bit weird. I knew Uriel was an angel, but he didn't look like one. He also didn't really act like one. I had a feeling that was because he was on his best behavior. He and Kacira - who was clearly as human as it got - seemed like they were desperately trying to get to know their daughter. Sia acted like she was somewhat conflicted about that. Then there was Bel.

      I was pretty sure that we were all expecting the big guy to terrorize Sia's father. Her mother got a pass on the anger because the truth was that she was an angelic slave. One with a lot of privileges because she was married, but that wasn't the same thing as freedom. While Uriel liked to pretend as if she was his equal, the truth was that outside of their home, she was just as vulnerable as any other slave on that plane. That meant the blame for what happened to our girl rested squarely on her father's shoulders.

      But Bel didn't tear into him. He didn't ask hard and uncomfortable questions. He certainly didn't grill him. Instead, he was very pleasant the whole time, yet his eyes never left the man. Everything about Uriel was observed, from the way he held his fork to how many times he looked at his wife and daughter. Strangely, Sam wasn't much better. Nick was at least subtle about it.

      And me? I was just trying to keep up. While Luke and I made dinner, the rest went over the plans for taking down this angelic slave trade. Sia and Sam came up with an elaborate story to replace her ex-boyfriend's memories. Nick and Uriel worked out a way to get in touch with each other that didn't mean immediate help was needed. While we ate, the conversation may have been more casual, but also more tense.

      The most interesting thing of all, in my opinion, was that God didn't say a thing.

      By the time Uriel and Kacira returned to Angelis, Sia was exhausted. All of us noticed, but Bel was the one who did something about it. Without a word, he simply grabbed her by the shoulders, turned her towards the stairs, and marched her up them, saying something about a long, hot bath. By the time I was ready to fall asleep, I wasn't surprised at all to see the door to his room shut securely. But that was okay. They deserved a little quality time together.

      The next morning, my phone - which was really more of a miniature computer - woke me with an annoying sound. I crawled out of bed to find that Luke was already in the shower. From the sounds of it, everyone was awake. There were just enough doors closing and feet moving on the second floor to prove it.

      Today was the first time I hated having a human body. Evidently, going to church meant looking nice. Looking nice seemed to mean shaving. Shaving involved a very sharp metal blade and my throat. Everything about that was wrong. On the upside, Luke was more than willing to help. He introduced me to the concept of an electric razor, saying that I didn't have enough facial hair to worry about, and then he helped me choose an appropriate outfit. On Earth, it seemed that looking good wasn't merely the opposite of looking bad. It was something that could only be determined by the reason to look that way.

      Club clothes were too revealing, a three-piece suit was too stuffy, and the common T-shirt and jeans outfit wasn't dressy enough. Giving up, I told Luke to find whatever he thought would work - and he did. Half an hour later, I found myself wearing a deep purple dress shirt, a silver tie, and black pants called slacks. With a sly smile, Luke let me know that my Chuck Taylor's would work with the outfit.

      Downstairs, the rest of the legion was sitting at the dining room table, trying to suck back as much of their morning coffee as possible. All of them were dressed just like me. We each had a slightly different color, and Beelzebub was wearing what looked like a sweater, but was cut like a vest. Seeing everyone together like this made me understand what people meant by dressing up. While we didn't match, we still looked good as a group.

      Nick’s shirt was white and his tie royal blue. Sam wore a pale pink shirt with a neon pink tie. Beelzebub was in shades of gray, and Luke wore red with a blindingly white tie. But there was one person missing. I had just gotten my cup and sat down beside Bel when Sia finally made her appearance.

      Her dress was navy blue with white piping. Her blocky heels were the same colors. Then there was her hair. She'd curled her wild orange locks so that they tumbled down her back like a waterfall. Her makeup was sultry but casual, defining her eyes and making her natural lip color look glossy. And while she looked exactly like herself, she looked like the best version I'd ever seen. Everything about her was feminine, soft, and perfectly beautiful.

      "We ready?" she asked.

      "No," Bel answered before I could say the exact same thing.

      She just gave him a playful look. "Why not?"

      In answer, Bel stood up. The fact that the crotch of his slacks was now standing out to make a triangle shape was impossible to miss. Sia glanced away and giggled, but it didn't hide the fact that her cheeks were turning pinker by the minute.

      "Just think about Nick's ass or something," she teased.

      Bel grunted, unimpressed. "Nick has a nice ass. That does not help."

      "Then think about sucking off Abaddon," Nick said, "and let's get in the truck. We don't want to be late."

      It was entirely possible that we spent the drive across campus laughing at Bel and his personal problems. It also kept the attention off the fact that I wasn't much better. Once we were there, Nick found a parking space close to the building that served as a church. It was really more of a student gathering hall, but the vinyl banner hanging out front proclaimed it as the Fellowship of Angels, hosted by Delta Phi. That meant we were in the right place.

      Our group piled out of Luke's SUV and joined the crowd heading towards the doors. Overhead, the sky was dark and the clouds were thick, but it hadn't started raining yet.  On either side of us, groups of students clustered together, talking amongst themselves. I strained my ears to listen.

      "Did you hear about the people they found in the park the other night?" someone asked.

      "Yeah. Sounds like some of them were grabbed from the Delta Phi rush party.  Who would do such a thing?"

      And on the other side of me, "Every week, after the morning service, a few people are allowed to actually see the angel."

      "It's probably just frat boys dressing up in a costume."

      "According to Sandra, it's a real angel. Wings and all. He blesses them!"

      Then, up ahead of us, I heard, "I started coming when my roommate disappeared. The angel said that if I have hope, then her kidnappers will get caught."

      "Then we'll keep praying."

      Of course, there were other things, but they didn't stand out. People talking about classes, their friends, and other mundane things. Yet the fact that so many people were talking about an actual angel had my mind spinning. And while I could understand people looking to religion to make them feel better about their missing friends, why had they come here? Weren't there any other religious groups or churches on this campus?

      So I moved closer to Luke and asked. "Is there another church on campus?"

      He shrugged. "I'm not sure, but I don't really keep track of those things."

      "Yes," Sia said, clearly having overheard. "The flyer said this one is nondenominational. There's an actual Catholic church on the far north side, two different Baptist groups spread through campus, a Methodist, Lutheran, and I think Presbyterian in the student union. Why?"

      "Then why are they coming here?" I asked. "Especially the people whose friends are missing."

      Sia reached over and rubbed my shoulder, using that as an excuse to lower her voice. "Because nondenominational groups are usually less judgmental. College students aren't exactly the most pious. We get drunk, high, and screw around. I think that to people looking for a little guidance on how to cope with the loss of someone, this place would be awfully appealing."

      By this point, we're close enough to the doors that I didn't dare ask any more questions. Nick took the lead, with Luke right behind him. I followed them in, all too aware of Sia and Bel trailing behind me. That meant Sam had to bring up the back of our little group. Stuck smack in the middle, I took the chance to look around.

      Never before had I seen an actual religious ceremony. I'd read about them. I'd looked at pictures and drawings that depicted the ordeal, but this was like none of them. The only religious iconography was a wooden cross attached to the speaking podium at the front of the room. The rest of this long, narrow building was nothing but row upon row of wooden benches. For some reason, I'd expected more incense burning and angelic statuary.

      Nick chose a bench in the middle of the room, neither too close nor too far away from the front to stand out. The six of us barely fit, but we made it work. And still, people talked about the missing students. That seemed to be the greatest topic of conversation, and mixed among all of it were those subtle references to angels. Real ones. Here.

      Soon enough, a young man wearing a shirt with Greek letters on it walked towards the podium. He looked familiar. Leaning over my knees, I narrowed my eyes and focused on his face. On this world, we all had human bodies, but I was pretty sure I'd come face-to-face with that guy in the battle on Vesdar.

      "Gabriel," Sia breathed, proving I was right.

      His hair was the same brassy color as his body on other worlds. His wings were gone, but his overall physique looked the same. And even from this far away, I could see the vibrant green color of his eyes. There were no flames like he had in his natural body, but the color was the same.

      "Good morning," Gabriel said, smothering the soft conversation that had been filling the room. "Once again, we come together to pray to our Lord and Savior. It seems the kidnappings continue, with five more students from this very school being listed among the missing. I would like to read a list of their names, and if you're here for them, please stand when you hear theirs."

      Picking up a piece of paper, he slowly listed off the same names the news had reported earlier. Three different people stood up, and those around them reached up to offer a hand in support. It was an oddly touching gesture, but a useless one. I didn't quite understand the purpose of it, but from the look on Sia's face, she did.

      And from there, Gabriel launched right into his sermon. He started off talking about hope and redemption. I remembered the verses he cited from the multiple times I'd read the human holy books. Next, he talked about prayers lifting us up and empowering us. At one point, he paused so everyone could sing one of the songs. Since I didn't know the words, I took the chance to watch what was going on around me.

      It could have been the seriousness of this ceremony, but all of the humans looked almost entranced. Their eyes were slightly unfocused, and their reactions were just a bit too slow. They didn't have the same air of confusion that I'd seen when Luke twisted minds, but it was just a little too similar, almost like they were drunk on something.

      We sat back down, and it got even worse. It almost seemed like the longer Gabriel talked, the more enthralled the people became. Maybe it was from their desperation? And yet, I could almost feel it. Something was definitely going on.

      "Sia," I whispered, leaning towards her. "Is it just me, or have these people been mind-fucked?"

      Luke heard, and leaned in to answer. "It's almost like he's trying to manipulate them as a group," he said. "But I don’t know how that's possible."

      "Eye contact," Sia said. "Everybody in this room is looking at him. They're completely focused on him. All he has to do is, one by one, meet each of their eyes and pull them in. I mean, it's possible, right?"

      "But it would take a hell of a lot of aether," Luke said. "The problem is that I'm not sure an angel could hold enough. That's the only reason Sia can do it. She can use so much more aether simply because she can hold more than any of us."

      "Unless he drained a few before he started talking," Bel said.

      I couldn’t explain why, but that made all the little pieces of conversation from this morning start to fall into place. "Didn't you two say they had a holding room built into the corridor version of the frat house?" I asked.

      "Yeah," Sia said. "They pulled people across and used the wards to keep them from blowing away. It was built onto the outer walls of the house in the world above it. Why?"

      I looked over and met her eyes. "Because I keep hearing people say they want to see an angel. A real one. What if that's how they’re doing it? What if they have unskinned angels holding their prisoners in the corridor, and anyone who sees them is told they were given a privilege?"

      Sia nodded once. "Don't move."

      And then she was gone. Without even needing to stand, she just slipped into the corridor, leaving a vacancy between myself and Bel. The big guy slowly shook his head, making it clear he didn't like it, but before he could even complain, she was back.

      "There's an angel in the back room," Sia hissed. "I mean, the glowing silhouette is indicative of the shape they have on this plane, right? Because this one had wings."

      Nick heard, and wasn't subtle about leaning over to say, "Sia, Ron, Bel, and Sam. Just go. If you don't find anything, meet us outside when this is done. Luke and I will stay and see what this is all about. If anyone gets into trouble, summon us."

      "Sounds good," Sia said, reaching over to grab my hand.

      On the other side, she grabbed Bel's, and he grabbed Sam's. That meant when she pushed herself in the corridor, she all but dragged us with her. Instinctively, we all threw up a shield to block the winds, and then we stopped to look around. Here, there was no holding room. All around us, I could see the glowing silhouettes she'd been talking about.

      In the corridor, the aether of life was an illumination. Every person sitting in that room looked like a neon-colored shadow. There were no specific features, just the general shape of them. The interesting thing was that while I could see the gray walls of the building, it didn't block me from seeing the silhouettes in the rooms behind them, and she was right. Somewhere behind the podium where Gabriel was speaking, there was definitely an angel.

      "There," I said, pointing.

      We all moved that way. Yes, there were other people in the building, but none in that specific room. Whoever this angel was, he looked like he was reading something, leaned over what could possibly be a desk. And while people moved in the halls all around him, not a single one moved towards the door of his room.

      "Me first," Bel said.

      Sia sighed, but she wasn't fast enough to stop him. Instead, she just followed, and the rest of us slipped across after her. One by one, we entered the room, ready for an attack. But what I saw was not at all what I was expecting.

      The angel sucked in a breath and looked up, clearly startled. But his face looked like what I saw every time I looked in the mirror. His skin was almost the exact same purple color as my own, but while mine was mixed with silver, his seemed to be mixed with gold. And the scarring! Facing him, we both had it on the same side: my right and his left.

      For a moment, no one moved.  In truth, I couldn't.  I'd been told this guy existed, and while I'd believed Sia, it was different standing before him.  His eyes were wide in shock, but I had a feeling mine were no better.  This was me.  The angelic version that I could've been if God had moved me instead of him.  I was standing here, staring at what my life could've been like if I hadn't been so lucky.

      "Who are you?" I demanded.

      He just shook his head as if trying to deny my existence. "Who are you?" he countered.

      "Ronwe, the Demon of Knowledge. Answer me!"

      Because I wanted to hear his name from his own mouth. I already knew this was the same angel Sia had seen when Michael pulled her to Angelis. He was the other half that God had apologized for making from me. He was the second living thing to ever exist, and he probably didn't even know it. But that didn't matter, because I was still the first. I was also no longer twisted and mangled like him, yet he was still a part of me, and I deserved to at least hear his name!

      Easing himself off his stool with a wince of pain, the angel finally answered. "I'm Stieviel, the right hand of Michael."

      "He looks exactly the fucking same," Sam gasped.

      "Uh-huh," Sia agreed. "Just wondering if he knows who we are yet. Hey, Stieviel? Whatcha looking at over there?" Something about her tone made it clear that was a threat.

      "You," he snarled as he tore his eyes away from me to glare at her. "I had a feeling I'd see you again, and I'm not gonna let you fuck this up for me."

      "What?" she asked, moving closer. "The fact that you’re trying to take Michael's place? Do you honestly believe your plans are as good as his?"

      "My plans are his!" Stieviel shot back. "Why do you think he keeps me around? You don't think Michael comes up with these layered ideas on his own, do you?"

      Sam just ducked his head and chuckled. "Well, that certainly explains a lot. So I just have one question for you. Are you the one who decided to fuck over Lucifer in order to get to Satan and kill their wife?"

      "It got Lucifer out of the way," Stieviel assured him.  "Michael at least listens to me."

      Then he did the last thing I would've expected. The crippled and lame angel reached behind him to grab the wooden stool – and he threw it like a weapon! He aimed right for Sia, but didn't stand a chance. Bel shoved his body in the way just as she threw up a shield. I couldn't tell who took the impact, but it also didn't matter. The stupid chair would do nothing more than piss Bel right the fuck off.

      And the roar that came from the demon’s throat proved it. "I will rip off both your wings," he warned, "even if you can only use one."

      The whole time, I just stood there. I couldn’t even move. My eyes were locked on my twin, trying to come to terms with the fact that this guy was made from half of me. His good side should've been mine. God had created him to be my balance in all things, so how could I consider attacking him? But since he was going after my friends, how could I not?

      "Oh, I am going to shove your ass back to Angelis for that," Sia warned, taking one single step towards him.

      Stieviel just lifted his chin. "Bring it," he warned. "You cannot hurt me, Muse."

      "I wouldn't count on it," she told him, and I could feel her pulling in the aether from the very air around us. "After I drain you dry, you're not going to be able to regenerate real fast. I'm willing to bet that no one can get through that fucked-up skin of yours, can they?"

      "No one can," he taunted her. "Not even to drain me. If you send me to Angelis, I'll just walk my way back here like I did the first time. I have lived my entire life without aether. I have learned how to make miracles in other ways. I am not helpless, but I am invulnerable."

      The whole time he talked, a smile was growing on Sia's lips. "Invulnerable, my ass."

      Like they’d planned it ahead of time, Bel surged forward to grab Stieviel from behind. Lifting the angel off his feet, he spun back to face Sia, holding his prisoner before him.  Her hand immediately slapped against Stieviel's seal. I didn't even need to feel it to know the exact moment she pulled, because Stieviel's screams made it clear this was not a pleasant feeling.

