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For Tia and Jake, always.


PRAEFATIO
Georgia McBride
praefatio, praefationis, n.
1. preface
2. preliminary form of words, formula of announcement


Prologue
Once the most beautiful, talented, and favored of all the Angels, I wanted for nothing. Privilege was mine. I knew only a life of luxury, leisure, and song. His plans were of no consequence to me. That is, until the sixth day.
I watched in amazement. They were capable of so much, yet formed from but the dust of His Earth. Simple and alluring were their charms, and it was to be the beginning of my end.
Fascinated by humans, a name we soon bestowed upon them, we began to spend less time at our posts.
In those days, it was commonplace for Fallen to come upon us without invitation. The one who had Fallen spoke to me with the fervor of a meddling father. “If he would cast his most-adored son from here, what if you should displease him?”
When our brother appeared to a human female as one of them, He asked why he had done such a thing.
“I mean to marry her, to be bound to her on Earth.”
Our brother was not alone in his idiosyncrasies. So our father presented us with a choice: live amongst humans on Earth, or remain. If we remained, we’d be forgiven our indiscretions and restored to our former glory, powerful and alive with light. If we chose Earth, the more time spent around humans, the more like them we would become—for He had already forbidden the joining of Angels with humans.
I was among the first of twenty-three to leave.
As time passed, we became more like our beloved humans. Our powers faded, but were not completely lost. We began to crave their company, rather than simply appreciate it. I indulged in their many vices—even enjoyed them.
Heightened senses enhanced certain desires, making them more difficult to control. Lust, anger, fear, covetousness, and deceit enveloped me in a cloak of humanity. I learned to master most, even welcome them, while others longed for home.
The Divine One offered to take us back and gave us three days to decide. A great wrath awaited those who would dare refuse The Divine One not once, but twice. Still, twelve of us stayed, and expected judgment as night fell on the eve of the third day.
We retired to bed as humans do when the moon reigns supreme over their sky. I learned to sleep because it made my wife uneasy when she woke to find me sharpening knives. She knew not what I was, the truth of my origins. Instead, I embraced humanity and prayed she would never have to know.
That night I woke with a strange sensation in my throat. My body felt odd, weak in the loin. I might even say “human.” Heavy, stuffed with something other than the usual songs, color, and light, my head hung low. I heard a human heart, beating, moving blood in and out of it. The thought brought a smile to my face, hot from the flush that raced from my neck to my cheeks. Then, an unfamiliar, but welcome, desire consumed me.


PART ONE
You Found Me


In the Beginning
After everything I’d been through, I couldn’t believe this was how it was going to end. The training, the bloodshed, the kisses—oh my God, the kisses—and death, nullified by ten minutes in a police car.
It was hard to talk, let alone think, with the nonstop pounding in my head. It hurt to blink through swollen eyelids, and the dim overhead lights seemed brighter than they probably were. Incessant buzzing from a fly sitting defiantly atop the fluorescent beam threatened to make my eardrums explode. Who knew they could make so much noise without moving?
Everything was amplified, things seemed larger than life, and nothing made any sense at all.
I watched him, the fly, as he flitted back and forth, struggling to find freedom in the enclosed space of the interrogation room. I wondered if he knew he was going to die here.
The cop stared like I was a freak straight out of a science fiction movie, tentacles and all. I’d been mumbling incoherently since they’d found me and hadn’t volunteered much more since arriving at the station the night before. My mind was jumbled, scrambled as if it were trying to tune to the correct radio frequency, but couldn’t. Flashes, memories from my past, of what I was and what I had done, were returning, but they were all out of order. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to remain in my own skin much longer, and all I could do was shake.
Hours spent waiting for my “paperwork” to be processed didn’t help. How much paperwork could one runaway have?
When I spoke, it came out like gibberish, or maybe like an auctioneer on crack. The visual made me giggle. My voice was high-pitched and nervous. And then a thought stopped me mid-laugh: Stockholm’s Auktionsverk is the oldest auction house in the world. Not-so-random and useless information like that flooded my head for no reason at all, or maybe because it simply had no place else to go.
They wanted to know what I was doing on Gavin Vault’s estate, running and screaming, “Help!” That I was barely dressed from the waist up, another mystery. I would tell them, but in my own words. I refused to lie or say something that could send Gavin to prison. And the statement they’d written for me? I was about to tell them where they could shove it when the cop shot me a “you’d better start talking, or we’re gonna start the torture” look.
“You have no idea what you’ve done,” I said as I sipped hot, institutional-tasting liquid, realizing what I’d said made absolutely no sense to the officer. There’s no way she could have known what she’d gotten herself into. Sadly, she was about to find out. “I’ll tell you what you want to know, but you won’t believe a word of it.” Those were the most coherent words I’d spoken since I’d arrived.
The cop seemed confused, like she was surprised I was capable of forming articulate sentences. She watched as I pulled at the sleeves of the oversized sweater on loan from one of the male cops. Then I grabbed my head in my hands. Vivid images raced through my mind, before leaving as quickly as they’d appeared. They were memories that would free me from this stagnant mental prison if only I could set them in the proper order.
The fly whizzed past me. I was a volcano of turmoil and angst and sat, leg-shaking and squirming in the metal chair, attempting to calm the impending eruption. The officer just stared as if I were a nut that needed cracking, only she didn’t have the right tool.
“I’ll tell you everything as soon as my mother arrives,” I offered, sitting back in the steel chair. Mom would take care of everything.
The officer looked at me, then down at her blank pad, then back at me, and said, “Miss Miller, do you need a doctor? Were you harmed in any—way?” She leaned over the table, lowering her head and voice conspiratorially. It took me a second to realize what she’d meant.
But she was out of her mind if she thought Gavin would harm me. She wasn’t even asking the right questions. Like, “What’s someone like you doing here, and how did this happen?” I had to get out of there. I needed to find my brother, Remi. I needed to know what was going on with Gavin and what they had done to him. What’s taking Mom so long? It should not have surprised me. She’d always been unreliable. I tapped the table to keep from picking up my chair and throwing it at the two-way mirror. I needed to keep my anger in check, but I didn’t know how long I could. How had Gavin and I ended up in a police station, he accused of an unspeakable crime, and me his supposed accuser?
“How did you find me? How did you know where to find me?” I reluctantly asked. I should have been able to get the answer on my own, to read her mind.
“We received an anonymous tip,” she offered, raising her eyebrows, her tone secretive. And then I saw something, a fuzzy vision.
I tilted my head sharply to the side and cringed. The intrusion of my brain hurt like heck. A man, talking, then handing over an envelope with pictures of me looking like something the cat dragged in, then gone—the man and the vision. I gasped as the pounding in my head kicked into overdrive. Evidence? How? Gavin had never hit me. It’s a lie.
“What do you want from me? You seem to have all the evidence you need.” My eyes shifted from her small face to her name tag then to her “serving since” pin. Two years.
Officer Bladen looked away from me when she replied, “You’re at the very least a witness to a crime, Miss Miller. Has no one explained to you what’s going on?” She leaned forward again, cautiously, and opened the folder on the table, case file 092330200307. Just like in my vision, pictures of me beat to a pulp and … Gavin seemingly raising a hand to strike me.
I refused to look at her or the photos and stopped rocking.
“Don’t you want to know what happened to you, Miss Miller?” she asked in a soft voice, pushing the folder closer. She sounded almost compassionate.
“I already know what happened to me!” I shouted. “I was there, remember?” I couldn’t stop the tears that pushed their way out of my eyes in a race down my cheeks. Gavin and I were being set up. Couldn’t she tell? Wasn’t she trained in these things? I felt like an animal that had been tricked into leaving a small cage only to be locked in an even smaller one.
I lurched forward and tried to grab the folder, to rip it to shreds. Instead, I caught Officer Bladen’s sleeve and a tiny piece of her hand. She snatched it away as abruptly, as if I’d burned her. I fell back into my chair, hitting it harder than I’d intended.
Something was terribly wrong.
Officer Bladen shifted in her chair as she checked her watch, then cell phone, then pager. It was as if she were expecting the Governor’s pardon.
“Just tell us what happened, Ms. Miller,” she said and checked her watch again, then looked toward the open door.
“You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.” I pushed away thoughts I couldn’t possibly share.
“You can trust us, Grace.”
“I’ll just wait for my mom, if that’s okay.”
I know what I am. Memories came flooding back, not all of them good.
Earlier, news had broken of the biggest story Peak, Missouri, had ever seen: the arrest of a rock star for unspeakable things. A statement from the alleged victim of Gavin Vault, lead singer of Venus Unearthed, would put our little town on the map even more so than when Mom’s Broadway career took off. Poor Officer Bladen was sent to babysit me. If successful in getting me to talk, she might finally make detective—the first female on the force to achieve that rank—and make her Army vet dad proud.
Sarah Bladen’s life flashed before my mind’s eye. Wow.
“It’s not gonna happen, your promotion,” I blurted out before I could stop myself. Officer Bladen quickly scribbled “psych eval” on her little pad. I didn’t actually see the words. I just knew it, the same way I knew about the Auktionsverk auction house. News about her relationship with a married officer on the force was about to surface. But that scandal would have to wait until this one died down.
Officer Sarah Bladen sighed heavily. “When you’re ready to talk, let me know. In the meantime, I’ll go see if your mom’s here. We can’t seem to reach the Larsons.” She threw the newspaper she’d been holding on the table in front of me and left the room. I grabbed it before it hit the tabletop microphone. I flipped the paper around to find Gavin’s photo under the headline:
ROCK STAR ARRESTED IN DISAPPEARANCE OF MISSING PEAK GIRL
Gavin Vault, lead singer of Venus Unearthed, was arrested on Christmas Day for the kidnapping and attempted assault of Grace Miller, daughter of Broadway actress Vivienne Miller. Miss Miller, seventeen, was reported as a runaway two months ago by her legal guardians, Victoria and Kenneth Larson, with whom she’d been living since her father, Gabriel Miller, died in a motor vehicle accident. Mr. Vault is considered a person of interest in the disappearance of Miss Miller’s brother Remiel, fifteen, and the Larsons’ daughter Jennifer, also fifteen. The two teens were reported missing three weeks ago. At the time of Mr. Vault’s arrest, Miss Miller was found on the Vault estate in questionable physical condition. She is believed to be suffering from a condition similar to Stockholm syndrome.
Something in the article triggered a stream of coherent thoughts and memories. The media could not have possibly known of Gavin’s arrest, unless it had all been planned, leaked on purpose.
When I tell them, when I finally answer their questions, it’s not gonna be good. They thought I was protecting Gavin, that I was his victim somehow. What would they say when I told them what really happened? What would Mom think?
My stomach churned as I took the last sip of the liquid they proudly called “coffee.” The door to the interrogation room swung open, seemingly on its own, and stayed that way. A feeling of dread covered me as I stood to throw the coffee cup away.
Gavin appeared across the hall, leaning against the wall. My stomach churned again, and a great sadness followed. Where had he come from? He hadn’t been there a second ago.
Every bit the rock star and not a hair out of place, he certainly didn’t look as if he had just been arrested for unspeakable things. Gavin laughed with the same officers who’d carted him away from his home on Christmas Eve, at ease in the clothes he’d been wearing when they took him away in handcuffs.
Can you hear me? I tried speaking to him telepathically. He didn’t answer or even acknowledge that I’d spoken, so I opened my mouth to call to him.
Our eyes met, and my mouth clamped shut. I was suddenly at a loss for words. One of the officers began leading him down the hall. I wanted to run to him, but my legs were jerked back into place by what felt like shackles, though there weren’t any on me. I tried again, but could only move about a foot from where I stood before being yanked back into place.
“Gavin!” My voice echoed off the walls of the interrogation room and out into the hall, making me sound way more desperate than I’d intended.
Gavin lowered his head as if the sight was too much for him. Hot tears streamed down my face, stinging my skin.
“Please, Gavin, wait!”
He kept walking, as if he didn’t know me at all.
Officer Bladen reentered the room, closing the door behind her, as if a closed door could shield me from what was coming. Still, I heard them laughing and talking outside; it surprised me that I could hear them through the walls. Or was I just hearing voices again?
“You really make a lasting impression, huh, Vault?” One of the cops joked, followed by laughter from the others. By his tone, they seemed like they could have been old high school buddies.
Rage and humiliation got the best of me. I lunged forward, only to be pulled backward by the invisible shackles around my feet.
My landing wasn’t as graceful as I would have liked. Refusing help from a rather amused Officer Bladen, I stood, dusted off my knees, and took a seat. 
***
We sat in silence, occasionally staring at one another, listening for anything at all. The only interruptions were Officer Bladen rubbing her arm at seemingly timed intervals and the dings of her cell phone. The fly was gone. He caught the flight out when Bladen opened the door. Smart fly. I found myself missing his flitting and buzzing.
A knock on the doorframe brought us both out of our bored trances. I think I was actually counting Officer Bladen’s arm hairs at the time.
“Ms. Miller,” intoned a cop who poked his head in from the hallway. Leaning in slightly and holding onto the doorframe as if the room were contaminated, he continued, “Your mother’s arrived and is right outside. I suspect you’ll want to start with your videotaped statement now.” He crooked a long index finger and motioned for Officer Bladen to follow him into the hall. And then she was gone, leaving only the lingering smell of perfume.
A voice came from somewhere on the other side of the two-way mirror. “Hi, honey. Go ahead with your statement. Everything’s going to be just fine.”
A red light on the video camera I hadn’t noticed until now above the mirror came on. 
“Mom?” I stood, ready to leave with her.
“Sit down, Grace,” Mom’s voice ordered. “Just give your statement, and this will all be over with.”
“Mom … you’re not coming in?” My voice was small, almost mousey. The sound of the metal chair scraping the concrete floor echoed in my ears as I sank back down.
“No, honey, just please give them your statement so we can be done with this whole mess.” Mom had not come to get me at all.
Sergeant Mullane’s voice boomed through the overhead speakers. “Miss Miller, please. Look into the camera, state your name for the record, and start with your earliest recollections leading up to when we found you last night, how you met Mr. Vault, came to be on his property, anything he may have said about your brother, Remiel, or Jennifer Larson from as far back as you can remember. Just take your time, Grace. If you need a break, let me know.”
I squirmed, took a deep breath, cleared my throat, and spoke into the microphone. “Archangel Grace Ann Miller.” My voice was barely above a whisper. I could still take it back.
“I’m sorry, Grace. Can you repeat? Not sure we caught that,” Sergeant Mullane requested.
I know what I am. I know what I saw.
“Archangel Grace Ann Miller,” I repeated, only slightly louder.
“Did she say what I think she said?” It was Officer Bladen’s unmistakably snarky voice.
“Grace, I’m sorry. Can you please repeat your name and speak directly into the microphone in front of you?” Sergeant Mullane instructed.
“Archangel Grace Ann Miller,” I stated as loud as I could without yelling.
I didn’t hear anything after that.