      Too bad for him.  He’d just fucked with the wrong damned person.
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      I wanted to rip every limb off the smug little asshole's body, but the look on Ronwe's face convinced me I just couldn't. Our sweet, gentle demon was horrified at seeing his twin in pain. But hearing Stieviel scream as Sia pulled his life out of his body against his will was worth it. If his skin was the same as Ron's, then he’d never felt this agony before. It was probably more painful than anything else he'd experienced in his very long life.

      But before she could even make this angel weak, the first malakim popped into the room. Immediately, Sam moved to intercept him, simultaneously shoving his shoulder into the surprised angel’s human-looking body and pulling an aether blade from thin air. Naturally, the malakim fought back, shoving at Sam with the force of an angel.

      And the room we were in wasn’t very big. I didn't know if they called this a storage closet, an office, or something else, but there was clearly not enough room for a real fight. Unfortunately, taking this anywhere else would be worse.

      It seemed Sam had the same idea. "Sia, lock the door," he yelled.

      "I got it," Ron said, slinging aether in that direction.

      It hit, and a split-second later, someone rattled the knob. That was when the angels began to pour in - but not through the door! One after the other, malakim, seraphim, and more slipped in from the corridor. Sam hacked at some and slashed at the others. Ron pulled out a sprite to add to that, then called his own aether weapon. Sia didn't bother with any of it. Her entire focus was on Stieviel.

      "I need him unconscious before I push them back," she told me.

      "Then let me pull him apart," I begged.

      "I don't fucking-" She didn't get to finish the sentence.

      Gabriel slipped into the room and hit her hard. I almost threw Stieviel away to go help her, but I knew better. Not while the little angel was squirming as hard as he could in my arms, and there was nothing I could do to him. Not the way Sia could. But if I let him go, then what? So I resorted to what I knew best.

      Ignoring the useless beating of his wings against my arms and chest, I swung the man so that his head cracked into the cinderblock wall. Once, twice, and on the third time, his body finally went limp. Dropping him in place, I surged towards Gabriel, but Sia had him under control. Sam and Ron were struggling with the other angels who'd forced their way into this tiny space, so I grabbed the one closest to me and pulled.

      The problem with tearing apart human skins was that the blood was atrocious. It got everywhere, but wounds released aether faster than anything else.  That was why I always preferred to use my hands in combat. Before the angel’s body even hit the ground, he was unconscious. Seeing me in play, Sam shoved another at me, then turned to help Ron.

      "Sia?" I asked, making sure she had this.

      "Help Sam," she ordered.

      That was as close to an assurance as I'd get from her. Yet for every angel I pulled apart, another slipped in to take his place. It was like this was a never-ending stream of bodies, and not enough room to even bother counting them. Sam hacked, wounding plenty of them with his aether blade, but he couldn't take the chance of slipping through the corridor like he normally did. If this many were coming in, then how many were down there waiting?

      And how many angels were in this town, anyway?

      Surprisingly, Ron was holding his own, too. Throwing sprites with one hand and swinging his sword in the other, my boyfriend was a force to be reckoned with. He didn't even have to stop to think before creating something else like I’d never seen before. These weren't just butterflies that were copies of Sia's creations. Oh no, he made some sprites that were angel-seeking weapons, others that threw themselves in the path of an attack to protect Sam, and he made still more whose purpose I couldn't figure out.

      Then there was Sia. In her pretty little dress and her fancy heels, she fought just as well as the rest of us. Clearly, the time I'd spent teaching her hand-to-hand combat had had some effect. But she didn't use a weapon like we did. Instead, she just used her hands. Each time she touched Gabriel, brassy-colored fog lifted from his body, only for him to snatch it back and reclaim it before she could take it in.

      Back and forth, the pair of them traded aether like that, never quite managing to claim it as their own. It seemed that Gabriel had learned a few things in the battle on Vesdar. He was no longer treating Sia as a joke. Instead, he was fighting her the same way every other angel fought Satan: as if one mistake would cost him his consciousness.

      "Just fucking stop already," Sia snapped.

      Gabriel's hand darted out to grab a handful of her hair, and he pulled, hard. "You are becoming a serious pain in my ass," he told her.

      So she shoved her hand against his jaw, forcing his face up even as she sucked his life away. "Leave. Earth. Alone."

      "Soon as we have our slaves, we will!" Gabriel snarled.

      "When you kill them all, you’ll still be short of aether."

      Gabriel grabbed her wrist and shook her hard, even as he pulled his own aether from the air between them. "That's not how it works. You, Muse, have taught us a few things. We no longer need you to paint those pretty little gates for us."

      I managed to break another angel, dropping his body to the ground to get it out of my way, and someone started banging at the door. It wasn't like we were being quiet in here, but all of us knew that this fight could not leave this room. If we wanted to keep humans insulated from the horrors of what we could do to them, we had to make sure that door stayed locked.

      "Ron," I ordered, "reinforce the door. No one gets in. Not even if they break it down."

      "Already on it," he assured me.

      Then I grabbed another man by the throat and slammed him against the wall the same way I had Stieviel. Okay, maybe I put a little extra force into it. I heard the crunch that proved I’d definitely broken him, and the angel's human body went limp. But as I turned for the next, I saw Gabriel shove. Sia ducked and twisted, planting her feet to hold herself in place, but that hadn’t been the normal type of push.

      "Don't cross the veil," I yelled at her.

      But it didn't do any good. Sia had been born human. Her body only had human strength, and while her ability to manipulate aether was the strongest we'd ever seen, she stood no chance against Gabriel's muscles. The archangel jerked her sideways, forcing her to lose her balance, and in slow motion, I watched it.

      Using all of his force, and adding a little extra aether to increase it, Gabriel pushed Sia the same way she'd pushed so many angels before. It didn't matter that he couldn't reach the aether inside her.  This time, he was manipulating her actual body.  I saw the shock take over her face just as she slipped off this plane, her arms reaching out for something to hold her in place - but it didn't work. In that one motion, she was gone, and I had no clue where he'd sent her.

      "That's my woman," I roared as I stormed over, intending to add him to the growing pile of bodies in this room. "Do not ever touch my woman!"

      Without hesitation, Gabriel threw a sprite directly into my face. I grabbed the thing, feeling the skin of my hands start to burn at the contact, then pulled it apart the same way I had the angels before it. My feet, however, didn't slow.

      "Drain them!" Gabriel yelled as he took that one, single step back.

      Just as my hands were in range to grab him, he was gone. Unfortunately, at least four more angels stepped in to fill the gap. I grabbed one and threw him into the others, giving myself a little room to work. Turning back around to Ron and Sam, I tried to find another to toss away, but they clearly had it handled. The problem was that they didn't realize Sia was gone. They hadn't seen her be pushed off this plane.

      "We have to go," I ordered.

      Sam shoved his aether blade through the guy before him and looked up. "The corridor’s probably full of angels. We can't get out that way."

      I swung behind me when I felt a breeze, hoping to keep the cannon fodder from closing in. "Sia's gone. Gabriel pushed her."

      "Fuck," Ron snapped. "And these guys just aren't stopping."

      Well, this was the very thing I was good at. Using my mass, I waded through the desperately fighting angels, aiming for Ron's side. When I was almost there, I called over to Sam, "Slip and push. Do not hesitate. It's time to go."

      "Can do," Sam assured me. "I'll be right behind you."

      Which meant that he'd cover our retreat. Lunging forward, I hooked an arm around Ron's waist and pushed us through the veil. Before the edge was even completely across our bodies, I was already pushing us sideways, aiming for the house. Back at the church, Nick and Luke probably didn't even know that we'd gotten into one hell of a mess because none of us had summoned them. There'd been no reason to. That room wasn't big enough for an entire legion, let alone the horde of angels trying to force their way in with us.

      I moved so fast that the world didn't even have a chance to come into focus before we were stumbling back into the hallway of our home. Ron gasped, one hand clutching at my bicep to hold him steady. Then the delicate little man looked up at me with confusion in his eyes.

      "What happened?" He asked.

      "I need you to summon Nick and Luke. Sia's gone. I don't know where Gabriel sent her, but he shoved her off this plane, and we need to find her."

      I finished the last word just as Sam stepped in beside us, nearly colliding with me. "Whoa," he said, shuffling his feet to get his balance. "How many fucking angels do they have here?"

      Ron had one arm pressed over the other and was mumbling under his breath. That meant he was doing exactly as I’d said, so I turned to Sam.

      "Don't know. Don't care. We have to find Sia."

      He was nodding at me. "Nick can help with that." Then he looked at his watch.

      "Are you seriously worried about the time right now?" I growled.

      In response, Sam sighed heavily. "I am checking the time so we know exactly how long she's been gone. In case you missed it, this happens to her quite often. The angels want her, so they hit her, and then she fucks their shit up. Plus, we probably have ten to fifteen minutes before Luke and Nick are back, since they have to bring the car - well, truck."

      "I don't fucking care about any of that!" I yelled right into his face.

      Sam just reached up and pressed his palm in the center of my chest, holding me off. "Listen to me, Beelzebub. She's going to be fine. Sia will find a way to always be fine. She is not a weak little girl, and she doesn't need us doubting her ability. Our job is to stand with her, not push or hold her back."

      But he didn't understand. He couldn't. Sam was the one who always worried about what we felt, and that was great, but this was different. Who knew where she was right now? Maybe she was on Angelis, being ripped apart by angels. Maybe she was in Hell, being chased by Abaddon. In the short time we'd been with her, she'd made far too many enemies, and I could think of a million ways they could torture her. Even worse, it was my responsibility to keep her safe.

      I was supposed to protect her.

      And right now, there was only one way I could think to do that. Turning, I stormed my way into the dining room, looking for the bouquet of flowers. Just like I'd expected, there was a little blue butterfly flapping lazily on one of the largest.

      "God, you have to find her."

      She is not a pet, God told me. She does not come when called or have a collar I can follow.

      "But you’re God," I reminded her.

      The tiny creature just lifted her reptilian head to look at me. And even the Devil has free will.

      Unable to take it anymore, I roared out my rage and swung. The glass vase, all the flowers inside of it, the water, and even the placemats flew across the room. The shattering of the vase against the wall was loud, and brought both Ron and Sam running in to see what had happened. Unfortunately, God hadn't gone with it. Fluttering in midair above the table, she looked completely and totally fine.

      "I have to find her!" I reached up to shove both hands against my short hair. "Why can't you just help me?"

      And then Ron stepped right up into my chest, wrapping his arms around my back to hold on. "We'll find her," he promised. "Bel, it's going to be okay. She can't die, remember?"

      "But she can hurt," I whimpered, my rage vanishing at the thought of my girl suffering because I hadn't been fast enough.

      Ron simply pressed his face into me, and one of his hands slid across the length of my shoulder blade. "And she's strong enough to take it. We're going to find her, and we’re going to make all of these angels pay. I promise you, Bel. We won't let her go away."

      There was something about this small, fragile man holding me so tightly. It helped. I knew he couldn't stop me, but I also knew he didn’t want to. He was just here to give me something to hold, so I wrapped my arms around his back and clung tightly, using him to find a little stability.

      "I'm supposed to protect her," I breathed against the top of his head.

      "And you do," Ron assured me. "The part you haven't figured out yet is that she can protect herself too. Sometimes, she needs a shield - and that's you. Other times, she just needs more weapons. She just needs more room to fight without needing to worry about hurting us in the process."

      "She always comes back," Sam said, reaching up to rub at my arm. "If she needs us, then I'm right there beside you, Bel."

      All I could do was nod, yet they were making me feel better. They were also right. Sia might be small, delicate, and beautiful, but that didn't mean she was weak. She had never been weak. I was pretty sure she didn't know how, and I didn't ever want to make her feel like that. But it was different when I couldn't follow behind her. When she was out of reach, I felt like I was losing my mind.

      "She can't go back to the church," I said, not even sure who I was talking to.

      Sam moved a little closer. "She’ll come here. Every time this has happened, she's always returned to one of our safe places. At worst, she might try Tyrnigg first, but if we’re not there, she's coming here. She won't go back into a fight blind like that. You taught her better, Bel."

      "Yeah, I did," I realized. "But, we can't stop these angels without her."

      Which is why you need to make plans for when she gets back, God pointed out. Tell me what happened.

      Sam started filling her in. Somewhere in the middle of that, Ron finally released his death grip on me and leaned back to make sure that I was honestly doing better. I liked that. I also liked that even when I was in a rage, he still wasn't scared of me. More than anything else, that was what made me feel grounded. My legion honestly trusted me, and I trusted them. Since Sia was part of my legion, I needed to trust her too. She was going to be okay.

      Exactly twelve minutes after we got back to the house, Nick and Luke rushed in. The moment they saw us, both men let out a sigh of relief, then asked to be filled in as well. This time, it was Ron who told the story. Unlike Sam, he didn’t leave out any details. The whole time, God paced back and forth along the length of the dining room table.

      Sia is going to need aether, God finally said. A lot of it. As much as she can hold.

      "Why?" Nick asked.

      Because this is my fault. God huffed, a tiny little tendril of smoke proving just how angry she really was. I never meant for my creations to destroy the other planes. I separated all of you so this couldn't happen.

      "What does she need aether for?" Nick asked again.

      Because I still cannot destroy. That doesn't mean I can't help her do it. I will not allow these angels to use me as a weapon. This distorted version of their religion ends tonight.

      Pressing both palms to the table, Nick leaned closer, pushing his face towards the tiny little blue butterfly. "You're going to need a much better plan than that if you want to take out that many angels."

      Then it sounds like you need to start planning, Satan, God said. That is your area of expertise, isn't it? Make a very good plan, and I will bring it to fruition. And Sia will handle the destruction.

      "But first," I said, gesturing to his throat, "can you please tell me where she is?"

      Wrapping his hand around the red gem he wore, Nick's eyes slipped closed for just a moment before he began to smile. "She's moving. I'm not sure where she is because she's not staying still, but I have a very strong feeling that she's on her way back."
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      The moment I felt the veil wash over me, I scrambled to cling to Gabriel. I had no idea what he was planning, but from the look on his face, it wasn't going to be good. Then he pushed. I felt the movement as the planes sped past me. Light shifted from the blue of Earth, through the lavender of Vesdar, and across the coral color of Daemin. Then it turned dark.

      I never actually stopped, but my body suddenly changed direction and began tumbling. In the oppressive blackness, I had no idea where I was, or even worse, where I was going. Hurricane-force winds battered against my body, feeling like they were ripping and shredding my skin. In a panic, I did the only thing I could think of. I threw up a shield.

      The tiny interlocking symbols from the center of my seal immediately diverted the winds around me. I felt my body roll to a stop, lying on what could only be described as a floor, yet it had no visible or tangible substance. It was simply the bottom of this strange place. Even more terrifying, I had no clue where this was.

      For a moment, I lay there, trying to catch my breath. The sound of the wind roaring was still audible, and yet it somehow felt disturbingly silent as I waited for my eyes to adjust to the lack of light. Slowly, I began to notice shadows twisting against the blackness beyond. Like I had only moments before, the dark shapes tumbled, all moving in the same direction.

      Which meant that this was a corridor somewhere. The real question was where. Judging by the light, I had to be on the other side of Hell. The problem was that I hadn't quite made it to Heaven. And worse, my entire body now hurt. There was a sore spot on my hip which proved I must've collided with something. An ache in my shoulder made it clear that the joint had been extended too far. Taking an inventory of my body, I felt like I’d been run over by the biggest truck I could imagine.

      And this sucked.

      While there wasn't much light here, it seemed one thing was very prevalent: aether. It was so thick in this space that I could almost taste it. That was also why the wind had so much power, I realized. Forcing myself to sit up, I strained my eyes for any kind of landmark to latch onto. The rule was that we could always look up. The corridor tried to mimic the world above it. That was why the angels used buildings on Earth as boundaries for things in the corridor below. Yet here, it wasn't like that.

      There was no hint of Daemin. I couldn't make out anything that looked like Angelis. Although, in the distance, I could almost see faint lines of light. No, those weren't lines, they were planes. Hundreds of them, maybe more, and none of them were close. Some of them seemed stacked like pieces of paper. Others intersected, cutting through each other without seeming to touch.

      And in the middle of it all was the darkest point of all. Like a black hole in the center of the universe, everything seemed to be moving toward it, creating an intricate web as it was drawn in. Whatever that void was, I knew I didn't want to be there. The real question, though, was how I was getting out of here.

      Reaching out, I tried to touch the veil. On every other world, and in every other corridor, the boundary was always at the end of my arm. It was my intention to reach for it that mattered more than the distance, because it wasn't ever far away. Unfortunately, that didn't hold true here.

      I reached, and grabbed only wind. A handful of aether came back with it, the fog swirling darkly around my fingers. That, I sucked up without hesitation. Using my other arm, I tried to find the boundary to Angelis but was no more successful than my first try. All I could grab was shadowy aether.

      Which meant I had to think harder than that. Back when Nick had first explained the planes of existence to me, he'd drawn two different diagrams. One showed five worlds connected in a circle. The other had been a V shape caused when one of the bonds broke. The one between Daemin and Angelis. That had to be where I was, but if I wanted to get out of here, I was gonna need a little more than that.

      No one ever talked about this place, but it seemed a few things were accepted as being true. Once, this area had been a normal corridor. Not anymore. The veils didn't seem to offer access to it like they did everywhere else.  Then there was the most important thing. Somewhere in this darkness, I knew about a tiny little hole that would get me back to Daemin. I’d found it when I locked that veil to the demons. It had been left when Mammon ripped Luke's seal from the protective structure that had been created to shield the world.

      All I had to do was figure out how to reach it.

      If the five planes had been separated like Nick described, then it only made sense that the veil would be pulled along with it. That meant the distance would be further than I expected. So how could I pull it closer? Did I even need to?

      So long as I could touch it, I could spread the pattern across the surface the same way I had before. The veil was nothing more than an imperceptible layer that lay over the world around it. It wasn't actually a part of it, but more like a bubble that floated just above it. Too close for anyone to see the gap, but that didn't mean it wasn't there.

      But the gap here was bigger than all the others. So I forced myself to my feet, wincing as my body protested. I could feel the current hammering my shield, slowly but surely pushing me towards that dark void at the center of all of this. In other words, I had a time limit on top of everything else. I also couldn't sit here waiting for someone to come save me.

      Standing, I had to try again. Swinging my arm out as far as I could possibly reach, leaning to get just a few more inches, I tried to grab the edge of reality. Shockingly, my fingers just brushed something. Even in the darkness, I could see the shimmer of patterns burst across the surface, but the substance felt almost gelatinous. Sadly, the symbols were so dim that it was more like a hint than anything I could swear my eyes really made out, but I still knew it was there. Right there, just out of reach.

      So I squared my shoulders, braced my feet, and locked my eyes on the spot where I’d sworn I'd seen it. That was the goal. Then, refusing to even blink, I shifted the gate inside my body and let the unused life in this place pour into me.

      The power from this place burned. Desperate to fill any available space, thick and ancient aether rushed in so fast I couldn’t control it. All I could do was direct it. First, I sent it towards the aches, bruises, and other injuries I couldn’t even see. Second by second, the pain began to fade as my body healed. But that didn’t use nearly as much power as what was available.

      So I took. Greedily, as if I had a right to claim all of this life surrounding me, I pulled it in. It felt as if my body stretched to hold it all, but I knew that was simply because my senses had no other way to handle the sensations I was experiencing. And there, in the middle of the blackness, I began to glow with a life that not even my eyes could deny.

      Instead of trying to shut it off, I had a better idea. I bent my knees and jumped as hard as I could, aiming for that place where I'd seen the symbols. The one that I knew was just out of reach and yet the edge of the veil. With both of my arms thrust out before me and my fingers hooked like claws, I hit something. My nails dug into it, the tips of my fingers following partway through, and I clung desperately.

      Everywhere I touched, symbols were visible, but not the specific ones I was looking for. Yes, this was the Daemin veil. It was my way out, but I had to find the crack, and that was right beside my legion's names. Not even trying to force myself through the barrier worked, so I needed that one tiny little hole that was doing nothing but fueling this place even more. Sliding one arm through the almost gel-like surface, I scrolled through the symbols. Over and over again, I kept going.

      There was no way to tell time here, and I didn't think to count the number of times I scrolled with my arm, but it felt like a million before the tiny little crack appeared. Carefully, I turned the veil a little more, then shoved my hand in it. On the other side was the warmth of Daemin, and I wanted to go anywhere on that world. Naturally, one place immediately sprang to mind.

      Pulling at the edges of the tear, I stretched it a little wider, making enough room for my head to fit through. Only when I was sure it would work did I shove an arm inside, bracing against the veil to pull the rest of my body behind it. Unfortunately, the wider the gap, the more Daemin wanted to flow into this wild area of nothingness, pushing me back with a force I hadn't expected.

      When my legion discussed the problems of destroying the Angelis veil, they’d said it would let the world bleed into the corridor. I hadn't truly understood, but I did now. I’d learned about osmosis in school, and it seemed the same applied to life. The aether wanted to go out, but the darkness wanted to come in, and the two substances made it almost impossible for me to crawl through. I wouldn't quit. I would not be kept away from my men. There was no way I'd let the angels win. Not today.

      The crack was small, and it scraped against me as I wiggled through, but it also stretched. My shoulders were easy enough to make fit. It was my wings that were the problem.  As soon as I touched the Daemin side, my body shifted to that of a demon, with all the extra limbs that came with it. Thankfully, that also gave me two new limbs to help pull. The next problem came when I tried to get my hips to squeeze through that tiny little hole.

      "Come fucking on," I groaned, kicking my feet on the far side for a little more help. "Talk about giving a woman a complex about the size of her ass."

      Then something popped, and I tumbled onto the rocky soil of the demon homeworld with my tail tingling by my legs. Okay, so maybe it hadn't just been my ass that made the fit a little tight. My tail was pretty impressive, and not exactly small. Behind me, the gap whistled as Daemin rushed out of it, and I knew that was bad, but for just a second, I allowed myself to lie there and catch my breath. Then, before I was honestly ready, I sat back up and pushed the edges together.

      The problem was that I was good at destruction. God said I couldn't create, yet I had. Sure, always within certain boundaries, but was this really any different? Maybe I couldn't heal the veil, but I could certainly "destroy" the hole. If I'd been able to create living sprites to destroy my grandfather's arguments, or to destroy the angels' element of surprise, then I could definitely make a hole go away.

      So I pushed. The flaps at the edge of the tear weren't an exact match on either side, but they were close enough. Starting at one end, I eased them closer, concentrating on making the hole go away. The corner sealed in on itself, then the part beside it. Inch by inch, I stuck the two sides together like they were made of tape, and it actually worked!

      It was also taking a whole lot of aether to make this happen. Luckily, I had plenty. And, at some point in my struggle to get back into the real world, my internal gate had automatically closed on its own. I hadn't even noticed when it happened, which meant that it had become an automatic reflex. Well, at least this entire ordeal had given me a little bit of good news, right?

      Eventually, I had the entire rip sealed. The moment the last two pieces connected, it felt like the entire world pressurized or something. My ears popped, and my head felt as if it cleared. Letting out a heavy sigh, I flopped onto my back and just groaned.

      I had no idea how long I laid there, but a tickle on my hand made my eyes jerk open and my head turn to see what was touching me. Sapphire-blue wings were the first thing I saw, and a smile touched my lips. That was my flutterbee.

      "What are you doing, little thing?" I asked, lifting it higher.

      The butterfly-looking creation flapped its wings, but didn't respond otherwise. It wasn't supposed to be smart. It was simply meant to be eternal. My gift to this world to help balance the punishment of locking it. It also reminded me that I could do anything.

      With a gentle flick of my hand, I sent it flying. "Go back to the plant where you're safe," I said as I rolled onto my hands and knees. "I have to go fuck some guys up."

      Because, for all I knew, my legion was still locked in a fight in that church. The odds I'd left them with were unwinnable, so hopefully, they'd retreated. If not, I knew their bodies would be at the cottage on Tyrnigg. Either way, I had no intention of making them suffer alone. They'd gone there because I was the one who wanted to save Earth. Now, I had to save my legion first.

      Exhausted but determined, I forced myself to stand one more time, and dusted my hands off on my thighs. I couldn’t go back to the church. The angels definitely had it surrounded, which meant slipping in would do nothing more than throw myself into their clutches. So, the next logical destination was my house.

      Stepping back, I slipped through the veil, thankful it worked like it was supposed to. Then I pushed. The colors sped by in reverse of my last trip until I stopped on the other side of my home. Without hesitation, I crossed the veil onto Earth, coming out in the hallway across from the living room.

      "I just checked Tyrnigg," Sam was saying. "Sia's not there, so -"

      "I'm here," I said, kicking off my heels as I staggered towards the dining room.

      I didn't even care that they were left in the middle of the floor or that I had to balance against the wall to keep from staggering. I just wanted to see my men, and from the sound of feet moving towards me, they felt the same way.

      "Sia," Bel gasped, grabbing me in a bear hug and lifting me up. "You had us worried!"

      "How long was I gone?" I asked.

      It was Sam who answered. "Twenty-seven minutes," he said.

      I let my head fall against Bel’s shoulder and hugged him back. "It felt like a whole lot longer than that. I need to talk to God."

      "Let her sit at the table," Nick ordered. "Luke, get her a coffee."

      Bel lifted me up like a baby and held me against his chest. I just curled into him, not even caring that it was only a handful of steps before he eased me down into the chair that Ron had pulled out to make it easier. All of the guys were looking at me like they couldn't believe I was here, which was enough to convince me that the fight had been very, very bad.

      "Did anyone get hurt?" I asked.

      "No," Bel assured me. "As soon as Gabriel pushed you, we retreated. Sam and I made sure that Ron got through the angels in the corridor, while Luke and Nick had to drive back."

      I looked over at Nick. "Did you learn anything at all?"

      "Mostly that they had a real angel as bait. They let a few people see him, and those lucky few convinced the others to have more faith. Ron already told us all about Stieviel, so we know about that, but we don't know how to work against thousands of years of mythology."

      "Oh, I do," I assured them. "Guess there's an upside to being an atheist, huh?" Then I looked at the butterfly pacing the length of the table. "Hey, God? What's the deal with the corridor between Daemin and Angelis?"

      It is where everything started, she said. It expands as my ideas grow. It is also where everything returns.

      "Yeah, because I'm pretty sure I saw unused sprites dissolving into aether. There were also some things that looked like planes and an overly dark spot at the center. Do I want to know what that is?"

      The source, she said. The void, the abyss, or anything else you want to call it. That is where aether goes when it is done, to be prepared to be used again. It is the source of all of our abilities, ideas, and imagination.

      "Yeah, that makes my brain hurt to think about," I admitted. "But I got a really nice front-row seat to it. I also managed to fix the tear in the Daemin veil. Okay, so I destroyed the hole instead, but whatever. It worked. And I think I'm starting to figure out this whole Devil thing."

      Good, God said, because we have a plan to destroy their church.

      "Do I want to know how?" I asked.

      The tiny little dragon huffed in amusement. Yes. I think you should be the star. It is time for humans to finally see the Devil. And their God.

      "Wait," I begged. "I thought we didn't want to feed into what they were doing. We didn't want to complicate things for people who wouldn't believe it anyway?"

      God pushed off the table, fluttering up to hover level with my face. I will not let them use me to harm my creations. They have broken the rules, Sia. You need to punish them, and I am going to help. Drink your coffee, catch your breath, and be ready to go back for tonight's service. It is my command.

      I just lifted my hand so she had someplace to land. "I don't think you can really command me, can you?"

      Her four little feet clasped the back of my hand for stability, she folded her wings against her back, and then she twisted her head to look at me. But it sounded so good. I was just trying to get into my role.

      I struggled not to laugh at her very serious little lizard face.  "Well, the pretty little dragon-butterfly-thing you are right now? It doesn't do a whole lot for intimidating people. But yeah, I'm in. Now, would someone tell me the plan?"
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      By five o'clock that evening, we were ready. The late service at the Fellowship of Angels would start any minute - but I didn't want to be early. Oh no, this time, I had every intention of making one hell of an entrance. Gone was the pretty blue dress and my adorable Mary Janes. Trying to push around the angels in heels, even blocky ones, hadn't been as much fun as I’d expected. Instead, I wanted to give a completely different impression.

      I wanted everyone in that room to see me as the hand of God.

      My shoes were steel-toed boots. My jeans fit a little too well. My shirt, however, was white, and I left my hair down in all its flaming copper glory. I also wasn't taking my legion. This time, it was just God and me. My demons had something else to worry about.

      At exactly seven minutes after the hour, we all headed out. The guys slipped first, letting me know that all I had to do was summon them to bring my legion back to help. And once they were gone, I reached out my hand for God. She crawled into my palm and clasped my thumb for stability, because this time I was driving.

      Remember, she told me, you want to make an entrance.

      "That is one thing I definitely know how to do," I assured her.

      Then I stepped back into the corridor. But before I could push my way to the church, I made the mistake of looking at God. No longer was she the tiny little dragon-butterfly hybrid I’d gotten used to. Instead, a swirl of prismatic fog clung to my hand. The colors were so vibrant, and they glowed so brightly - but I couldn't get distracted. Pulling a deep breath, I took us to the lawn right in front of the building Michael was using to enslave my people.

      When I stepped back to Earth, God immediately let go and fluttered away. At the same time, the heavy clouds above rumbled in complaint.  The thunder was more the rolling kind than the booming type. Even before I took my first step into the building, the wind began to pick up. It seemed that God was already at work.

      By the time I reached the door, my hair was swirling around me like it had a mind of its own. Pressing both hands in front of me, I didn't slow down when I hit the doors. Instead, I shoved them open hard enough that they clanged against the wall inside, and kept going. The people in the back rows turned to look at the commotion, but I ignored them. My eyes were locked on the man with the brassy hair waiting behind the podium.

      "Gabriel!" I called out, interrupting his little sermon. "I don't go away that easy."

      The man let out a heavy sigh and closed his Bible. "This is neither the time nor the place, Sienna."

      "I disagree." Stopping in the very center of the pews, I crossed my arms over my chest and lifted my chin. "I think this is exactly the time. I think what your fraternity is doing is a lie. I also think that using religion to cover up Delta Phi's involvement in these kidnappings is disgusting. Someone has to call you out, and I'm here to do it."

      Gabriel laughed, the sound much too beautiful to come from such an evil creature. "Gotta love the joys of a bad breakup," he said, looking at the congregation as if expecting them all to understand.

      "Twenty-three people were abducted from a Delta Phi party on Friday night. They were found in a park not far away, drugged, and confused about what happened. Twenty-three! One of my first friends at this campus went missing after spending time with that fraternity. I have a funny feeling that every one of those missing people is somehow tied to one or more people that you know." And I smiled, all too aware of how many phones had just been pointed at me. "I think y'all put together this parody of religion in an attempt to hide what you're really doing - abducting people for human traffickers."

      A few people gasped in surprise. Others chuckled as if that was the most preposterous thing they’d ever heard. I didn't care about any of that. My goal was to make sure that this was all caught on video so it could be used later. I kinda also wanted to hear what this asshole was going to say.

      He didn't disappoint. "Oh please," he scoffed. "This entire prayer service was designed as a way for us to find support. All of us have a friend who was taken, and here you are trying to turn it into some kind of bad joke? You should be ashamed of yourself. Look, I told you we’re done. Don't be petty."

      "The only reason I was ever with you was to find out what happened to the missing people. I used you, Gabriel, and you never even noticed." Because, if he wanted to make it sound like I was a pissed off ex-girlfriend, then I could use that as well as he could. "But even more than that, I am not going to let you make a mockery of my faith."

      "Oh, your faith?" He laughed as if that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. "Well, I’ll have you know that this is one of the most respected religious organizations on campus. We have proof that God supports us. His words pour through me every time I stand up here to address his flock. But sure, I'm not a pastor. I'm just a believer. So if the divine Lord has a problem with what we are doing, then let him give us a sign. And if we’re as wrong as you say, then why hasn't he struck us down yet?"

      I smiled, because he couldn't have played into our plans any better. "The keyword there," I said softly, "is yet."

      Right on cue, a tiny little clip of cloven feet could be heard. I didn't even have to look back to know that the most adorable little white fluffy lamb was walking through those doors I had left open. Just to make sure she was seen, God let out a high pitched baa. And then all of the sirens began going off at once.