To Tell the Truth
Memories flew past like rewind on a DVR, only they seemed more like movie trailers, vivid as if they were happening at that very moment. If I closed my eyes, I could almost forget I was sitting in a police station, sit back, press play, and watch my life go by in HD. But I had no popcorn, and these people seemed serious as all get out. So I ignored the stench of the borrowed sweater and began my statement. I was going to tell them everything and not stop until they understood—until Gavin and I were free. 
***
From as early as I can recall, my parents kept secrets. Not secrets like where my surprise birthday party was going to be, or where Christmas gifts had been hidden, but life-altering secrets, like we weren’t who I thought we were.
When Remi was eight and I was ten, I convinced Remi to join me in an eavesdropping session and took a strategic position at the top of the stairs behind the replica Impressionist painting that Mom had always insisted was real.
“I think we should wait until he is old enough to understand. No sense in telling him things that will only cause confusion. Besides, he’s maturing at a nice pace. Why upset things?” Mom said. She and Dad were holed up in Dad’s office, door open just enough for us to hear them.
I’m not sure why Dad even bothered trying to argue with her. She was never around long enough to be part of the family, and yet, he allowed her to make critical decisions on our behalf.
“But the folks in town,” Dad countered. “People can be cruel. He’s already big for his age. We should tell him. And Gracie? Don’t you think she has a right to know that she is not insane? Hearing voices, seeing things. It won’t be long—” Dad broke off, defeat in his voice. The way he said the word “people” was strange. What he said about me, even stranger.
I’d never told anyone about the voice I’d started hearing a year ago, but somehow they knew.
“Grace,” Mom corrected him. She hated that he called me Gracie. “—will be just fine. She’s only ten, for Pete’s sake. And as for the people in town? Honestly, Gabe. That’s what you’re worried about? I think we have more important things to contend with. You just do what you’re supposed to. Be there for them. And if you’re really that concerned about Grace, get her some charges,” she concluded as if that settled the argument.
Wow. What the heck is that supposed to mean?
Dad challenged her, something I’d never seen him do before. “Maybe we should talk to Michael. He put this whole thing in motion, after all.” There was urgency in his tone; they no longer seemed to be talking about telling Remi that Dad was not his biological father. Besides, everyone, including Remi, already knew.
“I’ve already spoken to Michael,” she said. Then it was really settled. The house was quiet for hours after.
I hated seeing Dad so powerless, but what could I do? I was just a ten-year-old girl who heard voices and saw visions. And, Mom? Seemed she was happy to go on letting me think I was insane. Motherly. 
***
My mom could charm a priest out of his collar. She had no shame. She’d always been attractive, but she was more than just beautiful. Mom had an otherworldly power over men—over most people, actually. She’d gone from winning the Miss Missouri title to marrying, having two kids and playing Greta Garbo on Broadway without missing a beat.
We never had a strong mother-daughter connection. I don’t think either of us really put in the effort. Besides, that charm crap never worked on me, ever. When she was around, I pretty much ignored her except to eavesdrop on her conversations with Dad. I guess I felt the need to protect him, to make sure he never fell too deeply into her snare.
Over the next three years, I focused on putting the pieces of that one conversation between Mom and Dad together. Remi would help sometimes, but he was too focused on his band, hockey, and a budding interest in girls—well, really one girl in particular: Jennifer Larson, to be of much help.
When I asked why he wasn’t as interested in the truth as I was, he said, “Maybe they know something we don’t. Aren’t moms and dads supposed to do that—protect us from things we don’t need to know? That’s what Mom says, anyway.”
“When did you talk to Mom?” I tried not to sound jealous. She’d been gone this time for exactly nine weeks without a single word, email or text.
“I didn’t.” The moment he said it, I knew he had lied. Remi looked past me. “I’m just saying. I think you read too much into things sometimes. Maybe you should like, you know, chill.”
I envied my younger brother’s maturity at times. At eleven, he seemed to know more about life than I did at thirteen. Then again, he was huge for his age, so maybe that had something to do with it—big brain and all.
“So you didn’t talk to Mom?” I gave him another chance to come clean.
Remi turned his attention back to me and made a face, as if he’d just remembered talking to her. “I did. But not ’cause she called me or anything, Grace. I talked to her like, in my head. She came to me. Like in a vision. It scared the heck out of me!”
Remi’s admission shocked me into silence, reverence almost. Something was happening to both of us, something we could never tell anyone about. Ever. 
***
By the time I was sixteen, I’d become used to the secrets, lies, questions, and half-truths surrounding my existence. I’d accepted that I might never get answers with Mom and Dad gone, and took to writing … Him, the voice I had been hearing since age nine, daily. I didn’t know his name—only that He spoke as if He knew me.
I dreamed of you again. It was so real, as if you were really there. When will you return? I can’t concentrate in school, at home. You’re all I think about, even though I don’t know your name. Please tell me your name.
Will you come and see me?
You must think I’m crazy, writing you like this.
I love you.
Love,
Grace
“Hey, sis,” Remi said. He blew into the room just as I finished writing. Remi flopped onto the bed, grabbed the letter from my shaky hands, read it, smirked, and said, “I’ve got something that will take your mind off of him!”
“Oh yeah? And what’s that?” I took the letter and shoved it under my pillow, as if Remi’s discovery of my strange obsession was not what it was: revelation of my most embarrassing secret.
“I can move stuff with my mind.” Remi raised both eyebrows and smiled.
“Whatever, dork,” I teased, attempting to sound as if I wasn’t the least concerned that Remi knew I wrote letters to a boy I have never met and am in love with. A boy who lives only in my head.
“Seriously. Been practicing.” Remi straightened, then made a face like he was constipated. “Watch this.” When he raised his left hand, my calculus book (the one I should have been studying) floated from my desk, across the length of the room, and into my open hand. Remi smiled before waving the book away. It hovered in mid-air, then floated back across the room, where it placed itself neatly beside Romeo and Juliet and Vampires. I squealed with delight, then punched Remi in the arm.
“Remi! When did you learn to do that?” I sat straight up on my bed, staring in total shock at this wondrous soul.
Remi shrugged, cool as always, and sat back on his elbows. “Listen, you really shouldn’t be summoning him like that.” He got serious all of a sudden, and a cold darkness crossed his face.
I shivered, abruptly aware that I was still clutching my pen. “What are you talking about? I’m not summoning anyone.” My voice cracked. Remi was creeping me out. He couldn’t possibly take a letter written by a girl who sees things and hears voices seriously.
Remi smiled and placed a warm hand over mine. His face returned to normal, instantly putting me at ease. I exhaled the breath I’d been holding, then forced a weak smile.
He continued as if the elephant in the room had left. “Last weekend at band practice, I accidentally levitated my drumsticks into my hands. Everyone thought it was a trick, so I kept doing it.”
“You have to teach me!” While waiting for Remi to instruct me, I closed my eyes tight and crisscrossed my legs, determined to keep thoughts of Him at bay.
Remi leaned forward, then blew air into my face. I opened my eyes. WTF?
“There. Now you know everything I know.” He smiled, then left the room so quickly I didn’t have a chance to respond. From the hallway he called, “Later, sis. Going to the movies with Jenny!”
I threw Mr. Fluffy Rabbit in his direction. Poor Mr. Fluffy Rabbit. He was all kinds of torn, re-sewn and tattered since coming to be my best stuffed friend at age two (mine, not his). He only had one good eye, and the lemonade sale I had in third grade to get him rotator cuff surgery fell short about four dollars. I sat staring at Mr. Fluffy Rabbit, lying in the hall face-down, awaiting the rescue he was sure would come. I could never leave him.
The jingle of Mrs. Larson’s car keys and Jenny’s easy laughter, followed by the harsh slam of the front door meant I could face another plan-free weekend without the sympathetic smiles of those with an active social life. Door-slamming usually made Mr. Larson cringe and was among the many ways Remi annoyed him. I wondered if Mr. Larson knew we could hear him curse Remi under his breath.
Like an idiot, I raised a hand, clutched the cross around my neck, closed my eyes as tight as I could, and tried to will Mr. Fluffy Rabbit back into the room. Opening one eye and then the other, I nearly jumped to the ceiling when I noticed Mr. Fluffy Rabbit missing! Gone.
“Looking for this?” Mr. Larson stepped into the doorway holding a sad-looking, poorly-stuffed, formerly-white rabbit. He tried to smile, but tension tightened his jaw alternatively into a grimace.
“Oh. Sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. My ego had deflated in two seconds flat. I knew Remi and I only reminded him of his wife’s love for my dad. I averted his gaze, collected the sorry rabbit, and thanked him with the sweetest smile I could muster. Neither of us said anything in the remaining few seconds that he stood in the doorway. What would we say?
Him: Sorry your dad died.
Me: Thanks. Sorry your wife loved him more than she could ever love you.
Him: Thanks. You’re a good kid, unlike your brother, whose life’s goal seems to revolve around getting into my daughter’s pants.
Me: Yeah. Sorry. About. That.
***
Remi never took any of the stuff that happened to us seriously. Nothing affected him the way it did me. He wouldn’t be caught dead spending hours at the library poring over books on consciousness, spirituality, or accessing untapped power.
I, on the other hand, felt compelled to find out why Remi and I had these … abilities and what he knew about my “voice.” He seemed pretty sure that I should leave Him alone and not summon Him. But what if I could summon Him? What if the voice I’d been hearing since age nine could appear to me right then, seven years from the first time I’d heard it? That would be way cooler than levitating Mr. Fluffy Rabbit.
I knew Remi was full of crap with the “now you know everything I know” garbage, but if Remi could levitate, I wanted to learn too. Ugh. In a pissed-off huff, I gathered books, clothes, stuffed animals, and whatever was available into a heap in the middle of my room, then tried desperately to will them into the air. Nothing. They wouldn’t budge. Mr. Fluffy Rabbit just stared at me with his one good eye. Even he could see I was a fool.
I thought about the voice, His voice. What it would mean to meet him and how stupid I was for falling in love with a voice. I did my best to convince myself that anyone who’d heard the same voice, dreamed of the same voice, and written to the same voice for six years would’ve fallen in love with Him too—even if she had no idea who he was, or what he looked like.
Around three in the morning, I dozed off. As it turns out, attempting levitation is a major time and energy suck. Would have been more productive had I grabbed that calculus book mid-air and set to studying.
I dreamed of the voice. He sang to me, a different song this time, rich and melodic. Like always, I never saw his face as he walked with me and we rode horses. We rode through a beautiful garden and talked for what seemed like hours. He asked a billion questions about me and what I liked. He seemed particularly drawn to my love of music and songwriting. And he didn’t make fun of my obsession with Romeo and Juliet. In all the time I spent with him, I never once asked his name. I never got the chance to ask about him.
The cold on the floor the next morning was like needles pricking my feet. The contrast of the freezing floor with my warm covers jolted me out of my awake-but-not-yet-cognizant stupor just enough for me to notice the missing heap from the night before. Mrs. Larson must have come to get the laundry. But she’d taken my … dresser, chair, books, stuffed animals … too?
I spun in a slow circle and tried to process why all my furniture was missing. Just gone. Even my snotty tissues had disappeared.
I crept over the icy wooden planks like a mouse creeping past a sleeping alley cat. The only thing left was my bed. I’d planned to go screaming like a banshee to Remi’s room, but terror caught my voice in a vice. I ran back to the bed, hopped in, and pulled the covers over my head.
My breath came in shallow bursts. I couldn’t stay there forever. What if whatever had taken all my things came back for me? What if it was still in the room? My heart pounded so loudly in my ears that I couldn’t hear myself think. I peeled the covers back, slow as molasses, opening one eye at a time, afraid of coming face-to-face with whatever had claimed the contents of my room. A chill seeped under the covers with me, causing me to tremble and my teeth to chatter.
With both eyes open, the ceiling was in sight. I gasped, taking in what little air I could, then nearly peed my Paul Frank boxers. The contents in question were on the ceiling—arranged the way they had been on the floor, only upside down. Turns out, I’d levitated my bedroom stuff after all.
I pulled the covers back over my head and screamed with terrified delight, “Holy crap!”