      The building creaked as a gust of wind slammed into it. Like a switch had been flipped, those heavy clouds finally let go, and the rain came crashing down in big, fat drops. Lightning cracked, the blue-white light of it coming in through the open doors, along with the smell of wet earth. The people in the pews scrambled, all of them seeking shelter from the tornados the sirens were warning about. Unfortunately, the only safe place in here was under the pews.

      But I didn't move. I just stood there, daring Gabriel to come at me. His head whipped from side to side, trying to figure out how to control the situation. The angels assumed that religion was the best tool they ever had, but I knew one better. Here in the South, we knew that tornados were nothing to fuck around with, and they didn't turn on the sirens without a very good cause.

      Right about now, dozens of phones were chirping with notifications. The whine of the sirens would have everyone in town scrambling for shelter.  A forecast that had previously been for overnight rain had just become an emergency situation. And in the middle of it all, I just stood there. If Gabriel ran, I was going to get him. If he came at me, I was going to make him regret it. The next move was his, because I didn't dare make it on my own.

      "What was that you were saying about striking you down?" I yelled over the sound of the wind coming in through the open doors.

      His lips curled up in a snarl. "You're doing this."

      I just shrugged without uncrossing my arms. "So now you're trying to say that I have the power of the divine? What happened to true faith, Gabriel? You want to make this a religious thing?" I asked. "I'm the one standing with the lamb."

      The power’s ready, God said, her voice for only me. The storm is yours, Ayala.

      Letting my eyes close in a slow blink, I reached for it, and the weather outside obeyed. For the last few hours, I'd done my best to memorize a map of this town, specifically the buildings that Michael's angels claimed as their own. Those were my only targets, and the fraternity house was first.

      I could feel it as the air began to spiral. The vortex felt like it pulled part of my awareness upward even as the funnel descended down, and the power of all this destruction was completely in my control. Outside, the wind roared like a freight train. Inside, people screamed as they realized this wasn't a false alarm.

      Two blocks away, my tornado touched down. The gigantic house with a pair of flashing Greek letters before it didn't stand a chance. Wood splintered, shingles scattered, and the walls fell. It didn't take long to destroy the whole thing, leaving only the inner rooms intact where humans had sought safety. Never again would that place work as a cover for my enemy. I held the storm right over it, making sure there would be absolutely nothing left, then jerked the funnel back up.

      The debris from it reached even this far away. A large piece of wood slammed into the cinderblock walls outside. Smaller pieces made it through the open doors. But only a split second later, the storm got loud.

      When the roof was ripped off, I didn't flinch. Everyone else did. Even Gabriel, who dropped to the ground in shock, rather than propelling himself at me. All around us, the winds howled, sending every loose item in this building into the air. Even the smallest thing became a deadly missile. Stuck in the center of an ever-growing tornado, the situation was only getting worse.

      A common pen thunked into the back of the pew beside me, driven by the force of the storm. Rain was slung inside, splattering against the walls with more force than I'd ever seen before. Chunks of mortar and splinters of the two-by-fours that made up the roof clattered against everything. Anything that wasn't tied down became projectiles, hurled by the force of the tornado, and all of it was so loud I couldn't even hear the screams anymore. I also didn't care.

      Because the moment Gabriel came at me, I was ready for him. That bastard was not going to throw me off this plane again. Rushing forward, he swept his arms before him, propelling all of that debris at me like a million tiny little missiles. A wave of my hand knocked them away, the debris scattering across an invisible bubble hovering over the people curled up on their knees, keeping them safe from my destruction.

      And God bleated in amusement.

      Gabriel completely ignored her, slinging a sprite at me instead. Still refusing to move, I caught the grotesque-looking monster like a poorly-thrown baseball and hurled it to the ground. Just for good measure, I shoved my foot on it and ground it out of existence. The best part was that the calmer I acted - which wasn't easy in the middle of a tornado - the more furious he became.

      Attack after attack, he tried to use the power of the storm to hide what he was, yet I foiled them all. For the first time, I realized just how much stronger than these outworlders I really was. I was filled with not only the power of all the aether I’d sucked out of the void, but also what God was pushing into me.

      And then he got just a little too close. With a roar, I threw both hands down and used the force of the wind above to hold him in place. Then I began to work seriously. I didn't need his permission to do this, and I would most definitely make a point. Angels were beautiful, so I was going to use that against him. His flawless skin began to turn to marble. His brassy hair faded to white. And from his back, I allowed his wings to unfurl, but these feathers would never hold him in flight.

      As fast as I could, I ripped his human skin apart and rebuilt it as something even more fitting. They had made religion to worship angels, so let him be the idol. He didn't deserve to have a living body. While, yes, he could undo this, it would take him more than a decade. That meant Earth had at least ten years before he could terrorize it again, and I hoped to have this place locked down by then.

      Instead, he could be a statue. And while I started on the outside, I didn't stop there. All of his organs became rock and his blood turned solid, but I did leave him one thing. His tear ducts worked just fine. That way, if he ever decided to come back to Earth, he would be nothing more than a miraculous crying angel statue.

      The moment I knew the re-skinning had worked, I pushed the storm on to the final location. Only then did I allow myself to take a breath. Just one, but it was deep enough to push off the adrenaline rush that had carried me through this. Unfortunately, I wasn't done.

      "How's your faith now?" I asked Gabriel, not even sure if he could hear me. "And you can tell the rest that you found God." I gestured to the little lamb. "We’re not going to let you ruin the world anymore. You had your chance to make things better. It's my turn now."

      Then I pushed. His statue winked out of existence, but I wasn't done. I still had the storm heading across town, aiming for a warehouse next to a lumberyard. For all we knew, at least a dozen, and maybe as many as two hundred people were there. They could be on this plane, or maybe in the corridor. We had no way of knowing if they were in cages, chained up, or if they were even conscious. In other words, sending a tornado right at them could possibly be the worst idea I'd ever had.

      But once it was on its course, the rest was up to the guys. Right now, I had to deal with everything that was happening here. Glancing back at the little lamb who'd stood loyally beside me, I nodded, giving God the signal that it was time for her to go.

      "I got this," I assured her.

      She bleated at me again, then turned, flicking her little tail, and trotted right out the same way she'd walked in. As if that was some kind of sign, people began to raise their heads and look around. The rain was still coming down, but now it was a soft patter instead of the gusting sheets it had been before. All around us, the entire building had been destroyed, leaving only the cinderblock walls still standing.

      "Is anybody hurt?" I asked, wiping my damp hair away from my face.

      That was when the murmuring began as people checked on those around them. Thankfully, no one was calling out for assistance. There were a few large pieces of debris that had crashed down, forcing some to crawl to get out, but no one seemed to be hurt. Not at all. There were no bumps, bruises, or even scrapes that hadn't existed before they came into the building this afternoon.

      "Who are you?" a guy asked, his phone still pointed at me.

      A little smile curled one side of my lips, and I couldn't seem to stop it. "Didn’t you hear him? I'm supposed to be the pissed-off ex-girlfriend."

      "What was the deal with the goat?"

      I felt my brow crease as I tried to figure out what he was talking about. Then it dawned on me. "The lamb?" Giggling at the absurdity of the question, I just turned and walked away.

      Because there was nothing else I could do here. Everyone was safe. The seed had been planted. In a world where people were often more willing to believe a conspiracy than well-proven facts, that little show had just hit them as hard as a dose of heroin. They wouldn't be able to resist it. I had a feeling that more would come looking for their fix of the impossible. And yet, all of it was plausible.

      That had been a little bit of insanity. Something crazy that sure looked like a miracle, and yet wasn't out of the realm of possibility. Because, as I’d heard so many times before, God worked in mysterious ways. Evidently, so did the Devil.

      I checked on a few more people on my way to the door. I made sure to touch enough so that they would know I was real. When the legion had made this plan, they’d accounted for every single detail, and I was desperately trying to remember them all. This moment was nothing more than a very big piece of performance art because there was no other way to keep these people safe from angels.

      After all, they said they were the good guys, and people believed them. There was no way to change someone's mind unless they wanted to see things differently. They had to be ready, so all of this? It was meant to prepare them. It was our way of training them to see that blind trust was just as dangerous as blind distrust.

      Then, just as I reached the door, I changed my angle enough to slip through the veil and disappear from sight, knowing that someone back there had to still be recording. My only question was what they would call me when this hit the news tomorrow. Would the world see me as some kind of a guardian angel?

      Or would they dare to call me what I really was?
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Lucifer

        

      

    

    
      The First Legion made our way to the only warehouse in town that fit all of the criteria for the angel's slave-holding pen. Standing in the corridor, we all looked up, trying to see if there was any sign of life in there. It was all dark, but not like normal. Everything inside those walls was hidden behind a shadow. There were no plants to give off a green glow, not even any wood outlined in shades of gray. The walls looked like solid slabs of obsidian, obscuring everything inside - and that was not normal.

      But none of it descended into the corridor. Here, in the gap between the planes, everything was almost as it should be. Except for the wards. The boundary of protection extended all the way down here, proof that our group could not simply walk in. This was going to take a little more work than that. Thankfully, Sia had a plan. We just had to make sure these people were under cover before the storm hit, and the countdown was ticking.

      "Okay," Nick said, looking around to meet all of our eyes. "Everything is going to happen very fast, and we have to be done when emergency services get here. When we’re ready, I'll call Uriel."

      We all nodded, making it clear we knew the plan. "Then let's do this," I said.

      As a group, we stepped through the veil and onto Earth. Above our heads, the sky was angry. Dark clouds swirled, seeming to grow thicker with every passing second. The wind had already picked up, and there was a feel of electricity in the air. Before we even made it to the edge of the building, the thunder began to rumble and the city storm warning sirens went off.

      But when Bel reached for the door, he jerked his hand back as if burned. "Those are some anti-demon wards," he said, looking over at me.

      As the only angel of the group, that meant I got to check it next. Bracing for a jolt of pain, I reached my arm out, but Ron grabbed my wrist before I touched the door.

      "I think I got this," he assured me. "At least let me try before anybody else gets… Well, whatever happened to Bel."

      "I got burned," Bel told him. "So be careful."

      Ron nodded to show he heard, but he didn't bother responding. His complete attention was on a section of the corrugated metal that made up the outside of this building. While he stared, obviously doing some version of aether work that he and Sia had perfected, I made the mistake of looking back.

      In the distance, a thin rope of clouds was reaching down to the ground. I knew they had names for the different types of tornados, but I had no idea what they were. Thankfully, this one didn't look very scary - not until it took out the first target.

      Even halfway across town, I could see the cloud of debris flying into the air. As if the destruction fueled it, the tornado began to grow larger. The delicate thread of it thickened, and the cloud above moved over the funnel below. From the amount of twigs being tossed around - because that was what they looked like from over here - I had a feeling she'd hit the frat house first.

      "Not to add new pressure to this," I said, "but I think the first objective is gone."

      "Don't distract him," Nick said.

      Sam just laughed once. "I have a feeling that nothing we could do would distract him."

      But the little smile on Ron’s lips proved he was listening. That didn't mean he responded, at least not until he finished whatever he was working on. "Bel," he said, pointing directly ahead of them. "There's about to be a four-foot section here with no wards on it. As soon as I peel back this outer layer of protections, I'm going to need you to deal with the metal beneath, and then we’re all going to have to hurry inside. I can't break these wards, but I can tear them and pull them back long enough for us to slip through."

      "Just say when," Bel assured him.

      Ron pushed out a heavy breath and his brow creased with concentration, then he whispered, "Now."

      A split second after Ron grabbed a handful of nothing but air and pulled, the symbols and runes became apparent. As soon as Bel could fit his arm into the gap, he did, punching through the thin metal. Ron kept pulling, giving Beelzebub more room to work, and work he did. The giant demon tore at the siding like it was a tin can. It didn't take long before there was a hole in the side of the building large enough for him to walk through without ducking.

      "Go, go, go," Nick ordered.

      Bel went first with Sam on his heels. I followed third, and Nick hesitated only for a split second before coming in behind me. We all turned to look in time to see Ron twist so that he was pushing the wards open instead of pulling, and then he stepped backwards. Not wanting to see him hurt, Bel reached out and grabbed Ron around the waist, yanking him inside the building with us. Immediately, the protections snapped back into place.

      But that didn't mean we were necessarily safe. For all we knew, there could be plenty of angels in here to watch their next shipment. We still didn't know how many choirs had been sent to Earth for this project, just that there were a lot of them. Yet for all intents and purposes, the inside of this building looked like it had been abandoned.

      I could only say that because the row upon row of people didn't look real. They all sat with their legs straight out before them and their hands in their laps. Not a single one moved. I wasn't even sure they blinked. Like mannequins, they'd been organized into equally-numbered groups with walking spaces between them.

      Just the sight of it made a chill run down my spine. This was wrong. I didn't need anyone to tell me that; I could see it for myself. These were people, not crates of supplies! But I wasn't the only one who was counting. Each cluster seemed to have ten people, five on each side, and every row had five clusters. There were four complete rows, and a new one had been started. It only had twelve bodies, but it was enough to prove that they were looking for more.

      "That's more than two hundred people," Sam said softly. "How are we going to fix them all?"

      "Can you un-mind-fuck them, Ron?" Bel asked.

      "I honestly have no idea," Ron admitted. "But whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it fast."

      A gentle hand landed on my shoulder, and then Nick moved in beside me, proving it was his. "Did you see what Gabriel was doing in the church this morning?"

      "Yeah, he was enthralling all of them because they had to look at him. But Nick, I can't look at two hundred people that fast."

      He just rubbed, the gesture meant to be encouraging. "Yes, Luke, you can. If there is any angel on the five planes who can, it's you. And I'm going to help you any way I can."

      My head started bobbing as I was thinking about how to best handle this. "Sam," I said, giving out the first orders, "I need you to check the building and make sure there are no angels hiding anywhere. Bel, can you move some of the stuff so it won't come at us in the wind?" And then, on a whim, I decided to treat these people the same way Michael would. "Slaves, stand!" I ordered.

      Like robots, they obeyed. The sound of over two hundred people shuffling to their feet echoed in this open, empty space, but it worked. If they would obey my orders, then we could at least get them out of the middle of the building. The problem was that I didn't know where the storm was coming from.

      "Someone look out the window and tell me where that tornado is," I begged.

      Sam, who was halfway up a metal ladder, called back, "Looks like it's going to hit the northeast side," he told me.

      "Slaves," I ordered, "move to the southwest corner." And I pointed, just for good measure.

      They marched, but it sounded like the wind was already picking up. The rest of us followed along behind them, not quite sure how to deal with this. Thankfully, by the time I had them clustered on the far side of the building, Sam was back with news that there seemed to be no one else here. That meant the rest of this was up to me, and the goal was to be done by the time the storm was over.

      "Slaves, look at me," I told them. "Right into my eyes."

      Because, if they were being this easily led, that meant they were still in the middle of the deal. There'd been no agreement, so they were left in the placid state that came before the pattern was locked into place inside them. I’d never seen anyone use this as a means of subduing people before, but it made sense. A sick and very twisted sort of sense.

      "None of you will remember being catatonic. When you come to, you will clearly remember being taken the same way you were. Whether that was with drugs in your drink, forcefully, or with lies from someone you thought was a friend. You were deceived, and before you knew it, you were being thrown in here and locked inside. You don't know how long you've been here, but you do know that others were pulled out for training and then forced into a life of sexual slavery. You've always known that it would happen to you soon enough, but it hasn't yet."

      As I spoke, I looked from one set of eyes to the next, making my way down the line as quickly as I could. We needed to make sure that all of these people had a cover story for why they'd been gone for so long, but I just couldn't bring myself to give them memories that would torture them for the rest of their lives. What I was doing was bad enough. I didn't need to add rape on top of that. Let them think they'd been saved just in time to be spared that fate.

      "Your masters were all members of the Delta Phi fraternity and their friends. You saw their faces, and you will remember them. When the police ask later, you will be able to give a good description. You -"

      The roaring of the wind was getting louder and much, much closer.

      So I spoke faster. "You don't know why they took you, but you've heard conversations that make you think they were getting paid. This was a well-organized human trafficking operation, and you want to see it exposed. You demand justice for what was done to you. And now, I need you all to focus on me as hard as you can."

      Because this was going to be the tricky part. I had never tried to make a deal with this many people at once. The most I’d ever done was the group in the park, and that had been a  desperate situation. Plus, every deal took a little bit of aether. The question was if I'd have enough to wake these people back up.  Before I even tried, metal began to scream in protest, and the storm was upon us.

      "I got this," Ron said, throwing up a shield that would rival something of Sia’s.

      "If you can do this…" I told the group of people before me, feeling the drain as my aether worked to make this bond.

      And Nick grabbed my hand, adding his power to mine. As if that was some kind of sign, Sam grabbed Nick's arm, offering his aether. Then Bel grabbed my other hand to do the same. Immediately, I felt my link to all of these people stabilizing, so I pulled on the men around me. I accepted every single thing that my legion was offering.

      "If you can do this," I said again, "then we will get you through this storm. We, a group of college guys who just happened to be passing by when the tornado hit, will make sure that you come out of this safe and are finally free again. Do each and every one of you agree?"

      Two hundred and twelve people. Two hundred and twelve simultaneous aethereal manipulations. They didn't fall into place one by one, but rather stretched, pulling at the life inside me until they had all been reinforced enough to be solid. And then the deal clicked with the kind of force that I'd never experienced before.

      It burned.

      Not that it was hot, but there was no other way to describe the sensation. It also didn't matter because the side of the building was losing to the tornado lazily battering it. Yet the screams of people sounded beautiful. It was proof that they once again could think for themselves, and I was too exhausted to do anything about it.

      Luckily, Nick wasn't. "In the corner," he yelled. "Huddle together and shield your heads. You're going to be okay, but hold onto each other so the winds can't get us."

      Because those winds were strong. An entire sheet of metal tore off the side, and the roof was peeling back like a sardine can. Sam rushed into the group, pushing people to where they needed to be, and Bel joined him. Nick turned around and clasped the back of Ron's neck, offering whatever aether he had left to the one keeping us safe.

      But his complete attention was on me. "Are you okay?" Nick asked.

      "Dazed, as if my mind is too full," I admitted.

      So Nick pulled me against his side, twisting me so I was between him and Ron. "But we’re doing it. Ron, how do we help?"

      "I got this," Ron assured us. "The trick is to deflect, not destroy. It takes less power. The people okay?"

      I looked back over Nick's shoulder and saw them. Their clothes were filthy and disheveled, and their hair looked like it hadn't been washed in months. For far too long, we’d been seeing posters of missing people, but it was different standing before them. They weren’t just a concept anymore. They were real survivors, people who'd seen things that never should have existed, and now this?

      "They will be," I assured Ron. "Just keep the debris off them, and they're going to be just fine. We’ll make sure of it."

      Mere feet away, a gust blew hard enough to rip rust off the internal beams holding this building up. Less than a hundred feet away, the support at the corner twisted in the vortex of wind. The roaring was so loud that we'd been yelling at each other to be heard over it, but the scream of the metal folding in on itself was even louder.

      The corner collapsed, the roof tilting down towards the ground with a thunderous boom, and then everything was just done. As if it had accomplished its final mission, the tornado simply gave up, dissipating into the pattering of heavy rain and nothing else. The three of us just looked at the devastation, taking breath after breath as we tried to process all of this.

      And then Ron said it best. "Damn, she's good."

      "Is anyone hurt?" Bel asked, his words for the humans.

      There was a murmuring in response, and I was pretty sure that half of the questions were people asking where they were. Bel and Sam were doing their best to answer them, but they just weren't enough. I was completely exhausted, and I’d never done anything that strenuous before, but I wouldn't leave my legion to do all the dirty work. Turning, I walked to the closest person and started to reassure them.

      "This is a warehouse at the edge of town. You're going to be okay, are you hurt?"

      It was a woman, and she looked terrified. "They were trafficking us. We have to get out of here!"

      "We’re working to get you out of here," I assured her.

      A moment later, Ron joined me, but Nick had vanished. Glancing back, I saw him talking to a red-haired man with another young guy beside him. Aaron, I remembered. Sia's ex-boyfriend. He'd been given clothes that were filthy and torn, which would make them fit right in with everybody else. And then Uriel simply stepped back, vanishing from sight and leaving Aaron here to play his part.

      "It's time to go," Ron said softly. "We don't have a car, and we don't really want to be talking to the police. The last thing we need is to be remembered fifty years from now."

      "Yeah, but…" I said, looking at the desperate faces before me.

      "They'll be fine," Ron assured me. "We can watch from the other side."

      That was when I heard the first sirens. They were still far away, but getting closer quickly. He was right, we all knew it, but when I looked up, I realized that Sam and Bel had already walked over to Nick. I was the last, and if anyone said anything, I was going to blame the aether burn for this. After all, I didn't want them to think I was becoming a nice guy.

      "We good?" Nick asked, reaching a hand to me.

      Ron gave me a little push towards him. "He probably needs you to drive," he teased.

      Then Bel grabbed my boyfriend, pulling him against his side. "Then I'll take care of you, since you did a little heavy lifting too. Sam?" he asked, offering a hand.

      Sam just grinned and stepped back, proving that he was doing just fine. The rest of us followed only a moment later, landing in the corridor to catch our breath after all of that. And if we happened to stay long enough to see at least ten first responders rush into the building, it was just because we wanted to make sure our plan worked. It had nothing at all to do with the relieved looks on all of our faces.

      Who was I kidding? No, we all stood there with satisfied smiles, watching as people who'd been about to become slaves were given back the lives they deserved. If this was evil, we were clearly doing it wrong.
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Sienna

        

      

    

    
      When I left the church, I slipped back to my house, but no one else was there. Not even God. Ever since she'd trotted her little lamb butt out of the building, I hadn't seen or heard a thing from her. The guys should still be at the warehouse, but the storm would be dissipating any second. They wouldn't stay long after that.

      But I was freezing. It might not get as cold in the southern part of the United States as it did in other places, but January rain was still miserable. Standing in the middle of it, trying to look defiant while I taunted Gabriel, meant that I was soaked to my skin. I wasn't shivering, but it wasn't far off.  The only thing that would make it better was a very long soak under some scalding hot water.

      Heading upstairs, I turned into the first door on the right and then paused. This was my room. The one Nick had said they wanted to decorate for me, and the last time I'd been in here there had been a few stacks of boxes and nothing else.  Now, it was empty. The boxes were long gone and drop cloths had been taped to the floor. Almost three complete walls had been painted in a warm pastel-yellow color. It was just a little too vibrant to be considered bland, but not so bold as to be blinding.

      I had no idea when the guys had started working on this, but they hadn't said a thing. Biting my lip to hold in the smile, I backed out and closed the door again. If they wanted to surprise me, then I was definitely going to let them. That didn't help my shower situation, though, so - on a whim - I decided to head to Luke's room.  Mostly because I could now, and partly because I just wanted to heat up my skin.  Since I didn't need any special soap or shampoo, it technically didn't matter which room I used, right?

      I took my time about letting the hot water thaw out my cold bones.  Somewhere in the middle, I heard the guys return.  Part of me hoped that Luke would catch me in here.  Maybe he'd even ask me what I was doing so we could finally have a chance to talk about what had happened the other night.  If nothing else, I wanted him to know that, at least for me, the other night hadn't been a "one-time thing."

      And, since no one summoned me or yelled that there was a problem, I decided this meant this whole thing was a success. The simple fact that they were letting me shower for this long meant it was actually over, with no new crisis blowing up.  Then, when I stepped out of the shower, I found a pair of fuzzy pants and one of those new T-shirts Sam had bought folded on the counter where I couldn't miss it.

      I hadn't heard anyone come in, though.  There wasn't a guy - or a group of them - waiting in the bedroom for me. There wasn't another task waiting for me to hurry up and get to it. There was just this, the one little sign that Luke had come in to take care of me, and then he'd given me my space. It was sweet - in a Luke sort of way.

      I got dressed quickly and hurried downstairs to find everyone in the living room. The moment I walked in, Sam caught me around the waist and pulled me onto the couch with him. Bel threw the blanket over the both of us, and someone had already put a pillow in just the right place so we could spoon together but still watch the TV.  Because that seemed to be the focus of everyone's attention. Glancing at it, I saw why.

      Across the bottom was a scrolling banner proclaiming breaking news. In the corner, it said this was on CNN. National news, not just the local stuff. And smack in the middle of the screen was my ex-boyfriend. He looked horrible, like he hadn't bathed in a week, and his clothes didn't fit him anymore. Granted, so did everybody behind him.

      "Can you turn it up?" I asked.

      Bel grabbed the remote and did. Aaron's voice spilled from the speakers. "The entire fraternity was just a front for a human trafficking organization. Their goal was to claim as many people between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five as they could. I heard a guy named Gabriel say that they were shipping us across the country after we were trained."

      "What do you mean, 'trained?'" The reporter asked.

      Aaron swallowed nervously. "They wanted us to do whatever they said. If we talked back, asked any questions, or did pretty much anything, they'd lock us in a room or chain us up, or even beat us. It was like they had their system all figured out. First, they picked us up and threw us in a warehouse, and just when we were sure we were going to die, they'd move us to the next stage."

      The reporter pulled her microphone back to ask, "And what about the church?"

      Aaron didn't falter.  "That was how they found the most vulnerable ones," he explained. "It wasn't a church. It was a cult! The entire thing was founded on convincing people that if they believed strongly enough, and followed all the rules, they would be shown real angels. Not statues, but real-life angels. And they were so convincing that I started to doubt myself. I started to think that maybe it was possible."

      Turning to face the camera, the reporter made some comment about the atrocities of this entire situation and how it appeared to have spread further than anyone could've imagined. Then, the image shifted to share a screen with a group of news anchors sitting behind a desk. They asked a few more questions about the survivors who'd been found and if they'd all been identified, but it sounded like they hadn't. The police were still trying to put names to missing person reports, and that was going to take a few more days.  Unfortunately, there were more survivors in that building than there had been official reports filed for people missing.

      Grabbing the remote again, Bel muted it. "That's all they’ve been saying since we got back," he told me.

      "Looks like Aaron's playing his part pretty well," I pointed out.

      At my back, Sam chuckled. "I'm pretty sure Uriel put a little compulsion on him."

      Nick just shook his head. "When he dropped him off at the warehouse, Uriel said he didn't have to. He said Aaron was so ready to get his revenge on the angels that all Uriel did was build the image of his supposed capture strong enough that Aaron would be able to answer repeated questions about it without contradicting himself." Slowly, Nick turned to look at me. "But most importantly, he told me that all the angels here have been recalled."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      Luke lifted his cup of coffee and took a sip. "Sounds like Michael - or someone speaking for him - has ordered everyone back to Angelis." He took another sip, then leaned forward to look at me. "Sia, most of that fraternity were angels. They were also students. All of them were registered at this university and had official IDs. That means photos, and those are being pulled by the police for the survivors to identify. Their cover's blown, and they're going to need entirely new identities made if they want to come back to Earth. Possibly new skins, too.  Creating one or two? That's easy. Setting up over a hundred fake people with ancestral histories and property inheritance? Never mind that the accounts of these students are all going to be watched - if not frozen. Each of those angels probably has millions of dollars to their name, and the cops are going to wonder why."

      "Oh fuck," I breathed. "The system y'all made to manage your wealth without looking immortal is going to be part of what brings them down?"

      Bel grunted. "I'm not sure that bringing down is the right phrase. It will slow them down, but not stop them."

      Nick was nodding in agreement. "That's why we decided to do things this way.  Sia, we don't always have to rip the angels apart to win.  Sometimes, taking away their toys will give us a better result.  But it's not all good news.  I don't think slaves were the only thing they were on Earth to get. I don't know what, but everything about this points to something bigger."

      Which was when I remembered those words Gabriel said just before he'd pushed me off this plane. "Gates," I breathed. "Gabriel said they already have permanent gates to Earth."

      "That's why he was so smug when he bumped into us in that store," Sam grumbled.  "Shit, that makes so much sense."

      "Where?" Luke asked.

      I tossed up my hands.  "I don't know. It was just something he said when we were trying to drain each other. I didn't exactly have the time to delve into the details. You think my dad would know?"

      For a moment, no one answered. In confusion, I looked from one of them to the other, finding nothing but sparkling eyes and smothered smiles. I wasn't quite sure what they found so funny, so I shook my head and held both hands palm up in a silent request to be filled in.

      "Dad," Nick said, finally letting his smile show. "You didn't call him Uriel, and you didn't even call him your father. You actually called him dad."

      I hadn't even noticed. It came out so naturally that there’d been no thought at all behind it. I'd been thinking about the problem and had just honestly believed that my dad would help me, and that was the word my mind chose. It felt good, though. It actually kinda felt like everything I'd spent my entire life missing.

      "I have a dad," I said softly. "And a mom, and a family. I also have a legion, which includes my…" My eyes jumped over to Luke. "Five boyfriends?"

      He nodded slowly. "I told you five was a good number."

      I just held out my middle finger in his direction. "Yeah, don't give me that shit."  But I was grinning.

      Ron rolled his eyes at us, then gestured back to the TV. "But what about this? What kind of effect is this going to have on the future of religion on this plane?"

      I waved him down. "Cults have existed before, and they will exist again. This isn't even the worst of them. There were entire groups that moved into communes, created their own communities, and then killed themselves. The concept of religion has had many, many dark points over the years, but somehow, it never seems to falter."

      "Maybe," Sam said as he curled around me, "one day they'll decide you aren't that bad.  Who knows, maybe we can even work to make Nick and Luke look like heroes."

      "The strangest thing is that I'm not sure we want them to," I admitted, glancing back to see his face. "If people don't think of us as something to fear, then why would they be scared of our punishment? Right now, we're monsters. The stories say that we're what goes bump in the night, right? If you're bad, we'll come and get you.  Being sweet, or..."  And I gestured to Nick.  "Sexy? Yeah, that's not a good incentive to make people do the right thing."

      "And there's a lot of people," Luke added, "who need an external reason to be nice to others.  I'm willing to be the asshole if that's what it takes."

      Nick laughed once, but the look he tossed at Luke was just a little too tender.  "You're always an asshole."

      "I'm just good at my job," Luke assured him.

      Damn, but they were cute.  From the way Ron was smiling at them, it seemed I wasn't the only one to think so.  Then I looked up at Bel.  His attention was on me and Sam, but his expression could only be described as proud.  I wasn't really sure what I'd done to deserve that, but I knew I liked this.  I loved the easy way we could all just be together.  There was no need to feel bad about cuddling with Sam, or for Luke to feel guilty because Nick was doting on him in front of Ron.

      All of those rules I'd spent my life thinking were unbreakable no longer applied.  The lines I'd been taught shouldn't be crossed had all been imaginary.  The concept of being bad, a slut, or a horrible girlfriend simply did not apply to me anymore.  After all, I was the Devil.  I was as bad as it was possible to get, and yet these men still loved me.

      It almost felt liberating.  More than that, it felt empowering.  I was the fucking Devil, and God was my friend.  I had a legion of the biggest names in Hell, and the power to make not just my world, but all of them, a little better - and it felt fucking good.

      "You know," I said, "after we deal with these angels, I'd kinda like to do more things like this.  Well, like the rest of the world thinks this is. Finding people who do horrible things and make them not only stop, but also pay for it.  Guys, I want to be this thing.  I think..."

      "Like superheroes?" Bel asked.

      I nodded. "Exactly like superheroes. We're going to be the ones to stop - and punish - the bad guys!"

      Luke chuckled at that.  "I'm in."

      "Me too," Sam agreed.

      Ron just reached up to rub my leg beneath the blanket.  "I think it sounds more fun to be bad."

      "What about you, Nick?" Bel asked.  "You never liked it when people were scared of you."

      "I like her version of evil," Nick decided.  "I also don't care what anyone else thinks anymore.  Our woman isn't afraid of demons.  She's not scared of anything, so yeah, I think I can get on board with this."

      "Yeah," Ron said, "but we can't until we deal with these angels, right?  And does anyone know how we're going to find these permanent gates?  I'm pretty sure we're going to need to know where they are to shut them down."