Hindsight is Always 20-20
They say hindsight is 20/20. I guess I should have listened to Remi’s warning. But I ignored it, along with my own instincts.
I had to know Him.
The moment I thought it, I knew I could never take back the desire, the need. Somehow, by the very thought, I’d managed to seal my fate that day. And even though I had no idea at the time, I’m certain now that He had everything to do with how it all ended. 
***
Things got bad after that. Like immediately. Visions came faster than I could process, sometimes several per day. Some seemed like precious memories, others like premonitions, still others like horrific nightmares. My mind was on video hijack. I saw what it wanted me to see, when it wanted me to see it, and there was nothing I could do about it. Then there were the times when it seemed to be looking for something in particular. I would focus on something, then visions would whiz past on fast forward before stopping briefly on something else. The only thing worse than that was when they went in reverse.
My body constricted as the video began. Fast forward. The day I was baptized. Remi’s first day of kindergarten. The day Dad gave me his Jeep. The day Mom left us for the first time to take a role on Broadway. “New York City is no place for children.” She said it with such concern, who could argue? One day, I decided then, I was going to live in New York City too.
My stomach lurched forward when my mind’s video thrust me into a memory of something I will never forget.
Behind the giant tree. Something isn’t right. Where am I? Those eyes look so familiar. Wait. Oh no. Run! He’s too fast.
He’s taunting her, enjoying the fear in her core. It’s like he can taste it, and it satisfies a deep and ancient hunger. I can feel it. The hunger. It wants to overtake me from the inside. No! Stay with her. He’s way too fast. Remi! Run faster! He’s too … fast. Impossibly fast. Tears drip from my eyes, and I don’t try to stop them. I’m frozen solid with fear feeling cowardice drape me in its sad grip. He’s gonna … Remi? Oh no. Remi, please. You can’t win this. Please don’t. He’s … a … Holy … I’m dizzy.
I can’t take deep breaths. It feels like I might hyperventilate. Remi, don’t be stupid, just go. GO NOW! They’re coming. Don’t you see them? Remi? Oh my God. What did you do?
Then I was shivering, shaking my head, trying to push away the memory of what I had just seen, vivid as if I had been there. I felt the wind in the air and the fear, like cold pinpricks on my skin. My heart pounded in time with the pounding of Remi’s feet on the frozen earth beneath him. And then it stopped. Remi’s feet—not my heart—I don’t think. I wiped frigid tears with my sleeve. Looking down, I saw that my hands were fists, my knuckles devoid of color, as that of the dead.


Normal is Relative
A small voice came from the other side of the two-way mirror. “What just happened? Someone get the power back on in there. Is she OK?”
“Are you OK to continue, Grace? Do you need a break?” It was Mullane this time.
I must have blacked out or something. In the darkness, the overhead lights flickered and buzzed in protest, and the video camera’s red light was out. My heartbeat quickened as someone in the room with me whispered, “Memento mori. Respice post te!”
But there wasn’t anyone there. I knew enough Latin to know the phrase had to do with death, my death to be exact, and felt a sickening sense that whatever had spoken was determined to keep his word.
The fly from earlier landed on my hand. I considered swatting him for leaving me in the dark, but I preferred the company. “No … I’m okay.” I cleared my throat.
Just then the lights came on. I looked around, and there was still no one there that I could see. But then, I heard faint breathing, and it wasn’t the fly.
“Go ahead, Grace. Just finish up now,” Vivienne urged through what I imagined were tight lips. 
***
Aside from the visions and ability to levitate things and the voice in my head, I considered myself pretty ordinary. And judging by the two dates I’d had since officially entering the “scene” at age fifteen, my status as ordinary seemed to be well confirmed by the boys at school. Leave it to my mother, Vivienne Lenore Crescent, to give me, Grace Anne Miller, the most ordinary name in the world. Dad, on the other hand, seemed to truly believe I was special.
“One day, you are going to find out just how special you are,” he would say. “Your life has meaning, Grace Ann Miller, whether you ultimately decide to accept it or not.” He told me that when I was nine years old—the day I’d first heard His voice. Special or not, when I heard the voice for the first time, I locked myself in the closest, blasting music, as loud as it would play, through my headphones. Remi found me hours later, passed out in pee-stained shorts.
Deep down I knew Dad was right, at least partially. There was something different about me. I was either gifted or crazy, and if it turned out that crazy won out over gifted, well, hiding in my closet seemed like the best solution.
By the time high school rolled around, I had reconsidered. Perhaps my dad was mistaken. I’d seen the movies and read the books, so I knew the drill. No one was after me, I wasn’t guarding any special jewelry or ancient egg, and no one had invited me to wizard school—yet. Quite frankly, how special could I be? Aside from hearing voices and seeing things, I was as normal as anyone.


The You Know What Hits the Proverbial Fan
Remi struggled to divide his attention between music, girls, and hockey. After all, at fourteen, what else is there? He even took Mom’s abandonment of us in stride, saying, “Seriously, Grace. If Mom doesn’t want to be here, there’s not much we can do about it. You can’t make people be what you want them to be. They just end up hating you for it in the end.”
Remi sounded wise and somewhat melancholy. He held me as my shoulders slumped in a ball of regret, shame, and nothingness. I was more exhausted than sad. I’d expended most of my energy playing Happy Family when she was around.
“How can you be so cold, so matter of fact?” I sounded whiny, but I couldn’t help it. I fell to the floor, depleted of vigor. It was as though when Mom left, she took most of the energy with her; Dad, Remi, and I had to share what little remained. It had only been two days since she’d left that time.
Remi sat across from me and stared. We sat in silence until Mr. Larson called us for dinner. No visions, thoughts, or emotions from either of us. Just a shared void.
Aside from occasional fights with Jenny Larson, and strife in his sorry excuse for a band, Remi was perpetually happy. He never had a bad word to say about anyone, ever. Well, there was that one time when he was little and my dad took us to Chuck E. Cheese’s. Remi kept saying, “That mouse stinks, Daddy. He does. I wanna go home.” Dad was so embarrassed. Other than that, it was not in Remi’s nature to be unkind. And so, the events that followed came as a complete shock.
Remi was at band rehearsal when it happened.
After skimming my email, I found I had won the Rwandan lottery, had twenty-one new friend requests, and the government of Sri Lanka had located my long-lost cousin in need of an immediate organ transplant to the tune of fifty thousand dollars. They needed me to wire the funds from my bank account “post haste.”
And then there was this.
Subject: Between life and death: Which do you choose?
Opened with immediate regret.
“Grace Ann Miller,
The plan has been set in motion. Join with us and unlimited power will be yours. Side with them, and you will die.”
Hmm. Not much choice there. Jerks. I stared at that email, not fully discounting the comical nature of its content, despite the fact that it was like no other email I’d ever received. There was something about it that made me think I’d better read it again. After all, it wasn’t every day that I was threatened with death or the choice of unlimited power via email. Bad luck for not forwarding to seven people in the next twenty minutes—sure. Death? Not so much.
I checked the email properties. Geeky.
Sent from: graceannmiller917@gmail.com
OK, so I’d heard of people hijacking email addresses before. No big deal. Some bozo had hijacked my email and sent me an email with my own freaking email address.
Sent To: remithegreat@gmail.com (lamest email address ever!)
CC: graceannmiller917@gmail.com
Subject: Saving Grace (OMG. Lame, lame, lame!)
“Remi,
Return to your post and leave the rest to us. Join the cause, and they will be spared. If you fight or stay, she will die.”
Someone was playing a sick joke on both Remi and me. I convinced myself that one of his friends would send me a text within the next few minutes claiming responsibility like stupid terrorist jerks did when they blew stuff up. Hard as they tried to seem like spooky kids, they’d never let me go for too long thinking I was in danger. Remi would come sliding through the door, laughing and begging me not to be upset by his buddy Sean’s latest stunt. I forced myself to ignore the troubling messages.
I’d been getting loads of friend requests since being named a finalist in the Rock-N-Writing contest. Nearly sixteen thousand people had listened to my online submission. I think Remi secretly wanted me to win so he would have an in at Resolute Records and be able to drop the losers in his current band.
The biggest-selling artist on their label, Gavin Vault, was to announce the winner in twenty-four hours. The winner was to receive a phone call from Gavin himself. Not that I was excited about that or anything. But winning that contest could have changed everything for me. Funny how I thought the biggest thing that could ever happen to me was winning a songwriting contest. Boy, was I lacking imagination.
Will I even be alive in twenty-four hours? Surely I was being silly.
I closed my eyes and tried deep breathing. One. Two. Three. It didn’t work. Return to your post. It was very specific, yet made no sense at all.
My eyes jolted open at the realization that someone had come into my room. I must have dozed off.
Light spilled in. Hadn’t the lights been on?
“Hey, Grace,” Remi managed through a sigh. Something in his tone troubled me. My pulse began to race as Remi scanned the room, taking in the details as if he were seeing it for the first—or last—time. Had he gotten the email that I’d supposedly sent? Was he thinking what I was thinking? Had he seen my last vision? Remi’s expression filled me with fear.
He’d always looked like a cherub. Not like a baby, but innocent, untouched by negative things. Remi plopped down on the bed, wiping sandy brown ringlets away from his forehead and leaning on his elbows with his face in his hands. When he was happy, his eyes were the color of a cloudless sky. Any other emotion or a rainy day made them seem grayer. I tried not to notice the dull hue to his eyes that night.
“You shouldn’t be so down, you know.” I attempted to sound chipper so he wouldn’t notice how effected I was by the emails. “We’re gonna be rich.”
“Is that so?” he countered, failing to sound chipper as well. I squirmed as discomfort snaked into the room, slithered upward, and wrapped itself around me. Something was definitely wrong.
“Yep! We won the Rwandan lottery, and I’m gonna split the entire three hundred eighty-eight million with you!”
My attempt at humor was wasted. Remi’s facial expression was somewhere between fear and amusement, like a child watching a circus clown for the first time, unsure of which emotion to settle into: fear or happiness. In my gut, I knew something was wrong with Remi. With me. With everything. The day I’d hoped would come since age nine was here. I knew at that moment that everything was about to change. That Remi and I were about to find out why we had these abilities, that whatever was happening, that Remi had known all along. And yet, I immediately felt a need to comfort him, to make what he was about to tell me OK for him. For both of us.
I steadied myself against the impending doom. “You can tell me anything, you know. You look a little green. Maybe you should—” But he was already lying down. I swallowed back a gulp.
I had never seen him like this: so deep in thought and, from the looks of it, not a good one. He cracked a half-smile. Overwhelmed, I began to cry.
“I have a strange feeling,” Remi started. He seemed almost in a daze, far away, as if he was seeing something. “Something bad is gonna happen.”
“What? Why would you say that? Did you see something?” I reached for his hand.
“It’s the same feeling I had before Dad died.” Remi took my hand in his.
Tears fell in lines, one after the other, down my face. I began to shake softly. I sat staring at him, and he closed his eyes as if to block unpleasant images from his mind.
A tear fell from his left eye, still closed. I watched as the singular tear made a slow and deliberate effort down the hills and valleys of his cheek, then jaw line, and thin at his chin. It was as if it was the only tear left in him, or maybe it had been waiting for a moment such as this to fall.
I clutched my sides, which had begun to ache, afraid to accept what Remi had said.
The night before Dad died, Remi told me he dreamed Dad had been in a car accident on Reddington Highway. He described in detail the time of day, the weather, the position of the sun and clouds in the sky. What stood out more than anything, he’d said, was the presence of huge, wide-winged birds. I tried to assure him that this was impossible since Dad was away on business and would not be back for two days. I didn’t know then if my attempts to calm him had worked. I ran from the room shortly after his revelation because I was afraid. I couldn’t let him see me that way. I didn’t want him to know the truth. I’d had the same dream.
The next day, Remi had invited friends over. Jenny Larson and I cleared the table to the sound of both the TV and the boys in the other room.
“Hey, sis, your phone’s ringing,” Remi called from the living room.
With a plate in hand, I ran into the living room to get my phone. Remi threw it to me before anyone noticed how quickly he had moved. When had he gotten so fast, so graceful? I was neither of those things, and could either hold the plate or catch the phone. I reached for the phone, and that’s when things started happening in slow motion.
The plate fell to the floor, breaking into three equal pieces, and the phone ringing stopped.
I remember the time because I checked the phone to see who’d called. The display said 7:46 p.m., and the caller was Gavin Vault. I gasped. Jenny came running out of the kitchen just as the doorbell rang. But she didn’t come to help me. She ran right past me to Remi’s side. I saw her in my peripheral vision. I pressed the button on my phone to view “missed calls.” There were three from Dad’s friend Sergeant Mullane and none from Gavin Vault. My free hand moved to my chest.
Remi’s friend Sean hopped over the couch and answered the door. I looked up, then blinked. My head hurt. Dad’s best friend, Sergeant Rocco Mullane, stood in the doorway looking as if all the blood had been drained from his body. The breath I’d been holding escaped. I dropped my phone. He’d called and now he was here, at our front door.
Something pushed its way into my mind. I pushed it back with all my might.
I was running out of air; the room was running out of air. I couldn’t breathe.
He’s not dead.
His voice echoed in my ears in the same exact moment that I happened to turn my head in the direction of the TV. The gravitational pull made me dizzy. Content, awareness, and acceptance at war with my heart, mind, and body.
The newscaster and Sergeant Mullane spoke at the same time, but I could not hear Sergeant Mullane. “An unidentified man was killed in a head-on collision on Reddington Highway. Highway Patrol is investigating the fatal crash, including what caused the driver of one of the vehicles to swerve into oncoming traffic.”
“Dad.”
My legs gave out from under me as I grabbed at the cross around my neck. Then everything went black.