      I sat up, pushing the blanket off in the process.  "Do you think God would know?"  Then I groaned.  "But I don't know where she went!"

      Nick just smiled at me.  "While we were waiting for you to come back from wherever Gabriel pushed you, she said she wanted to change Fire Island.  She said you'd asked her to help make a place for the slaves, and she did not want any more of her worlds contaminated.  I have a feeling she's rebuilding a planet right now."

      "So... she'll be back?" I asked.

      "Sia," he said, "if you call, I have a feeling that dragon will come running.  I get the very strong impression that she likes having friends to talk to.  She also said something about how she doesn't feel like your mother the way she does with the rest of us."

      Ron giggled at that.  "Talk about a terrifying mother-in-law, huh?"

      "Hopefully," I countered, "one who can figure out where these holes between the planes are, because I don't know any other way to close them down."

      "Your dad," Luke said.  "Between him and God, we'll find them.  If not..."

      "We'll find an angel to get it out of," Bel growled.  "They don't like it when I pull off their wings."

      "No one likes it when you pull off their wings," Luke countered, pausing when he heard something.

      But I heard it too.  In the other room, someone's phone was ringing.  No, wait.  That didn't sound right.  It sounded like a real phone.  "Is there a landline here?" I asked.

      "Shit," Nick breathed.  "Yes, in the study.  I don't think we've ever used it."

      But by then, it had stopped.  I almost shrugged it off, but the ringing started again.  Holding up a finger, I jogged that way, not surprised at all when Nick followed.  Sure enough, tucked at the back of Nick's desk was an office-style desk phone, covered in a layer of dust.  Since it was still ringing, I decided to answer.

      "Hello?" I asked.

      "We know where you live.  We know how to break the protections," the man said without preamble.  "We also know that your tricks won't work on Earth.  Put up a veil.  Go ahead.  We will take that as an act of war and you still won't stop us.  Not even a Muse as strong as you can stand against the full wrath of Heaven, human."

      "Not a Muse," I told him, wondering what flunky had been tasked with making this call because I didn't recognize his voice. Then I hit the button to put him on speaker.  "I'm also willing to bet that this isn't coming from you.  Who's sending the message?"

      "We all are," he said.  "You just made things uncomfortable for us, and that means you're no longer amusing.  Go back to Hell with your demons, little girl.  We're done playing around."

      "Oh, and so am I," I assured him.  "You don't scare me.  Not anymore.  If you want to make this a battle between Heaven and Hell, then I'm ready to go all Revelations on your ass.  The problem is that you have no idea what you're fighting against, angel."

      "Demons have never been able to organize themselves to come after us," he taunted.  "They're too worried about their own pathetic little lives.  They spend all their time wanting to be liked, but we've been preparing.  You can't stop us."

      "And that's where you're wrong," I told him.  "What happened today was easy.  I didn't even have to strain, and yet you'll spend years trying to recover from it.  Your identities are blown.  Your resources have been confiscated.  Your slaves are free.  You lost, angel, but it doesn't stop here.  I'm coming for you.  I'm coming for all of you, and I'm not going to stop."

      "You don't even know the half of it," he shot back.  "So leave now, because when we come back, we won't give you a second chance."

      "I don't need one," I promised.  "So tell Heaven to brace for impact, because the next time we duke it out, it's not going to be where anyone can die."

      "Except you," he taunted.  "Or have you forgotten how fragile your little human body really is?"

      "Try killing me," I snarled.  "I dare you.  It's not going to work like you want, because I'm not human anymore.  I am the child of all five realms.  My mother named me Ayala.  My world calls me the Devil.  I am the thing of nightmares, and I'm going to make all of you pay for your mistakes, because that is why I exist."  I leaned a little closer to the phone.  "And I'm not scared anymore."

      Then I slammed my hand down on the button, disconnecting the call.

      Nick grabbed both of my shoulders and turned me into his chest.  "Sia, we're going to need help with this.  The six of us can't fight hundreds of angels."

      I just nodded.  "Yeah, I know."  Lifting my head, I saw my entire legion hovering in the doorway, making it clear they'd heard most of that.  "But I'm still not backing down.  I...  Guys, I can't.  What they're doing is wrong, and I'm not ok with ignoring it."

      "Neither are we," Sam assured me.  "Sia, we'll follow wherever you lead on this."

      Again, I found my head bobbing, but this time it was because I had an idea.  "Kinda sounds like it's time to open the gates of Hell, huh? Wake them all, call in the..."  I smiled as another religious reference hit me.  "The fallen angels on Vesdar.  Yeah.  I can do that."

      "Tomorrow," Bel told me.  "Today, you are going to lie on the couch."

      Luke canted his head, showing he agreed.  "I think one major accomplishment a day should be a limit.  Tomorrow we can fuck up Heaven."

      I just pulled in a deep breath and leaned into my boyfriend.  "Yeah.  Tomorrow.  Or maybe even next week, because I have a funny feeling that as soon as the archangels hear about that..."  And I waved at the phone.  "Panic is going to take over Heaven.  Kinda feels like a reason to celebrate."

      "I'll order the pizza!" Sam offered.

      "I'll get the beer," Luke decided.

      Bel laughed once.  "I want to watch that movie.  The one with the Riddick guy."

      Nick jerked his chin at Ron.  "Want to grab some pillows and blankets?  I'll move the coffee table, and we can all lie in the middle of the floor."

      And just like that, my legion shifted from crisis to cuddling, because we had this.  Besides, what was the point in being evil if we didn't take a little time to just enjoy the debauchery?
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      Sparks flew off my wings as I sailed over Fire Island.  The demons were right.  There were no fairies left here at all.  While I'd been distracted with my children on Vesdar, enjoying the solitude of life as a dragon, my worlds had fallen into disarray.  I'd told myself that this was the price of free will.  That they had the right to live or die by their own decisions, but that wasn't what had happened.  The angels had come and taken those choices away from them.

      So now, I needed to fix this.

      I'd spent hours talking to Ronwe and Beelzebub while we were on Earth.  From their perspective, I'd failed them, and that wasn't what I'd intended.  I had honestly thought I was allowing them to be free, to live their own lives, for better or for worse.  When I asked how I could make it right, they said I couldn't.  I could only make up for the mistakes of the past.  Not in those words, but that was what they'd meant.

      Which was why I was here.  Of all the mistakes I'd made, allowing angels to take slaves was the biggest.  Free will shouldn't be a one-sided thing.  I had never intended for it to empower the strong while thwarting the weak.  Wanting something wasn't the same as deserving it, yet I still didn't know how to find the right balance.  How could I allow people to make mistakes and learn from them if I was always stepping in?

      And yet, the Devil seemed to know.  To her, it was inherently clear.  Hopefully, she'd help me become a better creator without turning into the same kind of monster my beautiful angels had become.  In return, I'd show her how to be as powerful as possible.  Then, together, we could work side by side to take care of these miraculous little creatures.

      The first step was to put things back in balance, but Sia was as limited as I was.  We could both use our strengths to mimic the other's, but it wasn't the same. We might be nearly equals, but we each had mastery over our own domain.  Mine was creation, and this time, I was going to create something much better.  I was going to give my creatures a chance at a better life.

      As I flew over the land, I encouraged it to change.  Jagged peaks smoothed to become rolling hills.  Sandy soil shifted to become more fertile.  Sia thought that she would rescue these slaves and send them all back to their former lives, but she'd forgotten about one thing.  Most of those midworlders on Angelis had been born there.  They knew nothing else.

      So I was going to make them a haven.  The coastline had to rise, and the currents had to be dangerous enough to dissuade the other inhabitants of this world from exploring.  I didn't want them to mingle.  Not at first.  Once the refugees had been sorted and placed, I'd deal with those left here.  I'd change them all to survive in the slower time on this plane, making them perfectly compatible.  Just another race of sentients on a world that was already rich and diverse.

      When the land was done, I moved to the next phase.  These people would need a city.  They would need the basic tools to survive and a community where they could actually thrive.  That meant shelter.  Tilting my wings, I circled high above the land, imagining it all in my mind.  There would be a large neighborhood there, plus an elegant building for their communal organization, and more spacious homes spreading out on all sides.  In the fields beyond, I encouraged plants to grow so there would be ripe fruit when they arrived.  I brought forth small trees so there would be available wood for things like tools.

      Everything they could possibly want, I created so they could have it.  Let them call this place Eden or Nirvana, I didn't care.  It was what they deserved after the atrocities I'd ignored for too long.  I couldn't erase what had happened to them, but I could do everything in my power to make up for it.

      More than that, I could help Sia make the ones responsible pay.  She'd found the perfect group to stand beside her.  Satanael, Lucifer, Beelzebub, Samyaza, and Ronwe.  They each made her just a bit better.  They brought forth something inside her, but they hadn't been a part of my plan.  I'd always assumed that the first star would be more like me.  Instead, she was my perfect complement.  My opposite in so many ways.

      Sia was emotional when I was calm.  She was spontaneous, where I tended to take my time about deciding things.  She was vehement and I was stoic.  All of those should've been barriers between us, and yet I liked her more for it.  She was still coming into her power, but she was honest in a way I'd never before imagined.

      All the worlds had some version of a creation story.  Each of them was partially right, but none knew it all.  Every last one of them included her as my enemy, but they were wrong.  Ronwe may have been my first creation, but Sia was by far my best.  They could call her evil and shrink in fear of her, but that didn't matter.

      She and I were not on opposite sides.  No, why would I make my own enemy?  Instead, I'd planned for the perfect assistant.  The backup in case I ever failed again.  This whole existence was a part of my grand plan, and she'd been built into it from the start - not to be evil, but to be strong where I was inherently weak.

      We worked best when we were together.  Everything that had happened to her, her parents, and her parents' parents had come together to make this specific woman, and she was so much better than anything I could've designed on my own.  Free will had formed her, and now this human, the Ayala, was the perfect punisher.  Her power lay in her rage, but also her love.  With a flick of her hand, she would one day be able to tear down empires and raise others up.  Everything about her could be used as a weapon, and yet, she didn't see herself that way.

      She was a protector first and a punisher second.  She was complicated and intricate.  Yes, she was made to embrace the punishment of others, but I'd still made her.  She wasn't just an accident.  She was so much more.  Sia was a creature of love, surrounded by it with her legion.  Her power might make her terrifying, and her rage would make her more so, but that love?  It was what would make her the most dangerous creature in all of the realities I'd ever created.

      With her at my side, Heaven will tremble.  The wrath of angels will be nothing compared to the vengeance we will bring down upon them.

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,

      No, this is not the last book in the series.  There will be five in total, and the last book, The Wrath of Angels, is already available for preorder HERE.  

      Right now, there's a good chance that you're a little sleep deprived.  Oops?  I honestly didn't mean to distract you too much.  No, who am I kidding?  I totally did.  But once again, I want to reiterate that this is a work of fiction, not a comment on anything else. It has been said that there are always two sides to a story, and I enjoy looking at things outside my own comfort zone, trying to understand different perspectives. It shouldn't need to be said, but the people, concepts, and mythos in this series in no way reflect on real-world religion. It is a story meant to entertain, nothing more.

      Now, if you made it this far, I'd love to ask for a favor. Please consider leaving a review for this book. Good or bad, it doesn't matter. All the reviews add up to help readers know which stories they should avoid and what books are worth taking a risk on. We authors don't expect anything complex. Even something as simple as "it was great and I couldn't put it down," helps immensely.

      If you'd like to leave a review for The Lure of the Devil, click here.

      And if you'd like to see what we have planned for you next, turn the page for the first couple chapters of Bioluminescent, the first book of my upcoming epic series, The Mimics.
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The Mimics: Bioluminescent: Book 1 - Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      "Our viewers on the East Coast should see the object passing overhead in approximately one hour," the newscaster said in her monotonously boring voice.  "Again, NASA reports that the object should burn up in the atmosphere, with the main core impacting harmlessly into the Atlantic Ocean.  This will be a sight to remember.  We already have pictures pouring in from our - "

      Hailey turned off the TV and rolled her eyes.  It was a fireball, and from the tweets and videos already hitting YouTube, an impressive spectacle.  She grabbed a hoodie - it was just getting cold enough at night to need one - and her phone, then headed out, trying to forget that Miles still hadn't called.  Like everyone else, she wanted to see this thing.  Unlike so many, she was not convinced the world was ending.

      Naturally, from the moment the near-Earth object had been reported, that was what the freaks said.  Religious zealots crawled from the woodwork, proclaiming the apocalypse.  As it got closer, a subtle paranoia gripped everyone.  What if it didn't burn up?  What if it caused a tidal wave that wiped out New York and Florida?  What if...

      Yeah, and what if nothing?  Jogging down the stairs of her apartment, she decided to walk to the overlook.  It should be the best place to get a view over the ocean, and probably a lot less crowded than the beach.  A few others had the same idea, but only the locals knew about it.  Creosote soaked wood lined the dirt stairs and made a rough-hewn safety railing across the small ridge.  To the south, the edge of the national park was marked with old trees growing unchecked.  Brambles tangled around their bases and stray branches had gone unpruned.  To the east, the beach was packed.  Tourists had been streaming in for days, staking out their claims.  Some had been waiting out there for hours.

      She checked her phone for the time.  Four more minutes, supposedly.  A group of teenagers were making the most of the darkness.  Multiple couples made out with the kind of enthusiasm only the young and carefree could accomplish.  Poorly concealed bottles of liquor were intended to make the event into a party these people probably wouldn't remember in the morning.  Hailey climbed the long, low stairs to the next rise, then the one after that.

      Only a few people had made it this far off the beaten path.  An older couple sat quietly on a blanket with a telescope set up beside them.  A nerdy looking man a few paces away had every recording device possible pointed out across the water.  Hailey just had her phone.  There would be enough proof of the event that she wouldn't need more than a picture or two - if that.  No one seemed to care that she was there.  Hell, none of them even seemed to notice.

      Minutes ticked past in silence.  Only the crickets proved that time hadn't stood still.  A few more passed, then another handful after that, but still no screaming fireball.  A murmur began to swell from the beach below.  Checking the time on her phone again, Hailey checked the direction this thing should be coming from.  It was late.  The asteroid - or whatever it was - should've been here seven minutes ago.  If NASA was wrong about the time, what else were they wrong about?

      Peering into the darkness, she looked for a strange star or anything that seemed to be moving.  Just at the horizon, something glowed, but was it the fireball or simply the lights of town?

      A bright light hit first, cresting the tree line, but it didn't take long for the sound to catch up as the object grew both closer and larger.  It was loud!  Roaring thunder, rhythmical and ear-shattering, thrummed above them, drowning out everything else.  The glow of the object cast a deep red glare across the crowd.  Dark shadows stretched toward the far side of the world, shrinking as it neared, and the thing seemed to pass directly overhead.  The only problem?  It wasn't streaking across the sky!

      Pale blue jets of fire burst from the sides, and fear shivered down her spine.  This was not an asteroid.  This was not something normal.  This thing was also really fucking close!

      And it was going slower and slower.

      It careened over their heads so near that she could see the patterns on the surface, large enough to block out the stars in the sky.  It wasn't a rock.  It was an entire city shuddering against the force of the atmosphere.  Just as the ship - it had to be a ship - passed, the screams of the crowd took over.  People began panicking, some running toward the parking lot, others to the marsh islands further out, but most simply tried to get away from what could only be an alien spaceship.

      Hailey just watched, shock and fascination rooting her feet to the ground.  Before her eyes, the thing sailed gracefully toward the earth like a diver aiming for the sea, except it missed.  With a flare of light, the leading point slammed into the ground, gouging a wound across the national park to the southeast.  What looked like splinters had to be trees, and what looked like a scuff was probably a trench deep enough to drive a semi through.

      She gasped and pressed a hand over her mouth, pushing forward for a better look, but didn't make it.  One pace before the guard rail, the ground shook, heaving hard enough to make her stagger to one knee.  Then it rumbled violently enough to tilt the axis of the world, or so it felt.  Aftershocks boomed through the air, sounding like Seneca guns.  Glancing to her left, she saw the older couple clutching each other, their bottle of wine spilling across the quaint picnic blanket.

      "Are you ok?" she yelled.

      The white-haired woman looked at her blankly, but the man nodded, waving one finger toward the craft.  "It's burning," was all he said.

      She glanced at the nerd to her right.  He seemed fine, rushing to focus his cameras on the spectacle.  Then, on impulse, she grabbed the elderly couple's toy-store telescope.  Turning it toward the crash site, Hailey tried to focus, spinning the knobs until the side of the vessel became row upon row of windows, divots turned into massive bays, and insanity became visible.

      "Can you see?" the old man asked.

      "Yeah."  Hailey tore her eye away and looked at him, but he just pointed back at the ship.

      "Go on, girl.  Your eyes are better than mine.  What is it?"

      She didn't have to look to answer that.  "It's a ship.  It's a spaceship."

      The woman gasped.  "Aliens?"

      "I don't know," Hailey admitted, her voice shaking.  "But what else could it be?"

      She looked again.  In the distance, sirens were loud, audible even over the cacophony of the crowd.  In the eyepiece of the telescope, something moved.  Swiveling the device on the stand, she watched bodies pour from the hatches.  Some staggered, some were carried, but all of them walked on two legs.  Silhouetted against the flames of the crash, she could only make out basic forms, but she tried to relay everything to those around her.

      "They look kinda like humans, and a lot of them seem hurt.  I see at least thirty, and more are still coming out.  I think some are dead.  They have long arms and legs, willowy like supermodels or something, but they look like humans!"

      From the other side, the nerd spoke up.  "Well, they definitely aren't greys.  You think it could be us?  Like, a Soviet test that failed, or something?"

      "I don't know," Hailey breathed, focused on the wreckage.  "That ship is huge.  It's like," she fell silent as she counted, her lips moving with the numbers.  "I think around twenty stories tall, if those are windows."

      "That's almost the size of a town," the nerd gasped.

      That was when the emergency vehicles began to arrive.  Not at the crash site, but at the beach.  Paramedics moved through the remaining people, checking for injuries, and police secured the area.  The public area was quickly cordoned off to keep the civilians away from the military vehicles driving out toward the ship.  It was at least a mile away, maybe more.

      Hailey kept her eyes on the people moving around the ship, shocked to see them acting just like she'd expect.  They gathered in clumps, a few tending the wounded.  The dead were moved to the side, and more were escorted through the hatches.  Over and over, the process repeated, the strangers looking as confused as the viewers on the beach.

      When the military arrived, they did so with guns aimed.  Everyone down there had guns - except the people on the ship.  Hailey kept a running monologue for those around her, trying to put what she saw into words.  The survivors of the crash were forced to kneel on the ground, a few groups - mostly males - got pressed face down in the dirt and zip-cuffed.  In truth, it looked just like some news report about border patrol agents securing illegal immigrants.

      And then things got weird.  Entire groups blinked out of existence.  They just vanished.

      "Did you see that?" the nerd asked.

      "They're gone," Hailey breathed.  "Just, not there."

      But, the closer she looked, the more she realized that might not be the truth.  A halo of a body crept between the flames and her view, the edges outlined in light but the person invisible.  Except for a minor distortion, she never would have seen it.  Hailey was so shocked that she didn't say a word, just swung the telescope to the rest of the survivors.

      At most, she'd seen maybe seventy people, but now there were only fifty, probably less.  As more exited the ship, others disappeared.  Finally, her description was enough for the old man to want a look.  She backed away, stepping slowly while her eyes scanned the miniature war zone in the distance.  Through the telescope, it had seemed so close.  With the naked eye, it was still surreal, but far enough away to be no threat.

      "It's like Scotty's beaming them up," the man whispered, his voice reverent.  "Mary, they look just like humans, come see."

      Hailey's hands were shaking, and her heart felt like it was trying to pound right out of her chest.  There was nothing to do, but damned if her baser instincts weren't screaming that she should be running away.  Fighting it, she took deep breaths and sank into one of the powder coated benches set on the far side of the clearing.

      She could still see the crash site.  The flames were so intense they illuminated the entire sky, brighter than a football stadium.  Only the wet ground prevented them from spreading further.  With the naked eye, the people were little more than dark specks around the base of the ship, but the lights from vehicles were everywhere.  Yellow strobes spun above trucks; headlights pointed all in the same direction.  It all looked like a bad movie scene, but it was real.  It was all too real.

      We're not alone anymore, she thought, trying to come to grips with the scene before her.  It felt like any minute, someone would announce that this was performance art or some cinema magic.  There was no way an alien ship could simply crash into the North Carolina shore and vomit up people.  Just an hour ago, humans had been alone in the universe.

      She pulled out her phone, wondering what the news was making of all this.  A touch of the screen showed nothing - no signal at all.  Neither calls nor data were flowing.  It wasn't minimal.  It was just gone.

      With the elderly couple engrossed in their telescope and the geek getting everything he could on digital film, she could really do nothing but sit there and watch the flames burn around the base of the ship.  Time passed, she didn't know how much, and people began to head back home.  There really wasn't much more to see.  The craft burned.  The damp marshy island was too wet to do more than smoke, and without the telescope, all she could see were the lights of emergency vehicles - some coming, some going.  No one stopped to explain what had happened.  No one came to make them leave.  The scene just went on and on.

      Finally, she pulled herself to her feet.  Maybe the news would have more information.  Hell, they'd at least have better pictures.  If nothing else, she still had to finish her laundry before work tomorrow.  Alien ship or not, there was no way she could afford to take a day off.  Hailey glanced over her shoulder one last time, then started walking slowly back home.
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      The impact had thrown him against the bulkhead.  Without a noise, Tsij struggled to his feet, looking around for casualties.  Ixala stood braced against the table, staring at the data monitors with one arm held against her waist.

      "You ok?" he asked in their native language.

      She turned her deep green eyes on him, then nodded, flashes of panic streaking across her markings.  "We didn't make it to the ocean.  Orders are to evacuate."

      Tsij stumbled toward her.  "We can't!"

      She took a deep breath.  "They already have.  Humans are coming, Tsij.  Some are probably out there already."  Her eyes flicked down his body, and her skin paled to a drab green.  "Tsij!"

      He flared his colors at her.  "I'm fine.  Just get me some pain medication, an immune booster, and extra dispensers."

      While she turned for the medical cabinet, he began grabbing a few small devices from the floor.  Almost everything in the science bay was ruined, but there was enough.  Hopefully, it would be enough.  If they were on Earth, with no contamination protocol, he'd only have a few days before this was out of control.  He'd need everything he could find or this would be the biggest catastrophe of their history.

      Ixala saw what he was doing and made no effort to stop him.  Instead, she just yanked back his sleeve and buried an old fashioned needle into his arm.  He paused long enough for her to give the second injection, then they both focused on collecting as much of their equipment as they could.

      "I can not blink," she said quietly, shoving everything into a historical earth-like backpack.  "I have three native costumes for you, a biosane coat, food, and all of the pain medication we have in stock."  She paused.  "But I can not blink, Tsij.  Most of us can't.  You know what they'll do to us."

      "I know."  He took the backpack and placed a few more things on top.  "Just tell everyone what I'm doing, Ix, then get away.  You can't blink, but you can blend.  Get as many as you can away from here.  Someplace quiet."

      "Blues might have luck.  I think it's night, but the reds and yellows?  There's no way."

      "Humans have poor night vision.  Just go as dark as you can.  Do not fight them.  Just hide.  Stay out of their lights and you should be fine."  He grabbed her arm.  "You can do this, Ix.  I'll find a sample.  I just need you to get everyone safe."

      She closed her eyes and nodded, her colors deepening as her bioluminescence faded, then she held out an earbud.  "Every day at dawn, you contact me.  We should have enough power for twelve earth days, easily.  More if we're sparing."

      Slowly, he moved before her, waiting for her to open her eyes.  When she did, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.  "Be safe."

      She laughed and pushed him gently toward the open hatch.  "I am not the one bleeding who will play with humans.  Go on.  Let's make the most of this.  Time to get a close-up view, huh?"

      Together, they joined the stream of bodies slowly making their way toward the nearest hatch, feeling the waft of frigid air.  Heavy boots clanked on the hollow floors between decks.  Voices were subdued with fear.  It was visible in the way their colors blanched and their markings pulsed.  Tsij said nothing until just before the door, then he realized he lacked one vital piece of information.

      "Where are we?"

      Ix chuckled.  "Earth, you idiot.  Pretty sure we're on a coast from the high saline content in the atmosphere, but that's about as much as I can tell you.  We lost everything when the asteroid hit.  You're going to have to figure it out."

      He looked at her once, nodded, then forced his skin to change.  Ixala, like the perfect partner she was, pushed close to his back, hiding the gap in the line, then ignored him as they passed onto the ground of the strange planet.  Tsij broke from the group as soon as he could, the flickering flames a potential threat to his camouflage.  With one last look at the friends he'd known for a decade, he headed for the city lights in the distance, taking the long way through the damp marshes.

      It was a long, slow, and rather wet trek.  Every step took him further from the heat of the flames, making the temperature around him feel even more frigid.  And each time he felt safe, another light would shine his way, almost as if they knew - but that was impossible.  It was just cameras, he told himself.  Cameras and other surveillance trying to share the activity around the world.  This would be the first time that Earth had proof of life in the universe.

      He chuckled to himself at the thought.  Humans had evolved millions of years before so many other species, yet they took their time about racing to the stars.  The Gahnek hadn't.  As soon as they could look up, they'd tried to get off the rock they called home.  Unfortunately, they hadn't been prepared at all for what existed outside their solar system.  Probably no young race ever was.

      Somewhere between the flames of their ship and the lights of the human city, Tsij stopped long enough to peel out of his clothes.  He carefully placed the biosensitive suit at the bottom of his pack, checked the wound in his side, then pulled on his human apparel.  Luckily, he hadn't been hurt too badly, only a minor laceration.  If he could find someplace safe, he'd suture it.  If not, it should heal fine.  He'd probably slammed into the table when they hit the ground, regardless of the motion dampeners, which meant that his ribs might be damaged as well, and there was definitely some bruising, but nothing fatal.

      That didn't mean it wouldn't hurt.  When he flipped the fleece hood over his head, his body made sure he knew that much.  A flash of pain up his left side was all, but it was one sign of his limitations.  Tsij took a long, slow breath and concentrated on the strange color of human skin.  Pink, almost sandy, yet neither.  Nothing else was quite the same color.  He envisioned the coppery skin of a man from one of the television programs they'd intercepted years ago, trying desperately to remember all of the details.  The white part of the eyes and the black center with the colored ring around it.  He chose brown, then altered the shade of his hair to match.  There was nothing he could do about his form, but Gahnek were close enough to humans that most would never notice.

      Staggering forward, his mind whirled, trying to think of all the details.  Lost in his thoughts, he slipped through the dark woods near the edge of town.  That was why he didn't notice the lone human female until he almost crashed into her.  He was too preoccupied with not standing out.

      "Uh," he muttered, holding his hands out in what he hoped was an apologetic manner.

      "Shit," she gasped, then chuckled.  "You scared the crap out of me!"

      English.  She spoke English, and that was a language he knew.  Unfortunately, it didn't narrow down his location that much, since he wasn't an expert on dialects, but it did give him a few cultural clues.  Wherever they'd landed was a western nation, most likely with a higher level of technology for the planet.  That, sadly, would only make things harder.

      "Didn't see you," he mumbled, hoping she wouldn't notice his inability to pronounce all the words properly.

      "Nah, it's ok.  I mean, we're all a bit shaken up after that, right?"  Her eyes tried to peer into the shadow of his hood.

      He couldn't help it; he looked her over.  She was slight, typical for human women, but her face was angular like a Gahnek's.  Her coloration was muted.  Caucasian, medium brown hair, a few freckles across the bridge of her nose, but she didn't look as alien as he'd expected.  She was also waiting for a reply.

      "Yeah.  That was crazy," he agreed.

      She let her eyes roam across his body, then sucked in a breath and stepped closer.  "Are you ok?" she asked, looking at his ribs.

      Tsij forced himself to laugh, ignoring his racing heart.  "This?"  He wiped his hand across his injury, feeling dampness on his fingers.  Then he smiled and held it up, exposing the dark blue stain.  "Just spilled my drink when the ground shook.  Anyway, I'm sorry to have frightened you."

      He pulled his cheeks up in a weak smile, then hurried back the way he'd been going, hoping she wouldn't follow.  He made it over the next rise, then paused to breathe a sigh of relief.  She hadn't.  Nope, the girl was still following the path, and she was completely alone.

      Locking his color pattern into his mind, he trailed her, moving silently and keeping out of her line of sight.  Unknowingly, she led him right through the streets of whatever town this was and to a quaint residential area.  Homes were packed together like boxes in the cargo bay.  Stairs led from the ground to those on the upper levels.  Transportation was stored in functional rows, all on a hard-packed surface that he couldn't remember the name of.  It didn't matter.

      What did was that he'd just found a place to call "home."  Waiting until no one was around, he made his way to the highest floor, checked again, then found a maintenance hatch to the space he thought was called an attic.  If humans were living in these dwellings, then his noises wouldn't be noticed.  It also meant that the chances of security detecting his heat signature or movements were greatly reduced - if they even had that capability.

      Sliding between the vents and wires above the apartment complex, Tsij found a quiet nook between a pair of large ventilation shafts.  The heat radiating off of them was welcome after the long, cold trip.  The silence wasn't.  As he settled in for a long night, he tried to remember the last time he hadn't been able to hear at least one other voice.  Tonight, the only sounds that would lull him to sleep were the creaking of the building and the clanking of outdated technology.

      And maybe his own sobs, but he didn't want to admit that.  Closing his eyes for a long moment, he finally let himself wonder if he'd ever see his home again.  When he'd set off on this mission, it had seemed exciting - thrilling even - to visit strange worlds, sample alien life, and make enough to return home a very wealthy man.  He lifted his shirt up and looked at his damaged ribs.  It wasn't nearly as exciting now.
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      They were under a media blackout it seemed, even though cellular and data service were mostly back.  The news hadn't made a single report about the downed ship.  The closest Hailey saw had been a comment that the asteroid didn't look anything like what had been expected.  Of course, that hadn't stopped YouTube and social media.  She scrolled through her Weblife page, reading all of the conspiracy theories.

      Locals all knew it was real, but she couldn't blame anyone else for being skeptical.  Granted, that also didn't stop the national guard from putting their quiet little tourist town on lockdown.  "Quarantine" they called it, stating that the object - they were still just calling it an object - could be radioactive, biohazardous, or even weaponized.  Hailey didn't really know what that meant, but she'd heard enough people complaining about being turned away at the city limits that she knew better than to try.

      Not that she needed to.  As the sun sank lower in the sky, she tossed on her green polo and grabbed her burgundy apron, then headed down the block.  She didn't even work far enough away to drive.  The only reason she had a car was for groceries.  Which, she probably should get.  If they couldn't get out, then there was a very good chance that deliveries wouldn't get in.

      With her feet slapping on the sidewalk, she made a mental note to grab a few things after she got off work.  It didn't take long to get to the Pink Flamingo Cafe.  It took longer to get inside.  The line at the door was shocking, making her wish that she had a key to get in the back.  Instead, Hailey squeezed past the customers, explaining to a few that she was not cutting, she was trying to help serve them.  When she finally got behind the counter, Carter shot her an appreciative glance.

      "Been like this all afternoon," he said.  "Guess the tourists are stuck for a bit.  A couple of places closed for the day, something about alien ships crashing."  He lifted one shoulder in an attempt to shrug with his hands full.

      "Hopefully it also means decent tips."  She tossed him a smile, then dove in.

      Over and over it went.  Coffee, cappuccino, latte, espresso, she made them all, and then some.  A few customers were obviously from larger towns, wanting sugar free syrups and designer flavors, but the Pink Flamingo wasn't really that kind of place.  It was a local seaside coffee house.  They focused more on serving many cheap and simple beverages with a few cold sandwiches, and less on the exotic stuff.

      For the most part, the customers got their drinks and left.  A few stuck around long enough to finish eating, but one man wearing a dark hoodie claimed a table at the back and sat for most of the evening.  He seemed overly interested in people watching, but Hailey didn't really mind.  Under his grey knit hat was a mop of disheveled, shaggy, dark brown hair, and he was exceedingly easy on the eyes.  She must have glanced in his direction a few times too many because even Carter noticed.