It’s All Fun and Games Until Someone Loses a Boyfriend
The memory of Dad’s funeral now brought back physical pain. We dressed in our best and least festive clothes, listened to everyone talk about how amazing Dad was, pretended we weren’t dying inside ourselves, and waited around while Mom presided over his funeral as if she was the grieving widow.
Everyone had loved Dad, and so his funeral had to be held in the neighboring town with a church large enough to accommodate everyone. A closed casket meant we had to stare at a photo of Dad, wondering whether he was really inside the cherry casket at all. Remi was as handsome as ever, clothed in a black Armani suit that Mom had given him. Even in grief, Remi was full of light, comforting others who had much less to lose by Dad’s death.
I watched Mom work the crowd after the services, Mrs. Larson dutifully a few steps behind her trying to mask the grief that threatened to explode from inside her. When everyone had gone, and we were alone in the massive brick church with Dad’s casket, flowers, and giant photo, Mom and Victoria Larson had a surprisingly short and hushed discussion ripe with tension that infected the entire church. After, they found Remi, Jenny, and me seated on the last pew awaiting news of their discussion. As they approached, Mom allowed Mrs. Larson to take the lead position while she stood behind her, something I didn’t understand at the time.
Then, as if offering news of a second coming, Mrs. Larson smiled, wiped a tear from her tear-stained cheek, and leaned forward to take Remi’s and my hands in hers. Remi and I were to live with the Larsons. Mom was headed back to New York that evening, and we could stay with the Larsons as long as we like. Of course, we were to consider them as family, take as much time as we needed to grieve. She made sure to emphasize that she, Mr. Larson and Jenny would help us in any way they could, even though Mr. Larson had been too sick to attend Dad’s service.
Mrs. Larson’s face was stretched into an expression that seemed like a combination of pity, duty and sorrow. Once again she would be left to deal with Mom’s mess. She would be left holding the bag while Mom rode off into the sunset gorgeous and unaffected. God knows she didn’t have to take us in. Jenny’s mom, Victoria, had once been my mom’s best friend. But Mom wasn’t satisfied with just winning the state beauty pageant, coming in first to Victoria’s second. She stole Dad, Victoria Larson’s then-boyfriend on that very same day. And well, everyone knows what happened after that.


Praefatio
Book 3, Chapter 18
The Angel ascended.
She loved him with everything that was within her. And he loved her, from before she was born on the earth. But she knew not a time before, only of the present, a new and enlightened time of love and of wonder. And just as her memory faulted on a past love, so was she unaware of the current danger.
Still, she would be his; the promise had already been made. Silent war raged within him as he sought to protect her from the evil of which he was a part. She was stronger than him, and before long she would assume her rightful place.
That he Fell to be with her would forever cause great friction in his family.
When the one she called “brother” unwillingly succumbed, he waited as the very fibers of his being became that which he loathed.
Dark forces gathered, for she was weak and as of yet unaware of her great power. He who sought to enslave rushed to seize her for the promise of great bounty and riches. He was not alone in this effort. For the one who would subdue her is the one who holds the power.


Goodbye, Mr. Fluffy Rabbit
That evening, I’d fallen asleep, happy I was still alive, and Remi was still Remi. From somewhere outside, I heard footsteps, heavy breathing, and growling. First there was a fluttering heat in my stomach like the sudden presence of hundreds of fireflies, flitting and flashing about. Then there was the immediate knowledge that whatever was outside was coming for me. The fluttering gave way to panic as Remi blew through my door.
“Get up, get up! We have to go. Grace, let’s go! Now!” Remi wasn’t yelling, but determination marked his tone, and he was dressed for the outdoors. I looked at my clock. It was 1:46 a.m.
“What’s going on?” I tried to even out my breathing, which had quickened along with the pulse thudding in my ear. Thoughts of the emails raced to the forefront of my mind, and I failed to push them away. What I was supposed to do next escaped me. Yet I jumped out of bed and stood at attention like a soldier, more catatonic than stoic.
He levitated a book I’d never seen into the messenger bag on the floor next to my bed, levitated the bag, then eased it onto my right shoulder in one smooth movement. “Take this. Let’s go,” Remi instructed me calmly. He’d already dressed me by doing the same with a jacket and boots from my closet. We were gonna die, and Remi was doing magic tricks with my clothes.
Thankfully, Remi was bigger and stronger than me. He didn’t even flinch when they crashed into the side of the house, raising it off the foundation, shaking the core. Dust rained from the ceiling, and books and knickknacks from the shelves crashed to the floor. It felt like there was a giant locomotive underfoot. I grabbed Remi’s arm to steady myself.
Several loud claps of thunder tore through the sky. I held the curtain open, afraid of what I’d see. Quick relief filled me at the sight of shimmering fireworks outside. As they neared the ground, they morphed into creatures I couldn’t discern. It looked like the head of a lion, the tail of a snake and … is that a goat? Voices screamed at the front door.
“Memento mori. Respice post te!”
Sounds of whispering, scraping, growling, licking, screeching, dragging, and heavy breathing combined to deliver an unmistakable message. I was going to die.
They banged on the glass, then dragged what seemed like claws across it. Windows shattered under the assault. I flinched with each new sound.
Remi hugged me to him, a second of warmth that was over as quickly as it began. It was as if he was saying goodbye. I let go of the curtain. I didn’t want those creatures to be the last thing I saw before I died.
“Grace, trust me. You have to run with me now!” Remi grabbed me and pulled me out of my room, down the hallway, past the other bedrooms, down the stairs, and out the back door. I couldn’t understand why he’d left the Larsons to die, or why they hadn’t followed. Why hadn’t they woken? Surely they’d heard that crash, the broken windows, and felt the house shake. There’s no way they’d missed that flash of lights. It looked like the Fourth of July out there. Unless they were already dead.
I turned around to see the house through tear-misted eyes and remembered I’d forgotten Mr. Fluffy Rabbit. But we’d covered much ground in the few seconds since we’d left. The house was now thousands of feet away. We moved so fast that Remi went in and out of focus next to me. I convinced myself it was a dream and we were all still asleep.
We raced ahead faster than it was possible for humans to run. I closed my eyes and listened for His voice. I wondered if He was out there, if He knew I needed him right then.
The wind whipped around us, growling like a ferocious animal about to rip trees from the ground. It made my spine rigid. Visions came and went, and my mind seemed stuck on auto-play. Images of the strange creatures I’d seen beneath my window, scenes of people I had never met, but who felt strangely familiar, and a garden like the one He’d taken me to, then nothing. White noise, like they’d stopped broadcasting.
I looked behind me, though I shouldn’t have. My stomach lurched when I noticed we were airborne, slightly above the ground, maybe five inches. I was sure I was going to be sick. Stars raced above us while the moon lit up the sky like a disco ball. On any other night, I would have enjoyed the sheer impossibility of it all. This was not that night. Another vision began, and this time, my head slumped onto Remi’s shoulder and I let it take me away. 
***
The fragrance was of honeysuckle, pancakes, berries, and something I couldn’t place. Sweet pea, maybe freesia. A slight breeze made me feel almost giddy as I walked.
Above me, sky poked through ancient trees—maples, oaks, elks, willows, and pines. Fruit trees produced every kind of fruit imaginable. I stumbled upon a cherry blossom field. I resisted the urge to twirl and twirl until I became dizzy. But the feelings remained: happiness, joy.
I came upon a large, open, grassy area where two banyan trees stood. The first looked as if it could sweep you up into its arms and devour you with its many twisted trunks. I kept my distance. With branches stretching from either side, forming a crescent shape above, the great tree’s leaves jutted out across and around the tree in deep red. Beyond the first tree, in the center of the grassy area, was another, covered in leaves of sunburst yellow and bearing shiny, succulent-looking fruit.
It was strangely like a mirage, and yet I suddenly felt famished. But I wasn’t there to eat. I walked, resisting the urge to pull fruit from the curious tree, inhaling its scent as I did. It was intoxicating. This garden was not unlike the one in my dreams.
Near the edge of the clearing was the mouth of an oddly-shaped stream. Clear water refracted light into a rainbow that stretched across it. Four distinct paths of flowing water ran from the stream and into a forest. Thirsty, I knelt at the base of the stream and drank pure, clean-tasting water. Satisfied and replenished from that one drink, I was certain I would not need to drink again for a long time, if ever.
Perfection lay at every turn. If this was heaven, then I was dead. What if I was dead? I clutched at my chest, my heart pounding as if trying to remove itself from my chest cavity. A warm breeze caressed my face, then covered me in an embrace so magnificent I wanted to stay there forever. Then I was falling, thrown abruptly back to reality as the wrenching in my gut began. 
***
I never really thought about all Remi was capable of until those things crashed into our house and lifted it from the foundation. “Respice post te!” the voices insisted.
I looked behind me again. Big mistake. Gigantic dogs. So big they could have been horses. Their open, chomping mouths kept coming at us, saliva slinging from left to right. While I watched, the giant dogs transformed again, their tails changing into rattlesnakes’ tails. The loud rattling echoed through the night and sent a chill through me.
“Aggghhhh!”
Something had ripped the skin on my calf to shreds. As I bent to try and keep my skin together, the bloodthirsty creatures gained on us.
Remi looked quickly behind us and pulled me along. I knew we weren’t going to make it, and if he hadn’t known it before, I bet Remi knew it then. We’d never outrun giant, ferocious dogs, despite our head start. We were going to die, my leg leaving a trail of blood, leading them straight to us.
“Grace, are you all right?” Remi placed his hand on my leg as if just realizing I’d been hurt. It felt like searing hot metal on my skin. His touch made me dizzy
and
our speed caused tears to dry on my skin almost as quickly as they’d fallen.
“Oh God,” was all I could manage. I rubbed my leg where Remi’s hand had been while struggling to hold on to him, to my sanity.
“Grace. Come on. Stay with me. I promise, everything’s gonna be OK.” Remi smiled and picked me up in his arms as if I weighed no more than Mr. Fluffy Rabbit. Then he ran even faster on feet that never touched the ground.
I looked over Remi’s shoulder long enough to see the creatures through half-closed eyes. They changed back and forth between large dogs and enormous beasts resembling brown bears, but with wings and tails. The giant, winged brown bears had three snake tails. On the end of each tail was, instead of rattles, the head of a cobra. Long shoots of orange-blue fire came out of the bears’ mouths with a deafening roar.
“Remi, am I?” I was nearly out of breath. “Did you … see … that? That did—didn’t. Did that just?” I placed my head against Remi’s chest, unable to stop the gush of tears. It was worse than any nightmare my mind could dream up. Still, through everything, Remi never faltered. I didn’t think it was possible at that moment to love anyone as much as I loved Remi.
“It’s OK. Yes. They’re real and demonic. Those in particular manifest the fears of whoever they are after. They’re literally trying to scare you to death. Don’t be afraid. You’ll make it worse.”
Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid. Don’t be afraid.
When I opened my eyes, the bears were people, kids around my and Remi’s age. They moved as fast as we did, now trailing at about a car’s length—a small car. The two boys were clad in metal armor from chin to waist with leather here and there. They carried swords at their backs and waists and knives attached to their ankles. The taller boy had something in his hand, an axe, I think. If he was trying to scare me, it was working. The one in the middle was distinctly female. A hooded, blood-red cloak only partly concealed shoulder-length platinum blond ringlets. She seemed to be floating, legs unmoving. At her waist was an enormous sword sheathed in gold. She waved at me, exposing shiny metal cuffs on her tiny wrist and frighteningly long finger claws, on both hands, also in gold.
Looking beyond Remi, I could have sworn the girl was smirking. I blinked and became even dizzier. She was closer than the rest and seemed more determined as she pumped her arms and pushed against the air. Despite Remi’s reassurances, I was terrified; more so than those beasts had made me. There was something about the girl that was so hauntingly familiar that it scared the crap out of me.
“Stay with me, Grace,” Remi said before I passed out. The last thing I recall thinking about was when Remi became part of our family. 
***
My mother used to tell the story of Remi’s arrival like this. It was the Christmas morning of my fourth year on God’s earth, and Dad seemed especially excited. I’d assumed it was the unnecessarily extravagant gift he’d gotten me, which I’d already found when snooping, as was a bad habit of mine, around in the garage. It was a new bicycle, complete with reflectors—not that I was ever allowed to ride my bike at night, so the reflectors were more of a fashion statement than a safety precaution. I was only allowed to ride as far down as Mr. Johnson’s, the wonderful man—they don’t make men of honor like that anymore—who lived two houses away. Mom always referred to Mr. Johnson as the mayor of the block. If anyone had a problem, he somehow managed to resolve it. Truth is, old Mr. Johnson never really actually resolved anything. He was pretty much like Solomon. He presented the squabblers with options that either scared them to death or made them feel like complete idiots.
Back to Mom and the bike, or Dad and Christmas. Mom would never have allowed Dad to give me such an extravagant gift if she had known about it beforehand. “It was just like Gabe to keep that a secret; he knew I wouldn’t approve,” she would say. She didn’t like to see me giddy. Instead, she would have come up with some garbage like, “She has to learn sacrifice, Gabe.” Right, Mom, because growing up with an absentee mother isn’t sacrifice enough. 
***
I shifted in the metal chair, knowing full well that Mom was on the other side of the mirror, listening to my every word with a raised judgmental eyebrow and a scowl. 
***
After pancakes, I went straight to the tree and began destroying the wrapping paper on the gifts Dad had tried so hard to keep a surprise. Just as I reached the bottom of the tree and spied my new CD player, the doorbell rang.
“Gracie, I think maybe you should get that. It could be for you,” Dad teased. I squealed and ran to the door, visions of something too big for Dad to hide at the house dancing in my head. A pony, maybe? Had to be a pony.
Reality smacked me in the face the minute I opened the door. My heart dropped to my belly as I skidded to a stop. My mouth fell open in shock as I laid wide and bewildered eyes on the anti-gift. Mom was there, smiling and shoving a real live boy inside the doorframe—and he stank.
Maybe it was one of those “real” babies they advertise on TV—the ones that cry, poop, and pee in their diapers, I thought. Only this one was toddler-sized, about two years old, and definitely had the pooping thing down. I couldn’t imagine what he could be doing with Mom, my mom. Then I figured maybe it was one of those Save the Children kids, and we were gonna sponsor him for a week and send him away. I took a step back, slowly, inside the house where it was safe, warm, and the spirit of Christmas was still alive.
“Sweetheart,” my dad said. “Give your mother and brother a hug.”
He’d done it again. First Dad told me there was no Easter Bunny, then no Santa Claus. Now he was trying to pass some kid off as my brother.
The boy looked completely innocent, but with the potential to be a really bad egg. It was as if he was pulled from a painting. Too perfect for real life. A caramel face hugged by tight, sandy-brown ringlets complimented eyes like double drops of blue island water that stared curiously back at me. You could search, but never find a color in existence like those eyes.
“Gwace.” It spoke and reached out to hug me with its little hands. I was either in love or hypnotized by the stink that was wafting up from the diaper. From the moment he spoke, he was my brother.
I never did get my new bike. 
***
“Come on, Grace, you’ve gotta wake up. You’ve gotta run, can you run?” Remi pleaded with me. I hadn’t been asleep, I didn’t think. I looked around to get my bearings. He put me on the ground, and somehow my feet started moving.
Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling. We were gonna die.
You will not die tonight. Your strength will save us all.
His voice broke through my thoughts like vice cops with a search warrant. I knew He would find me, that He would not let them … that He could not let me die.
Still dizzy, my eyes focused on a white barn with blue accents. Despite everything, it appeared serene, untouched by evil. We were safe. He’s right.
We’re gonna be OK.
We entered. The pain in my leg had eased up. I felt down to the fork-shaped wound. The blood had dried and a scab was already forming. There is no way in the world that this wound should have healed in minutes. Maybe I am going into shock. Maybe the stress of the situation is too much. Maybe this is what happens to the mind before one dies.
Remi paced back and forth, mumbling and shaking his head in defiance as if having a conversation with someone I couldn’t see. What I did see were flashes of light from outside through the cracks in between the wooden planks of the barn walls. It was like before, at the house. Heavy legs crawled up the sides of the barn, shaking the structure as they went. Scraping, panting, and loud thumping filled my ears. It was over. This was it. We had nowhere to run.
And then there was Remi. Where exactly had he come from? He just sort of showed up one day. Mom never mentioned how she came to acquire him or why he’d suddenly become a part of our family.
Even as I got older, I never doubted the bond we’d shared. He was my brother plain and simple. I never once thought about what the lack of biological connection could mean until right then—when the differences between us became clear.
In face of evil, Remi had led me away from the house and healed me when I became injured. What the hell was he? There, in a barn in the middle of nowhere, Remi was all I had. Now Remi’s secrets were going to cost me, going to cost us both our lives.
I turned to Remi, now crouched on the floor opposite me, thumping his head against the barn wall as if trying to shake the answers loose from his brain. It was past time for him to tell me what was going on.
He leaned forward and said in a voice slightly above a whisper, “Sleep.” It wasn’t a noun; it was an order.
“What?” I asked in a sluggish drawl, already feeling the effects of his words on my body. My eyes grew heavy, the present slipping away. I wanted to will my mind to reject all I had seen, to sleep and wake in my bed at home with the Larsons.
Remi stood and crossed the room to the barn entrance in what seemed like one long, floating stride. Just then something big and angry burst through the doors and cast a giant shadow on the floor. There was a near-blinding light behind Remi—or maybe coming from him. He raised his hands and I struggled to keep my eyes open.
My mind went on overload. Oh my God, are those … Fangs? But the girl … has … w … w … what in the world? I am either dead, crazy, or both, was all I could think. Two more crashed through the door in a ball of wings and fire and then unrolled into people. My eyes, so heavy … Dark … Eyes now slits.
Remi, suddenly clothed in golden armor, held two huge axes in either hand. On his back, affixed in the shape of an X were two long swords. He took a deep breath, then simultaneously leveled the axes at the Fireball Boys.
Nice one, Remi … Kick his … Sleepy … Remi, memento mori. Respice post te! … Remi. Oh my God, Remi. Your back. Is. On. Fire!
Then Black.
Nothing.
What’s that beeping? Remi? Remi, where are you?