      "You still seeing Miles?" he asked a little too casually.

      She rolled her eyes, squeezing past him to grab another package of paper cups.  "Not this week."

      "Well, I'm pretty sure that guy's vanilla latte is long gone.  If you happen to," he slid a drink at her, "offer him my latest screw up, I won't say shit."

      She took the cup carefully, thought about it for about two seconds, then made her way around the counter.  Carter hated her ex and hadn't made a secret of it.  Then again, Miles had been her ex, then her boyfriend, then her ex again more times than even she could count.  It all depended on if another cute girl paid attention to him.  Hailey knew she wasn't a looker.  Miles made that very clear every chance he could.  She also knew she could do better than him, but the few times she did have his attention, things seemed so passionate.  She always ended up convincing herself that this time would be different.  It never was.

      When she got close to his table, the gorgeous man looked up, blinking in surprise, but said nothing.

      "Um, vanilla latte, right?"  She placed the drink on the table.  "We made an extra by accident.  You're more than welcome to it."

      He tilted his head slightly, and the faintest hint of a smile crossed his mouth.  "Thank you.  I'm a little short on cash.  Hadn't planned on staying here this long."

      "Trapped by the National Guard lockdown, huh?"

      He smiled a little wider.  "Something like that."

      She knew she was blushing, so decided to make a hasty retreat.  "Well.  Yeah.  Um.  Nice accent by the way."

      Then she fled back to the counter.  Carter was grinning at her but didn't say a thing.  He was probably just pleased that she'd actually made an effort.  Granted, it was less work to give away a screw-up coffee than it was to trash it.  Well, that was what she told herself, and kept trying to tell herself, until she looked at the cute guy again.  His eyes were locked on her.

      For a moment she couldn't think of anything else.  There was something about him that was almost magical.  He was gorgeous, that was certain, but it wasn't the only thing about him that captivated her.  He seemed to have an other-worldly charm, like something from a fairy tale.  Sitting there, the guy observed everything that passed him by, almost as if he was taking mental notes.

      Carter brushed past her, breaking the moment.  Hailey focused on the drink she was making, feeling her cheeks get warm.  The place was busy - super busy - so what was she even thinking, daydreaming about some hunk in the lobby?  She passed the macchiato to the woman who'd ordered it, and was so distracted she almost forgot to charge her.  Hopefully, the cute guy hadn't noticed.

      An hour before her shift was over, the line finally died down.  Carter sighed and slipped off his apron, then patted her on the back.  "Ok, I'm outta here.  You gonna be ok?"

      "Yeah.  Can you check the schedule and see who's coming in tonight?"

      He ducked inside the door to the office, then leaned his head back around.  "Tanya.  If it gets busy, call her.  She's always asking for overtime, and Kent said he expects it to be like this for the next few days."

      She nodded, waving at him without looking up.  "Can do.  Get home before your kids fall asleep."

      Carter didn't bother replying.  He just slipped out the back, only the metallic clank of the door declaring his departure.  The good looking guy stayed for a few minutes after that, then he left as well.  Hailey was disappointed, but she hadn't really expected him to stick around until she got off.  Guys like him never noticed girls like her.

      There was one more surge of customers around ten that night, just as Tanya arrived.  Hailey stayed long enough to get the line under control, then, like Carter, made a hasty retreat out the back.  As the heavy steel door closed behind her, she saw a figure in the darkness.

      "Hello?" she asked.

      "Expecting someone?" came the reply.

      She groaned, tossed her apron over her shoulder, and began heading in the opposite direction.  Miles.  He was the last person she wanted to see.  Walking with a purpose, she almost made it to the side of the building before he caught her.  Miles had to jog to catch up, then he grabbed her arm and spun her around to face him.

      "Hey, babe, I need a place to crash."

      With an exasperated sigh, she turned to face him.  "Lisa kicked you out already?"

      "No.  I mean, she's just a friend, Hailey.  Nothing like that."  He flashed her one of those charming smiles that always got him what he wanted.

      But not this time.  "Where were you last night?  You promised you'd watch the asteroid with me and didn't even return my texts.  Nothing.  Like you completely disappeared."  She lifted her chin.  "Too busy with your newest 'friend' to check your phone?"

      "Hailey," he said, trying to sound offended.  "You can't be mad about that, can you?  I mean, the news started saying it was going to be late - and it was.  I figured that meant watching nothing was kinda pointless.  You get any pictures?"

      She stared at him blankly.  This is what he always did, and she always fell for it.  He tried to make it sound like he'd just been hanging out with friends, that nothing had happened, but she knew better.  Miles didn't have a clue that she'd seen him two nights ago with his newest "friend."  Of course, he didn't.  He'd been too engrossed in getting his hands higher up her shirt with his mouth plastered to hers, to even notice Hailey at that party.  She'd thought she'd surprise him by showing up to one of his typical hangouts.  She thought she was trying to make things work by taking more of an interest in his life.  Instead, she'd caught him making out with yet another girl she'd never heard of before.

      And now, listening to him twist the conversation to make him sound almost sensible, she realized the truth.  This was just what Miles thought was normal.  He wasn't even ashamed of what he'd done.  He also thought she was too stupid to have a clue.

      "Stop."  She lifted her hands between them and stepped away.  "Just stop, Miles.  Stop talking.  Stop acting like there's nothing wrong.  I don't want to see you ever again, get it?  I'm tired of this game, and I'm not going to play it anymore."

      "Hailey!"  He stepped closer and grabbed her wrists.  "C'mon, baby.  You can't do this to me.  I mean, with that ship landing, I'm just so freaked out.  You can't leave me alone, can you?"  Which meant he only was talking to her because he needed a place to crash.

      Well, hers wasn't going to be it this time.  "Yeah.  I can," she told him.

      Pulling her hands free, she walked quickly toward the street without looking back.  Her rubber soles slapped against the pavement in frustration, and she lengthened her strides.  What the hell was he thinking?  She didn't deserve to be treated like a backup plan.  So what if she wasn't the prettiest girl in the world?  That didn't mean she couldn't find someone better.  Maybe not hotter, but still better.  She'd almost convinced herself to keep going when Miles grabbed her again, shoving her against the wall.

      "You don't fucking walk off on me," he hissed, shaking her with each word.

      "Let go!"

      She tried to pull away, but Miles was angry.  For the first time, he didn't look annoyed, he looked downright pissed.  His fingers dug into her arms, bruising her even as she struggled to get away.  Glancing around in a panic, she realized that no one else was around.  The line to the store, only about fifty feet away, had dried up.  A handful of cars could be heard in the distance, but it had to be almost eleven by now.  The sleepy little seaside town had gone to bed for the night.

      Miles leaned in close, his eyes flooded with anger.  "Do not ever think you can just dump me.  I introduced you to my friends.  I took you to my parties.  People know we're a couple, so you will not embarrass me like this."

      "Yeah?" she asked, not knowing when to shut up.  "Do they wonder why you're making out with every bitch that'll spread her legs, or do they think it's normal for your girlfriend to not give a shit?"

      He shoved her again, hard enough for her head to bounce off the brick.  Stars burst at the edge of her vision, but he still refused to let go.  Just as Hailey was ready to start screaming for help, a deep voice spoke up.

      "You think that is going to help?" he asked.

      Miles's head snapped around to see who was speaking.  No more than ten paces away, the guy from the coffee shop leaned against the building across from them.  His arms were folded across his dark hoodie, his baggy jeans crinkled where his legs were crossed.  His mouth twitched in a lazy smile, then he gestured toward the couple, his finger drawing a circle in their direction.

      "Pushing her around like that.  You think that's going to make her more attracted to you?" he clarified.

      "Fuck off," Miles snapped.  "This isn't any of your business."  He grabbed Hailey's arm and tried to drag her away, but she pulled back.

      "I'm not going with you."

      Miles tensed, and for a moment she thought he was going to backhand her, but the stranger chuckled.  "You hit her, and I will hit you," he said softly, his voice oozing with menace.

      "Just go home, Miles," Hailey said, shaking free.  "Just," she took a deep breath to make sure her voice wouldn't shake.  "Just leave me alone."

      Her ex-boyfriend simply could not accept her refusal.  He reached for her again, but Hailey expected it.  She ducked out of his reach, walking backwards toward where the stranger was.  The man pushed himself away from the wall, striding forward to put himself between her and her boyfriend.  When Miles marched into his face, it was only then that both she and Miles realized just how tall this guy was.

      His shoulders were broad, but he had a lithe grace about him.  Hailey's hunk from the coffee shop had to be at least six and a half feet tall, and his height hid his width.  When Miles looked into the man's face, the stranger nodded slowly.

      "I think there is a phrase about picking on someone your own size," he said.  "If it doesn't apply to you, then it doesn't apply to me."

      "Fuck you," Miles spat, before turning.

      She watched her ex walk back toward the small parking lot behind the Pink Flamingo Cafe.  When he passed out of sight, she let out a tense breath, unaware that she'd been expecting something so much worse.  Of course, he'd probably just try it again, but at least now she knew what to expect.  Miles simply wasn't going to take no for an answer.

      "Thanks," she told the big guy, aware that he was still standing protectively before her.

      He turned to face her, his hood hiding most of his face.  "Thank you for the coffee.  Being too big seems to be the least I can do."

      She grinned, enjoying the strange sound of his accent.  "Depends on how you define too big."  She tried to look under the hood to find his eyes, but shadows hid them too well.  "Anyways, you didn't have to do that, but I'm really glad you did.  Thanks."

      She held out her hand, not knowing what else to do.  His head tilted slightly, then he clasped her palm in his, long fingers wrapping around the back of her hand.  His lips slid up for a split second, then she felt a pinch, and flinched away.

      "Shit, I think there's something on your jacket," she said.

      He looked at his wrist, brushing one hand across the cuff, then picked at something.  "Yeah.  Sorry.  Have a good night, Hahlee."

      Then he just walked away, heading in the same direction Miles had gone.  Hailey rolled her eyes.  Men, she thought, wondering why all the good looking ones seemed so very strange.  Her knight in shining armor wasn't much better, but at least his version of strange seemed sweet.  Ok, maybe a little dark and mysterious, but then again, everything was a little crazy lately, what with the ship and all.

      Turning her feet up the street, she looked at the red mark on her palm.  Whatever had stuck her had gone deeper than she'd thought.  As she headed home, she pinched the skin, checking to make sure there wasn't a splinter lodged deep inside.
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      When Tsij saw the man shoving the woman around, he tried to tell himself to ignore it.  Some kind of primitive mating ritual, he thought.  Humans were known to be exceptionally aggressive.  The female should find it appealing, and the male was clearly trying to attract her.

      But rationalizing it didn't help.  When he saw the fear on the human girl's face, he'd tried to stop himself, but the words fell from his mouth before he was even fully visible.  He was just glad that neither of them had noticed.  That would have ruined everything.

      Then the idiot had attempted to threaten him.  Tsij chuckled at the memory.  The man had postured before him, spreading his chest to look as broad as possible, but he still hadn't been able to appear large enough.  Tsij had half expected the primate to start pounding on his pectorals, but it appeared they had managed to evolve beyond that.  Slightly.

      What had truly shocked him was how the girl had reacted.  His size hadn't intimidated her at all.  Most likely, the females found large males reassuring.  An evolutionary holdover for protection.  Either way, when she'd offered her hand, he hadn't been able to refuse.  It had been the perfect excuse to get a sample from her.  Just a little puncture from the barb on his wrist, careful not to expel any toxin, and a tiny amount of human tissue had been retrieved.  She hadn't suspected a thing.  He hadn't been so gentle when he'd collected the sample from "Miles."

      Now, back in his temporary living space, Tsij prepared them both for testing, carefully labeling the tubes so that he could find the donor again.  For the girl's, he used her name: Hailey.  His tongue refused to wrap around the letters properly, but if he said it enough, it eventually would.  Oddly, he didn't mind saying it.

      She wasn't like he'd expected.  Instead of avoiding him - which humans typically did according to their research, instinctually knowing he was different - she'd been kind, possibly even curious.  He set the vial in the incubator and let his eyes close.  She'd seemed completely healthy.  It had been almost a full day since he'd first met her.  She should be showing some signs of infection if she was susceptible.  A slight irritation of the eyes, a cough, maybe even a fever, but she seemed fine.

      The chances that the first person he came across would be the ideal sample were astronomical.  Then again, so were the chances of an asteroid impacting the oxygen reproduction section of their ship.  They could repair almost anything else en route, but not that.  It was the one thing that would force them to land, and Earth had been the only planet in the region suitable for them.  Granted, that was exactly why the Gahnek had been studying it for so long.

      Tsij pushed his hands across his face.  The pilot should've sent off a distress message, but it would be years before anyone would arrive unless another science vessel was in the area.  With humans swarming all over the ship, none of them would know if help was on the way, and unless humans could read or speak his language, replies would simply go unanswered.

      That meant he had to find a vaccine for the human population, and soon.  He had to prevent Gahnek bacteria from wiping out the entire species of this planet.  Human biology had never encountered things that Gahnek had learned to live with symbiotically.  While most creatures had some amount of simple organisms, usually yeasts and bacteria, on their skin, the alien strains could be fatal.  Human immune systems simply wouldn't know how to fight it.  Few of them used the same proteins, and the amino acids his world favored were much less common on this planet.

      It worked both ways, but before any scientists had been allowed on the surface, they had been inoculated against all foreign pathogens.  Now, it was standard for the entire crew of the ship to be prepared.  Tsij's body could adapt to the germs on Earth as easily as a human's, but the microbes on his skin, in his breath, and even in the air of his ship would infect all creatures with a specific intolerance.  That meant all primates definitely, and possibly other creatures as well.  And he was the only one that could find a solution before people started dying.  He should have about seventy-two Earth hours before symptoms began to show.  Fatalities would begin to appear somewhere within two human weeks.

      He yawned, wiping at eyes stinging from the pollution in the air, then checked his experiment one more time.  He knew it was a long shot, but stories told of early explorers mingling with the natives.  Hushed rumors whispered that crossbreeding was even possible.  Their species were very similar after all.  So similar that it was inexplicable.  So similar that images of strangely colored human women still circulated back home as fetish pornography.

      Tsij had never understood the appeal.  Simple-minded, uneducated, primitive creatures, humans were close enough to his kind to be interesting, but different enough that they should be little more than pets.  Yet, when the observations first started, travel through space took so long that it only made sense to mingle with the natives.  Gahnek would spend most of their lives here, cut off from their own kind.  It was only natural for relationships to form over time.  Supposedly, some of the early expeditions had members who requested to stay behind when their ship left.  Reports hinted at children being born, but only if one read between the lines.

      That meant there was a chance that the gene for recognition of Chajek antigens was embedded in the population somewhere.  In four thousand years, surely it hadn't been wiped out completely.  If he was lucky, it had been replicated enough to give the population a head start against the pathogens that had been released with the escape hatches.

      Moving away from the replicators, Tsij stretched out between the heating vents, enjoying the limited warmth.  If he found a suitable specimen, he would need to isolate it for the final round of tests.  The girl had shown no fear of him.  If she proved to have the proper genetic codes, he'd choose her.  She was kind - he smiled at the memory of her shy look when she'd offered him another drink.  Hopefully, she'd cooperate eventually.  He'd probably have to abduct her, but with enough sedation, she should eventually give in and assist him.

      Or maybe she'd do it willingly?  He snorted at his own whimsical thoughts.  Humans could barely comprehend the idea of life on other planets.  There was no way she'd just let him expose her to alien bacteria to process antigens from her system.  She'd be convinced that he was trying to take over the world, or something equally silly.  So many of their movies were based on the same idea that it had to dwell in their subconscious.  It would be nice, though, to have a willing partner rather than a reluctant specimen.

      "Hahley," he tried, whispering her name under his breath.  "Haeyley."

      As his eyes slipped closed, he reminded himself that she'd likely be showing symptoms in the morning.  He was just following her so closely because she was the first positive exposure he could record.  It had nothing to do with protecting her.  She was simply a case study.  If she succumbed, it would give him a timeline to work from; that was it.

      But damn it, he sure hoped she'd be the one.  She liked his accent after all.
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