PART TWO
Was It a Dream?


When I Get Outta Here, I’m Gonna Write a Book!
I woke in a white room, head pounding. My semi-lifeless body pressed down like a one-ton weight into the slab of collective fibers they called a “bed.” It was a sad attempt to support what was left of a badly broken girl. I didn’t know then that a ruptured mind and tattered body made me an easier target, and that it was only a matter of time before they’d try to kill me again.
I wasn’t certain, but the beeping and oddly familiar smell of sickness and industrial-strength cleaners indicated I was likely in a hospital. How I had arrived at said hospital, I didn’t know. My thoughts drifted to Him as I let my mind wander.
“Is she still out?” I heard a familiar voice ask. It was almost like she was singing, but off-key.
Mom?
“Will she remember what happened?” It was Dad that time.
I was sure the meds were responsible. The last time I’d seen Dad was on the news when they announced his death from a head-on collision. The concern in his voice was easy to discern, and the secrecy of his tone was the same as ever. Definitely Dad. But how?
I wasn’t sure what they were hoping I wouldn’t recall. Surely they couldn’t expect me to have forgotten being hunted by huge, shape-shifting dogs that turned from bears into fanged angels or that creepy blond girl who attacked my little brother, who just happened to have sprouted huge fiery wings from his back?
Nurse! I couldn’t decide if what I needed was more meds, stronger meds, or to be carted off to the psychiatric ward.
My head pain was pretty intense; I couldn’t speak at first. Just keeping my eyes open was a chore, let alone figuring out what Mom and Dead Dad were up to.
“I think she’s awake.” The voice was even and assured. This time, it felt real—not in my head, not distant, but right there in the room. Hearing it sent warmth through my body like a coil that slowly unraveled, starting from my toes, past my knees and then lingering at my thighs before moving up toward my chest, past my neck and ending with burning cheeks. Hearing it, I felt lighter, like my body was no longer pressed into the bed.
It was HIM, the voice, my voice, my life. He’d found me. I knew at that moment that I would do whatever he asked of me, go anywhere with him. And then I saw him, and everything I knew before went out the window. I knew only what he would tell me next.
His face. No! It couldn’t be. This was too much for my broken mind to handle. I could deal with the demonic creatures, and even angels, but not this.
I began gasping, inhaling, inhaling, inhaling, but was unable to exhale. My chest felt like it would explode from the pressure.
“Relax, it’s OK. Calm down. Breathe. Slow.” He spoke, and my body responded to his orders. Slowly, I settled into a regular breathing pattern and studied him.
His features faded in and out. It took a lot of energy to focus. I wished he’d come closer. My body was working overtime to piss me off. It wasn’t clear if his features were dark, or if it was just his mood.
His skin held a pale hue, like maybe they didn’t have summer where he’s from. Eyes that seemed like they couldn’t decide whether to be blue or green peered at me with what appeared to be concern. He may have had a hairstyle at one time, but it was grossly overgrown. The look was effortless on him, jet black and kissing his shoulders.
How did Mom and Dead Dad know him?
My thoughts were all scrambled, like someone was rewinding the last few weeks, or maybe erasing them, preparing to replace them with new ones, the way you would reformat a hard drive. It worsened my headache to see things race by so fast. What brief coherence I’d managed was gone, demolished by the appearance of a singular boy.
He moved with the grace of royalty from the open door to the side of my bed. He threw a furtive glance at Dead Dad and then nodded to Mom.
Just outside my room, nurses pointed, stared, and giggled like little girls. One had a camera, and two others angled for photos with their mobile phones. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother wave her dainty hand and close the mini-blinds on the interior windows the nurses used to look in on patients. Fireflies fluttered in my stomach again, warm and quick, the truth of what I was and about to become secret and yet apparent.
As if last night was not enough of a toll on me, now Mom was there doing the same tricks Remi had taught me, only this time in the presence of Dead Dad and the voice from my head. I reached for the call button, but Mom shook her head at me, indicating that wasn’t a good idea. Rats.
Dad stood in line, rigid and at attention as if awaiting orders. He looked like Dad, only nearly translucent. Like, Dead Dad would’ve. Should’ve. Since he was freaking dead, and I was hallucinating the worst hallucination ever. I covered my eyes, hoping that when I uncovered them, they’d all be gone. Well, not all of them.
But when I opened my eyes, they were still there, staring at me like I was crazy. Then there was a rush of tears. The kind that come when you realize your worst fear has come true. Their being there could only mean one thing: I was certifiably insane. I wasn’t special, as Dad had suspected, just nuts.
“Dad, Mom?” I looked from him to her, but it was as if I’d said nothing. Neither of them moved or even acknowledged that I’d spoken.
OH NO! Is this my last wish? Am I dying? Did someone, maybe Remi, think I would enjoy a visit from a rock star as my dying wish? It’s why I can see Dead Dad. He’s dead. I’m near-dead. And Remi sent a rock star to my hospital room as a wish-fulfillment thing. This is worse than I thought.
As I waited for words, movement—anything, it became clear that something urgent was happening, something more incredible than Remi and me being chased by otherworldlies and Monk Girl. And in my moment of clarity, the name of the boy came to me, the rock star. Gavin Vault, lead singer of Venus Unearthed.
My sanity had just taken another huge blow. The visions. The voices. Seeing Dead Dad and Gavin Vault and female monks, shape-shifting animals and Remi with fiery wings. In a few minutes, I’d gone from sort of hopeful to size eight straightjacket for the redheaded (bottle: Garnier Nutrisse Light Intense Auburn) insane. I closed my eyes and waited for them to come for me.
Gavin Vault took my right hand in his just as I had stopped breathing. It was like falling through space. Then a vision hit me like a wave of nausea. Not again. Not now.
In my vision I saw her, Monk Girl from the night before. This time up close, and this time we were alone, but I wasn’t afraid, and she wasn’t chasing me. She was laughing, smiling, and skipping; totally non-threatening. How stupid I’d been to fear her. She looked like Dead Dad, kind of translucent, but clearly a person. Then she ran toward me fast and grabbed my neck, taking my ability to breathe in her hands. For a translucent girl, she was pretty strong. She choked me, her eyes angry, determined. I read her mind. She wanted me dead. In a panic I reached up, grabbing, grasping at anything, and pulled the hood of her cloak down. A fit of air escaped my mouth as horror beat against my chest, tapping first and then pounding. I was staring into my own face, only with blond ringlets and hazel eyes.
“Grace, look at me.” Gavin’s voice was like a therapist bringing a patient out from under hypnosis.
When I opened my eyes, we were alone. He looked real, not imagined at all. His fingers were cool and soothing as they wrapped around my hand.
Where are Mom and Dead Dad? Maybe they had never been there. I remained still, afraid to breathe too hard for fear it would push me over the edge, making me Grace, The Completely Unrecognizable.
“Remi, can you hear me?” No one answered.
I looked over at the boy by my bed. I wanted to believe he was real, and God knows he felt real as he sat there with his fingers tapping lightly against my own.
I began to speak, to ask him who he was and if he knew what was wrong with me. I had been completely fine the day before until all hell broke loose. I probably had some kind of concussion. A person does not go crazy overnight. This boy, Gavin Vault, is just a gift from my mind to me to help me cope with the psychotic break.
He smiled and blinked slowly, letting his top lashes rest on his bottom ones for longer than was necessary. Dreamy.
“You’re not ready yet. I can’t help you process anything you’ve been through until you heal … until your mind heals. Rest.” Gavin’s voice was even and direct. His eyebrows scrunched together in a show of concern.
“Wait,” I begged, but I don’t think it mattered. My voice was lost, too soft to be heard.
He smiled and whispered, “It’s OK. You’re not going mad. Everything will make sense soon. I promise. Sleep now, Grace. I’ll return later, when you’ve had time to regain your strength.” Gavin’s hand slid from my grasp as he stood and turned for the door. Nooooooo! Don’t leave me here.
My eyes were instantly heavy. I struggled to watch him exit. There was a guy waiting in the hall. He patted Gavin on the back while looking at me with an odd expression. I blinked to stay awake, but I wanted to be rested for when the Larsons came, or Remi, so I could tell them everything.
As I drifted off, I reconsidered. Who would believe I’d had a visit from my dead father and the lead singer of Venus Unearthed? Absolutely no one.


This May Hurt a Little
When I opened my eyes, he was sitting in the chair next to my bed. A slight smile greeted me as we made eye contact. My body was too weak to respond.
“So I guess you’ve figured out you’ve won the contest,” he said matter-of-factly and moved closer. A cloud of concern shadowed his face. “Almost immediately after we determined you’d won, you were disqualified for having had one of your songs used in a commercial.” A smirk.
Panic. My dad had used a jingle I’d written in an ad for his auto repair chain. Need it done right? Need it in a hurry? Pick up the phone, have no worries. At Miller Auto Shop: we fix it right. It was hardly a real song, just a cheesy jingle. I did get paid for it, though, and still received “royalties.” Dad paid me fifty dollars for the jingle and twenty-five dollars each month it aired. That was our deal. I think he only did it to get out of having to give me a real allowance.
I turned my head into the pillow, embarrassed at the thought of being disqualified and horrified that Gavin had actually heard the jingle. My body was hot, and my head felt stuffed, like my brain was too large to fit into the cavity tasked with containing it. Swollen glands felt like they were bulging out of my neck.
“Have you been here long?” I was thrilled he had come back, even if it meant I was going to be shipped downstairs as soon as my injuries healed. His words came back to me: “You’re not going mad.”
Another slight smile turned up at the corner of the left side of his mouth. He leaned in toward me so that his face was a few inches from mine.
“Yes. I’ve been here for the past two hours. And, Grace, you’re not insane.” He reached under the barely-there hospital-issued covers, and I froze. He felt around for my hand and took it in his. “You won the contest, I swear, but the jingle thing does in fact disqualify you. I’m sorry about that. I wish I had better news as far as that is concerned. But … ” He paused and gazed into my eyes with a look the devil would have been jealous of. I felt my chest rising and falling in a fit of excitement and was immediately embarrassed. “I’m here for you … because you were promised to me,” he offered plainly, no hint that any further explanation was coming.
He smelled good. It reminded me of the sandalwood incense my dad used to burn in his shop, mixed with the scent of the yuzu juice he often drank. The juice was disgusting—sour—but the scent was citrusy and intoxicating. I let his smell have its way with my nostrils.
I exhaled. He kept looking at me, slowly inspecting my eye, cheek, then eyebrows … wait. He stopped, and I freaked ’cause he was staring at my mouth. He seemed to examine each lip intently, as if one could exist without the other.
“I … I don’t know what to say.” I wanted to ask how he knew my mother. From Broadway? That had to be it. Celebrities all know one another; I think they may even have the same management company, come to think of it.
I wanted to tell him I saw him talking to my father, who happened to be dead. I wanted to tell him I had seen Remi spread wings made from fire right before I landed in this room. But how could I?
“What do you feel when you look at me?” he asked. There was a strange sense of urgency to the question. Careful not to respond with “crazy” and the desire to declare my irrational love for him—for his voice, I closed my eyes. If it was at all possible that I was perhaps not crazy and I really was talking to Gavin Vault and he was in fact the voice in my head all those years, I couldn’t risk screwing things up. The truth was that I’d loved Him since He’d first spoken to me as a kid—but I’d had no idea He was Gavin Vault. And now that I had a face and a body to go along with the voice, I wasn’t sure that I loved Gavin Vault.
“I’m drawn to you. It feels like I’ve known you my entire life. I … don’t want to be … without you.” I lowered my gaze, ashamed of how much I’d revealed and angry with myself for even having such feelings.
He didn’t move an inch. I assumed he was weighing my words against the loud thumping of my heart and the strain in my voice. I clutched the white blanket to my throat with my free hand. My cheeks burned with turmoil as I waited for his response.
“You have,” he declared, despite the fact that I’d only met him minutes ago. Perhaps it was Gavin who was insane.
The weight of his words forced tears from my eyes. Years of second-guessing myself and worrying about my sanity came crashing into the room in waves of hysteria as I cried all I had wanted to since he first spoke to my mind.
“Grace,” he began while wiping my face with his free hand. “I know you must want answers to the impossible things you’ve seen. I can’t imagine how vulnerable you must be feeling. Somehow I think you know that everything you seek answers for is right here and here.” He placed his index finger in the center of my forehead on the first “here,” paused, then rested it in the dead center of my chest on the second. I was too stunned to move, breathe. “The only thing between you and the truth you seek is fear. You’re not crazy. You’re just too terrified to accept what you already know. When you find you are ready, I will be waiting for you.”
He released my hand, leaned over, paused, and kissed my forehead, then my nose.
I whispered, desperately short of breath and sniffling, “Where will I find you?”
“Listen for me, as always.” His voice was gentle, but also somehow foreboding, as if he were a beast trying to convince an unsuspecting girl to enter the forest with him. I shivered from a sudden chill and pulled the covers tighter around my neck. There was so much I wanted to ask, but he stood and left me alone with only his words to ponder.
Sleep evaded me for a long time. I could still smell him, and when I closed my eyes, I could feel his lips on my forehead and the bridge of my nose. I accepted my insomnia along with its companion, the flu. There was no fight in me.
Knives, no, knives and hammers … and fire attacked my sides and back with crushing force. Someone entered the room, but I was listless, unable to respond.
The person shoved a thermometer under my tongue. Beep. Archaic.
“One hundred and nine point one. It’s going up.” The woman’s voice was odd.
“X-ray?” Another woman. Stronger. Assured. “It’s impossible for her fever to be this high and for her to still be conscious. Where are the labs?”
Paper shuffling.
“How could she have broken all of her ribs?”
More paper shuffling.
“Nothing except a high white blood cell count, fever, and broken ribs? No discernible infection? Something’s wrong.” Duh.
I spent the next hours in a state of listless fever, ache, and torturous pain. My lips cracked from dehydration as my veins rejected the fluids they tried to give me. Eyes that alternated between open, closed, dazed, and runny deceived me by seeing double, triple, or sometimes not at all. Whatever thoughts bothered to invade my stuffed head were incoherent at best.
The Larsons still hadn’t arrived. Other than Gavin Vault, Dead Dad, and Abandomom, no one had come to visit me. And I wasn’t even sure about the last two. 
***
The same nurse came and went. She asked nothing, nor did she offer me any medicine. She only stared and said to no one in particular, “You’ll be just fine, things are going to work out—you’ll see,” or my personal favorite, “Just you wait, the worst is yet to come.” She was taller than me, though that’s not saying much since I’m only five foot three on a holiday, when I am in a great mood, the sun is shining, and I’m whistling Dixie. Her voice was like silk—smooth—regardless of what she was saying.
She would check my morphine and temperature, then shake her head from side to side as if none of her efforts to fix me were working.
When she wasn’t coming or going, she was permanently parked at my bedside. Odd as it was, I liked knowing she was there. I wasn’t sure if it was the morphine or my craziness, but I could have sworn she was writing in the same book Remi had given me. The book had to be years old—like hundreds, maybe thousands. When she didn’t know I was looking, I watched words magically appear on its pages as she read.
Time moved in slow motion. My visions, time zips, and memories had stopped. The one day I wanted them, even needed them, they wouldn’t come. Without my flashes, I had no Remi, and without Remi, I was alone. Why hadn’t he come to visit? Why was I unable to hear him? And Gavin. What was he hoping I would learn? When would I see him again? The questions made my head and ribs ache even more.
I stared blankly at the white walls around me, imagining vivid colorful paintings, like those you might find in the Basilica di San Pietro in Rome.
I was never particularly religious and had stopped going to church when I was seven. Even so, my dad made sure we continued to attend Sunday school until I turned nine. I always found logical holes in what we were taught. Let me just say: The kid who finds holes in the story is not the most popular kid in Sunday school.
Whenever I asked Dad about something that made little sense to me, he would scrunch his eyebrows, the way he did on the rare occasion that I had frustrated him, and say, “You should know, you were there.” I thought it was a ruse to get me to pay more attention. But I thought I had been paying attention.
Memories of my dad brought a smile to my face. I opened my eyes. The angels I thought I was only imagining were moving, walking toward a crowd of more angels, slowly, deliberately. I shook my head in fear and disbelief and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, the angels were still there. In the garden I’d visited.
Oh my God. Mom?
Mom stood with her right arm outstretched. “Walk with me, Grace,” was how it sounded. I couldn’t tell since I was still unsure at this point if it was a vision, a dream, or a complete psychotic break from reality.
I climbed out of bed, and despite my fears, reached out to accept her hand. It hurt when I reached out. Are my ribs broken in my dream too? Mom chuckled as though she could hear my thoughts.
“Mom? Where are we?” Unflippingreal.
“The Garden, sweetheart.”
Sweetheart? Who are you, and what have you done with my mother?
She turned to face me and suddenly became very serious and maternal. It was more than I could take, especially her all-white getup. Maybe this was a dream after all, and I was seeing her as I wanted her to be, not as she actually was. She never wore white. She used to say it was a very unflattering color, even for babies.
Her yellow hair seemed golden with all that light shining down on it, or maybe the light was emanating from her. She looked like a superhero.
“Grace, I have so much to tell you and very little time,” she began. She took a quick breath, then readied her next line as emotion clouded her face. “First, I love you. I love you like my own daughter, and have always thought of you as mine.” She hurried on as if she were afraid I would stop her. Shock nearly paralyzed me, though my ribs continued to hurt. “Your mother, Rosa … your birth mother, I’m afraid I don’t know where she is. Gabriel … Gabe wanted to tell you sooner, but we had to wait until the time was right. I know you think I was hard on you, that I did not like you. But I was only trying to protect you, to make sure that when this day came, you would be strong enough to hear what I have to say—what you need to hear. I could not form a bond with you, or allow you to form one with me.” She stopped talking—finally, but she wasn’t done.
What was she talking about? My birth mother? Rosa. I felt dizzy. It was too much all at once. I couldn’t look at her. Mom and Dad had always talked about Remi’s heritage. Never was there any indication that I wasn’t her daughter. I refused to look at her.
“Look at me, Grace!” she insisted sternly, as if chastising me for failing to clean my room. For all the crap, backtalk, drama, and disrespect I’d given her, she’d never once spoken to me in that tone. She chose then to do it. She should have slapped me. Would have been easier. Unfriggingbelievable.
No words. None. All my anger liquidized. Blinding tears filled my eyes, pooled, then tumbled down my raging-hot cheeks as if pushed to the floor by the middle school bully. I fell to my knees in pain. My sides and back exploded in crushing agony, muscles, bones, and joints all protesting. “Misery,” “waste,” and “orphan” were the words that invaded my mind. My mother, whom I couldn’t stand all those years, wasn’t even my real mother. I’d wasted so much anxiety and energy on not liking someone who had tried to get me to dislike her. The joke was on me.
My mother placed her hand on the top of my head, then moved it to my cheek, then arm. “Gabriel and I are angels sent to protect and guide you. We were to ensure that you actually made it to your seventeenth birthday, alive and untouched by the Fallen Ones, or worse, demons. But then they attacked, sooner than we expected,” she said quickly as her touch calmed me.
She got my attention when she mentioned demons. I wiped my tears and stood, slowly, not feeling too alive or untouched.
My mother spun the tale I’d been waiting all my life to hear. She never made mention of the fact that, despite claiming to be charged with my protection, she had abandoned me twice.
“Grace, this is serious. You mustn’t trivialize it. They are not going to stop coming after you. They want you on their side, or dead. And if you choose them, you are as good as dead anyway. You are what the prophecy foretold. Our hope rests with you.” The sternness in her tone matched the wrinkle in her brows.
“So … this is all real?” Terror and elation battled within me.
She smiled briefly and continued. “Your birthmother, Rosa, is a seraph, a High Angel, and was once the most beloved of our kind. But she became unhappy and asked The Divine One for a daughter. He blessed her with twins.” She paused so I could absorb the punch that had just been delivered to my gut. She always did that when she said something I would have trouble getting behind. Her pitying smile provided little comfort. Then my thoughts turned to Gavin and Mom’s face darkened for a second. “A short time later, The Divine One asked Rosa to offer a daughter to fulfill a prophecy. She agreed. She then Fell for the sole purpose of bearing you here on earth, though many say it was done out of love for The Divine One. Still, she did so unselfishly and never asked for anything in return. He afforded her Divine Grace so she wouldn’t suffer the fate of the other Fallen who had left their posts for more dubious reasons. No one has seen or heard from her since. From what anyone can tell, she has stayed to herself and not gotten involved with the Fallen, with whom you may already be familiar.”
Mom paused, allowing me to digest. All this time, Mom had kept my true heritage from me. Why reveal it then? She didn’t think it important to tell me sooner that my real mom was a Fallen Angel, that I had a twin sister, and I seemed to be some sort of consolation prize from God to my mom? Angels, demons, humans, all connected by an age-old prophecy that somehow involved me.
Surely she had the wrong angel; I didn’t know any Fallen. What more could she possibly say? She sighed, as she always did right before she hit you with the old one, two.
“Good Goooddd, there’s more?” slipped out before I could retract it. My teeth chattered as chills shook me every few seconds.
“Grace, do you understand what I’m saying?” She didn’t wait for a reply. “Your mother chose to Fall, taking you into herself so you could be born of human and angel. Now, you are a most unique and powerful being, unscarred by the evil that is nephilim—the offspring of angels and humans.”
“So, I’m not a nephilim?”
“You are the result of His will, not that of angels and humans. Yours is a divine purpose.” Mom beamed as if she had something to do with it personally. God, that woman would take credit for anything!
I shuddered, remembering the Sunday school lesson on angels who had children with humans. The angels were punished.
“Okay, so say all of this is true. What happened? Why am I in the hospital? How did my ribs get broken?” I should have asked about Remi, Gavin, and Dead Dad. But I figured first things first.
A long laughed escaped her narrow throat. The sparkle in her eyes was clear. Was she proud of me? How could she be? My gown was soaked through with sweat. I was barely able to withstand my own sorry weight. I couldn’t possibly be this angel she spoke of.
“Tomorrow is your seventeenth birthday. Tonight around midnight, you will feel the most awful pain you have ever felt. Your ribs will be broken, all the way up to your neck, as your body prepares for wings,” she announced as if she were predicting a lottery win.
“So I’ll be able to fly?” My voice seemed higher than usual. “Wait a minute. Aren’t angels supposed to fight demons?” I waited, breathing a little faster now, not sure if from fear, adrenaline, or both.
She lowered her gaze as she did her voice, then took my shaky, sweaty hand. “It is not my particular charge to wrestle demons, though you may not have a choice.” Her face became pensive, almost melancholy. “Unfortunately, you will also wrestle your own kind, humans and angels.” She stared at me for what seemed like forever, trying to gauge my reaction. She removed her hand from mine.
“I wish you’d told me sooner.”
“I’m sorry, Grace. The rest must be witnessed through the eyes of an angel. It is not for humans to see or understand. And it was never up to me to tell you sooner than now. Rest. Sleep. You are going to need it.” She smiled as she turned on her heel, stretched out her wings, and lifted into the air, gliding over the garden with ease.
I smiled wryly at her. Mom: always the showoff! I felt a hushed peace come over me.
I could no longer hear the sound of the breeze or the birds singing. The beep of the monitor and hum of electricity flowing through the wires of the machines attached to me drowned it out. Drip. Drip. Drip. Do normal people hear that kind of stuff?
The pain in my back, sides, and neck was unbearable. More morphine. Almost as soon as I thought it, the nurse was at the door, and I was back in my bed.
“Miss Miller, I’m leaving for the night and wanted to make sure that you were … ”
The way she paused made me curious. I hadn’t pressed the call button or asked for more medication, only thought it while staring at the name on her ID badge. I decided to try something.
Can I get another … ?
Nurse Cipher reached into the bottom drawer of the nightstand on the right side of my bed, pulled out a blanket, and covered me, just as I desired.
So, if I think it, I can make it happen?
She smiled, tucking the blanket in at the bottom of the bed.
I could think it and make it happen. Sweet! But what if I don’t want her to know my thoughts? I concentrated hard, to block her from my mind. I’m sure my veins were bulging out of my neck. I imagined a wall, thick, tall, and unbreakable between the two of us. So, Nurse Cipher, can I also get some more water? Nothing. Nurse Cipher checked the supplies in the bathroom as I wondered how she’d heard me in the first place. Can humans hear me? Nurse Cipher?
The wall crumbled.
Nurse Cipher took my wrist in her hand and listened to my pulse as she spoke slowly, deliberately. “Humans hear your words as their own thoughts, or like a sixth sense. You can plant thoughts, ideas, or suggestions into the minds of humans, but there are rules about that,” she added, pausing to see if I understood.
I smiled. “I knew it. You’re an angel too! Why am I so sick? Why can’t they figure out what’s wrong with me?” I twisted, trying to find a comfortable position.
“Your body is rejecting the invasion of a new cellular and skeletal structure. It’s fighting against your transformation like it would any invasion. It’s how humans were designed. We call it ascension,” she stated with an air of satisfaction. Done checking my pulse, she let my arm fall to the bed. “New appendages will soon appear. The good news is, your wings are grown from the blood feathers of your mother, so they’re less likely to be rejected.”
“Ascension. Mom mentioned that. But she didn’t say anything about blood wings,” I mumbled, confused.
“Your mother, Rosa’s, wings. It’s to give them a better chance of being accepted by your body. She’s a blood relative, Rosa,” she said, turning abruptly toward the door. “As for ascension, no one really knows what to expect since no other human has ever done it without dying first. But angels ascend all the time. It’s when we come into the full knowledge of who we are, what we’re capable of, and accept our fate, as you humans say. It’s our purpose, what we are made to do. You can only ascend when you are fully attuned to The Divine One and His purpose for your life is all you care to fulfill. Some of us Fall because we reject their purpose. Anyway, it’ll make sense soon enough.”
You’ll be released tomorrow afternoon, she added from halfway down the hall. I realized then she had spoken those words to my mind. It was the first time I had spoken telepathically with another angel besides Remi.
OUCH, OW, OUCH. OH GOD. I thought she said she gave me more morphine. It can’t possibly be midnight yet! The sound of my ribs fracturing one at a time was thunderous in my ears. The pain was more than I could bear. I could not move and risk more breaking or pain. I closed my eyes: nothing. No visions, no relief from reality. I pressed the call button as hard as I could. Nurse Cipher? Mom?
Somebody help me, please. I can’t do this. Tears burned my cheeks. Snot ran from my nose to my chin. I screamed and screamed, but no one came.
I closed my eyes tightly and grabbed the sides of the bed to brace myself against the searing pain. The heat of a thousand flames burned my back and sides, which felt like they were being stabbed repeatedly with blunt force. Sweat poured out of me, soaking my gown and sheets. The contents of my stomach lurched abruptly into my throat. I leaned over the side of the bed just in time to empty them onto the floor. My hair, chin, and face were covered in vomit, tears, sweat, and snot. I was shaking and chewing the skin off my peeling bottom lip, which by then had started to bleed. My stomach lurched again in a series of dry heaves. I lost control of my bowels, and I could feel my intestines twisting and turning around in my gastric cavity.
I lay still for a brief moment, sure I was about to die as my eyesight faded and my heartbeat slowed. They say before you die your life flashes before you. I was not so lucky. Instead, I heard: Crack. Crack. Crack. Crack. Crack. Crack. Crack. Seventeen ribs to go.


I Feel Like a Hero
I had stopped questioning; I simply appreciated the fact that the life-altering pain and the stench of my body’s indiscretions were gone. Oddly, I smelled of gardenia petals, jasmine, strawberries, and white amber instead. I ran a hand along my arm to find skin as smooth and soft as that of a newborn. When I touched my hair, it was like touching fine silk. I looked, but had no wings. So much for that.
It started as a low buzz that, by the end of the hour, culminated in a loud and unwelcome cacophony of sounds. Voices and things jammed my head, vying for my mind’s attention. Conversations, thoughts, dreams, radio, TV, and even the Internet filled the space between my ears, along with animal sounds, cars, machines, and feet on the pavement. I tried to distinguish between what and whom I heard, but I grew nauseated and had to stop. When I tried again to focus, I learned that dreams seemed to be encased in deep emotions like fear, lust, or hate. Conversations were more about thoughts than what was actually said.
Focusing my enhanced vision was even harder. The concentration made me hungry. My stomach growled as I remembered it was pizza night at the Larsons’. I considered my options. I could stay and push hospital food around on a plastic tray, or sneak out and get some Papa John’s. I grabbed my clothes and hightailed it out of there.
I wasn’t especially keeping track of time, but moments later our green Craftsman home came into view. It seemed like I’d only been walking for minutes, but our house was at least eight miles from the hospital.
The Larsons insisted we stay in our home after Dad died. Together with Jenny they moved in, though they kept their home around the corner. Mr. Larson retreated there when the memory of my dad became overwhelming. He’d say he had papers to grade that could only be done from his office at “home.” But I’d never seen a teacher misty-eyed over eleventh-grade test scores.
In front of my house, hundreds of butterflies flitted in my stomach. I heard voices from inside—Remi, Jenny, and Sean. I smelled them, too. The mix of Jenny’s perfume with Sean’s aftershave was dizzying.
I stood there, trying to get my bearings, wondering how to explain this to the Larsons. It seemed like forever since I had been in that house. But it had only been a day since I was thinking about the possibility of winning the Rock-N-Writing contest and meeting Gavin Vault. The day Dad died weighed heavily on me then, and how winning the contest would give my mom and me something in common. But that was before Remi and I were almost slaughtered and Remi turned into an angel and I passed out and ended up in the hospital with broken ribs.
Everything had changed. I couldn’t image how I was supposed to behave, knowing what I knew about Mom, Dad, and Remi.
I had a mother out there somewhere who I had never met, and apparently she preferred it that way. And Monk Girl—I guessed, was my sister, my freaking twin sister! As far as I could tell, becoming an angel was not all it was cracked up to be. I didn’t even have any wings!
And then there was Gavin Vault, someone I had barely considered the day before. Now I knew he was the person behind the voice I’d fallen in love with. I wanted to be happy. But I’d never really thought I would ever meet my voice, let alone that when I did, he’d be an international rock star of the obnoxiously cute kind.
My thoughts turned to Remi. What would he say about it all? What would I say? “Hey, Remi. Where’ve you been hiding those wings?” Crap.
And what about Jenny and the vision I’d seen? She was terrified. Who wouldn’t be scared, roaming the pitch-black woods alone at night when some guy with fangs shows up, circling you like a porterhouse on the first day after Lent? And what was she doing there all alone?
My thoughts were abruptly interrupted by approaching voices and the swing of the front door of my house. Sean was first, size eleven vintage black Vans out in front. Remi was right behind him with his classic smile, flashing perfectly straight, white teeth, intensely charismatic. He was kind of like Mom, but in a good way. They seemed to be in a hurry. The energy emanating from them was intense, exciting. Gavin’s show. How could I have forgotten?
Everything was amplified, but not necessarily loud. The sounds were clearer and more distinct. I could hear the cylinder release as Sean turned the door handle to open it. And then, the sound of his hand as he shoved it into one of the five pockets on his crisp, denim jeans. New, his first time wearing them. I could smell the plastic in which they had arrived at the store. I heard the sound of his tendons stretching as he positioned his wrist and forearm to grab the railing and run down the steps.
Three distinct breathing patterns, three heartbeats, and one growling stomach rushed toward me. I sensed their emotions: embarrassment, hunger, self-loathing, despair, lust, anger. One by one, I listened intently, though not on purpose. I had no idea how to control it, to turn off the voices. I hated knowing that Jenny and Sean were both thinking things they would be horrified to know I’d overheard.
Had Remi been listening too? All this time? I couldn’t believe how well he’d managed to hide this from me.
They blew past me like I wasn’t even there. Had they planned to leave for the show without me? They ran through the open gate and slid effortlessly into Sean’s brother Andrew’s 2006 black Mazda 3 hatchback.
“Hi, guys,” I managed well after they were already in Andrew’s car. They were leaving without me.
“Not funny, Andrew!” I shouted, half laughing and half terrified. I tried to catch up with them as Remi slammed the last of the car doors. Jenny sat up front while Remi lounged in the back seat with Sean. “Jenny?” I called.
But it was no use. Andrew pulled out of the driveway, turned the car in my direction, and drove off. Remi sat on the passenger side, facing me as I looked on from the steps. I stared right into the light bulbs of the Mazda 3 as they passed. I saw clear into the filament fibers. The right bulb had about six months before it would burn out. The left one, only three weeks.
Inhaling deeply was a mistake. Andrew got the brushless car wash, no scratches. He’d gotten it cleaned that afternoon. The vanilla air freshener clashed with Jenny’s loud perfume. I figured they would need to open the windows pretty soon.
As they passed, Remi looked directly into my eyes and thought, See you after the show.
Dumbstruck, I couldn’t speak. I could hear Remi again! Well, I couldn’t anymore. I think he allowed me to hear him just then and immediately shut me out. Jerk!
A slight ache returned to my sides along with lightheadedness. I felt an overwhelming urge to nap. Sudden warmth enveloped me, and I began to sweat. Lifting my legs up the front steps seemed like a near-impossible feat. My heart beat as if it wanted freedom from my chest.
Since flying to my room wasn’t an option, I forced myself up. Exhaustion threatened to send me tumbling back down the four steps I had managed to ascend. To keep from falling backward, I grabbed the railing. For crying out loud, I wish I could just be in my room already! I inhaled deeply, and when I opened my eyes, I was in my bedroom.


This is All Your Fault
My room looked the same as when I’d left it: bed unmade and Mr. Fluffy Rabbit on the floor, face up, observing the world through his good eye. In my room, a sense of sadness, as if everything that had happened in this house was meaningless, threatened to overwhelm me. That Mom and Dad and maybe even Remi had been playing me with their words, actions, and innuendos. They knew what I was, what we all were, and yet they fed me what they wanted me to know. My emotions, my fears, my pain, all of it, useless in the context of what I’d learned from my Mom. My Mom. Vivienne. I thought about my dad and things he’d said to me.
“Gracie, your Mom means well. She really does. I know it’s hard to understand right now, but she’s doing what she thinks is best for you, for all of us. She really loves you in her own way,” he offered kindly. Mom had just left us for the second time, making it clear she would not be coming back for a long time, if ever. But she had left us a most precious gift. Remi.
Mom kissed my cheek and hugged me half-heartedly. “Grace, you know my job requires me to travel, to be away from home a lot. You have to be a big girl and take care of Daddy and Remiel.” With a pat on Remi’s head, and a quick peck on Dad’s cheek, she was gone.
“OK, you two, time for dinner,” Dad announced the moment the door was shut. “What would you like to eat, Princess?” Dad bowed in front of me.
I fought a smile and replied, “Cereal, Oh servant of Grace-land.” For some reason, Dad always laughed when I said that.
“And you, Prince Remiel?”
Remi looked up and said, “Seeahweel.”
“OK. Seeahweel it is. If you please, my Lord and Lady, we shall dine in the kitchen this evening. After you.” Dad motioned for us to leave the living room and patted us both on the butt as we ran into the kitchen, giggling like, well, a five- and a three-year-old.
Unable to get me to eat the cereal I’d requested, Dad offered me one food after another. Chicken nuggets, chicken fingers, chicken dinosaurs, chicken butts. No go. “Come on, Grace. And not even a smile for chicken butts?” I pushed whatever he offered away. Usually I’d burst in a fit of belly laughs at the mention of the words “butt,” “fart,” “boobs,” or “poop.” But this time, I held my ground. Remi took his cues from me. Smart kid. “You’ll be sick if you don’t eat, Gracie. Watch me, then copy what I do.” Dad had a chuckle in his throat.
I sat defiantly at our kitchen table, drawing circles on the day’s newspaper, alternating between large and small ones.
“I’m a silly monkey,” Dad started as he raised his arms in the air one at a time, fell over in a slump, then sprang up into the air. “Ooohhh ooohhh aaahhh aaahhh.” He landed on his left foot, shifted weight to his right foot, paused, then started his routine over, only slightly faster and way sillier.
Remi stared from his highchair in disbelief, his deep blue eyes wide with delight. After taking in Dad’s second act, Remi broke into applause and, to my surprise, copied his movements exactly—well, except the jumping in the air part.
I perked up and started eating. When I looked at the paper, I realized I had been drawing letters, not circles. “G, v, n.”
***
I sat up in bed, startled by the thought that I would miss the concert. I frantically searched for my ticket and something to wear. Despite turning my room upside down, I couldn’t find my concert ticket. In the back of my closet, I found my favorite Skelanimals hoodie with the hearts on the sleeve. I’d lost it about three weeks ago. It was hanging in the closet above the book Remi had given me right before we made a run for it. I had no idea how it got there.
The black, leather-bound book showed signs of age and handling, but instead of looking haggard, it had kind of an old-world charm. I ran my hand across the cover and was astonished when a word appeared to write itself into the material: Praefatio. Latin?
I flipped the book over, then checked the spine. Nothing. I slid down the closet door, crossed my legs, and opened the book, but the pages were blank.
Wiping my hand across the first page, as I had the cover, I braced myself for words to appear. Nothing. I hugged the book to my chest, but really, I wanted to fling it across the room. What good was being an angel if you couldn’t make words appear on a page? I remembered seeing Nurse Cipher with a similar book. She’d barely made any effort at all. Pulling my legs up into my chest, I wrapped my arms around them and put my head to rest on my knees. In that one motion, my back felt as if someone poured molten metal on it.
Tightness was like a band around my back and ribs. The feeling of bones being pushed through one muscle after the other nearly took my breath away. I held it for fear of letting it go and never getting it back. Then that feeling was replaced by a tickling sensation.
Bubbling giggles welled inside me. Seconds passed, and the sensation exploded into full-on uncontrollable laughter. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw white feathers outlined in dark red.
I jumped to my feet, and Praefatio slid over next to my bed. When I turned to reach for it, the feathers turned with me. I stretched out my arms, half expecting to see wings. Nothing. Disappointed and a little embarrassed, despite the fact I was alone, I crawled over to the side of my bed to retrieve Praefatio. This time, I opened it slowly, expecting words to appear with the same confidence I’d seen Nurse Cipher exhibit. Line by line, in perfect script, words formed over the pages.
I read.
The language was beautiful, elegant. One passage in particular caught my eye, erasing all thoughts of Gavin and the concert.
I pulled the covers from me, inadvertently exposing my wife’s bare shoulder. I turned instinctively, touching her lightly with my fingers. The sensation sent a shock through me, like a bolt of electricity, as I moved my hand around the curve of her shoulder to the base of her neck. There was a pulsing there. I leaned forward, taking her in. She was lovely. I had not realized before just how pleasing my wife was to view. Had I been asleep this entire time? It was no wonder humans often stared long after she left their immediate line of sight.
I traced the distance between her shoulder and the length of her neck with my eyes. Purple veins were visible under her skin, the blood moving obediently through them, called to order by her heart. I longed to kiss her. She was my wife, after all. A thirst inside me grew stronger.
Certainly, I had kissed my wife before. Unfortunately, it did not evoke the same emotions in me as it had in her. However, it made her happy, and making my human happy was something I took very seriously. It was impossible for an Angel to take full pleasure in human expression; they were intentionally complex. To have human emotions or desires, one would have to be completely cut off from The Divine One.
And yet I was increasingly overwhelmed with human emotion. Hunger, thirst, and desire engulfed me as I touched my wife’s skin. Running my fingers along the base of her jaw line, the skeletal structure of her face, the tendons, veins, muscles, layers of skin, the life within her called to me. She was so alive, every part of her body growing, replenishing, rushing, and … dying.
All at once, water filled my eyes, trickling down my cheeks like the river in the Garden. I felt a crushing sorrow at the knowledge that my wife, so good, sweet, and innocent, would one day die. Was dying. With all my power, I could not save her from Death. She would never be immortal, no matter how much I wished for her to be. She would die, and I would be alone, forever.
The cruelty enraged me.
Desperate thoughts filled my already overcrowded head. How could I live without her? Why would He take her from me, from this world? She wanted nothing more than to love me, to give me children, and to serve. What had been her crime? To be born human? 
I so desperately wanted—needed—to love her, to consume her, to drink and taste her sweetness. I could only think to make her a part of me. I would die from the aching inside, if my immortal soul would have it. The life that moved inside her, the purple blood pulsing through her veins, her essence, would be mine.
I pulled her to me as my craving grew. Awakened by the harshness of my handling, hazel eyes blinked once, then again as she roused from sleep. Smiling in realization that for the first time her husband was desirous of her, she reached for me, caressing my ear, then my cheek. She unleashed a wildness in me I could not contain. My mouth watered and I bit into the soft skin of her.
Warm, thick, red. I was lost in the taste of her blood as I wrapped my hands around her head, letting her hair entangle in my fingers. Inhaling deeply, enjoying the smell of honeysuckle and pear in her tresses and vanilla on her skin, I was at peace.
His voice was soothing. I recognized it immediately. Still drinking, I listened as if sweet music filled the air, further setting the mood for pleasure, fulfillment.
“My son, I have given you all that you have asked of Me. I have allowed you to live among humans, as you have so desperately wished. As you fell prey to their ways, even neglecting me, I still embraced you, welcoming you home. You have instead turned your back on me, on your family who loves you. And so I have cursed you. That which you love will become that which sustains you. You will live for all time, needing to feed off the blood of your beloved humans. They will fear and revile you, and you will spend eternity hunting them. You will find no sanctuary in the Heavens or refuge on Earth. Tyler, my son, this is your eternal punishment. And on your heart will I write this book called Praefatio, so they will know how they came to be—the act from which their curse was born. And it shall be as a beacon from you forever, illuminating the path of others that follow. Behold I have given unto you a gift, so you may know that on this day, what was done to you hath been done so in love.”
Such were The Divine One’s words, but I barely heard them, so drunk was I on human life.
It was the screaming that brought me back to her. My wife had been screaming in pain and absolute horror as I bit into her neck and drank the life from her body. But I had not fallen to her influence. Instead, I felt alive, invigorated, and strong. As her screaming ceased, my wife lay limp, having succumbed to my power. I drank more voraciously and continued to caress her hair, her neck, and shoulders. I emptied the blood from her body, and only then was I completely satisfied.
Wishing to thank her for all she had given me, I reached for her. There was only emptiness in her eyes, the kind that Death leaves behind. Aghast, I fell to the floor. I could no longer hear her heart beating or her pulse racing. She was dead.
My hands shook as I closed the book. I threw it down and scrambled away. Fear, anger, and something else gripped me as my heart thudded against my heaving chest, its beating echoing in my ears like hail beating down on a tin roof.
I tried to stand and ended up backing into my dresser, rattling the perfume bottles on top. I grabbed its sides to steady myself and turned toward the mirror. I looked like me, only different. Nothing crazy, just me, only better, like someone had been nice enough to Photoshop me. My skin was smooth, with a light sheen. It was almost glowing.
“I’m still me,” I whispered to the Grace looking back at me. Well, I was me with great hair and skin and invisible to humans.
Despite the small smile that appeared on my face, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was going to happen, something way worse than what had already happened—and no amount of smooth, glowy skin and gorgeous hair could stop it.


Now He Tells Me
I sat on the bed clutching my knees to my chest. I felt suddenly out of place in that room—like it belonged to the old, fully-human Grace.
I wanted to lie down and let the weight of what I had read melt away, but even Mr. Fluffy Rabbit was looking at me like I was a freak. It was getting late, and Gavin would be taking the stage soon.
All kinds of things ran through my head. Outfit combinations, what-if scenarios, how low is too low, how high is considered slutty, and everything in between. I’ve always loved leather pants, but never had the guts or the butt to wear them. Then I started thinking about guts, and innards, and body parts, and whether it was true that angels didn’t have navels. ’Cause I was pretty sure Remi had a navel. And Dad. Then my thoughts wandered to Gavin’s navel and to beneath Gavin’s navel, and then I forgot what the heck I was doing. Oh. What would become of my navel had become really important to me. I wanted to keep mine. Stupid? Perhaps.
Several hundred outfits later, I settled on a black tee, black leather pants, and my Skelanimals hoodie. A black and white pair of vintage Chucks, some Secret Wonderland lip gloss (yum), a tiny bit of blush, and I was ready to go. Sort of.
Dad’s Maserati was still in the garage. I knew where the keys were, though knowing where the keys were and driving the car were two different things, of course. But if there was one thing I was quickly learning, it was this: Nothing is impossible if you put your mind to it.
I slinked down the steps, then tiptoed past the archway to the living room, where Mr. and Mrs. Larson sat watching reruns of The Benny Hill show. Mrs. Larson turned her head in my direction, wrinkled her eyebrows, then returned to watching TV. I could’ve exhaled the breath I’d been holding when I made it to the kitchen, but I was still so nervous.
Mrs. Larson kept a lock box in the kitchen cabinet closest to the back door. The box held Dad’s keys, wallet, photos, and other things they’d found on him when he died. I remembered hating myself at the thought of getting an instant auto upgrade from a 1995 Jeep to a 2010 Maserati GranCabrio after his death, but I didn’t feel so bad now that I knew he wasn’t really dead.
I practically floated across the kitchen floor, high on the thought of racing around town in one hundred and fifty thousand dollars’ worth of blue metallic magic. With a wave of my left hand, as Mom had done in the hospital, I directed the door to open by sending my will through as a command from my mind to my hand. When it obeyed, I stifled a giggle. Could they hear me?
I grabbed the small, wooden lock box and headed for the back door when the sound of footsteps heading in my direction stopped me. The last thing I wanted was for them to see me and start asking all kinds of questions I was not prepared to answer.
“Did you want something, dear?” Mr. Larson asked, just as my hand landed on the knob of the back door. I froze, then turned around slowly to face him. I’d left the cabinet door ajar. Crap. But he didn’t see me even though I was standing no more than three feet in front of him.
Mr. Larson opened the refrigerator door and grabbed two cans of soda and a jar of salsa. He turned toward me, looked me right in the eyes, and then went back to the refrigerator to retrieve his favorite cheese assortment. He stopped as if he had forgotten or remembered something. He walked over and closed the cabinet I’d left open and looked right at me again!
“That’s strange,” Mr. Larson mused with a wrinkled brow.
“What’s taking you so long in there?” Mrs. Larson called between laughs.
“Hon, did you look in on Grace today?” Kenneth Larson asked, not losing any of the intensity of thought as he looked from the cabinet then to me. My jaw dropped, and I instinctively started walking toward him. I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but was afraid.
“Her doctor said she’s being released tomorrow, that it was just a stomach bug. Are you all right in there? Do you need me to help you carry something?” Mrs. Larson offered, a hint of exasperation in her tone.
I’d never heard of a stomach bug that leaves you with broken ribs.
“Good,” Mr. Larson said emphatically, as if they could both enjoy their snack without worry for me or my condition. He turned his eyes from me. I stopped short of touching him, realizing he couldn’t really see me, but maybe he could sense me. Maybe my presence brought me to mind, and that’s why he asked Mrs. Larson about me.
Then I wondered how the heck I was supposed to drive a car if no one could see me? I guess someone would notice InvisaGirl driving a Maserati. Since flying was out of the question (so far, just a few sorry, itchy feathers), and walking would take too long, the odds of my attending the concert were pretty bleak. In fact, being an invisible, wingless half-angel made me no more capable of attending a rock concert than anyone. Go figure. 
***
“Is she OK?”
Dad?
“She’s OK, just left us for a little while, but she’s back now.” Nurse Cipher’s voice was cool and collected as she left the room, leaving me with someone I could not see clearly, but that sounded exactly like Dad.
“It’s OK, Gracie; everything is going to be OK. Just relax now.” My dad’s voice was like a twenty-ton boulder being dropped on me. He wasn’t screaming, but his voice boomed in my ear.
I sat up in bed, trying to get a better view. As I projectile puked all over my blanket, it became clear that sitting up was not the smartest idea I’d ever had.
“Holy cow. I heard you’d be able to astral project when you ascended. How was it?”
Remi? Oh Remi, you came! I was beside myself with excitement, followed by a crushing sense of nausea. It felt like vertigo, I think, considering I’d never had vertigo.
Dad reached over and removed the soiled blanket, and quickly replaced it with a clean one from the drawer next to my bed. Remi wiped my mouth with a tissue, discarded it, then blotted my face with a wet, cold cloth. My breathing was erratic and more noticeable. My emotions were a jumbled mess of sorrow, regret, pain, excitement, loss, fear, anger, love, and resentment. Tears stung and fell steadily from my bloodshot eyes. I didn’t even know how I ended up back at the hospital. Everything I’d thought about over the past few hours came falling out of my mouth in one garbled, snot-filled speech.
“Mom came and told me that she’s really an angel and that I’m an angel, well, a half-angel. Remi is too, but I can’t hear his thoughts anymore, unless he wants me to, and for some reason he doesn’t want me to. Nurse Cipher’s been watching over me, but I’ll be released soon. I have no idea what happens after that. And, Gavin Vault … I’ve been hearing his voice since I was nine, and I had no idea who he was until a day ago. And I don’t know how that’s even possible. But I’m in love with him, or his voice, and now he’s a real, live person, and I have no idea what to do. He came to visit me, here. How come neither of you came to visit me? What is he? Gavin. Is he an angel too? And what about all that stuff I read about in the book Remi gave me, Praefatio? What’s it supposed to mean? Remi. Remi, you’ve been an angel this whole time? How could you not tell me? Why were those creatures after us? And that girl, she looks just like me. Is she my sister? What’s going on? Do you both think I’m crazy? Dad, Dad … You’re alive. Oh God, you’re alive. Please don’t leave me.”
Exhausted, I closed my eyes, afraid to face the answers to my questions. I clutched a box of tissues instead, wiping snot and tears alternately as they fell. Neither Dad nor Remi moved.
Finally, Dad took my hand in his and whispered, “Gracie, everything’s going to be OK. I promise. You’re ascending. You’ve already been able to separate your spirit from your body, and this is a very important skill for an angel who is also human.” His body was warm, as if there was light beneath it, like when you put your hand over a light bulb. He exhaled deeply.
“The book I gave you, did you read it?” Remi asked suddenly, sitting on the other side of me. I fully understood the question, but I had not, in fact, read the entire book. When was I supposed to have had time to do that? I read as much as was revealed to me on the pages. “Grace.” Remi stared hard at me. His voice was as gentle as it had been before, with love permeating his tone. “You must finish Praefatio. It has everything to do with you.”
“Everything, Gracie,” Dad added. “The answers to all of your questions, the reason you exist, why we all exist, can be found within that book. Our job is done now. Vivienne, Remi, and I must return to our posts, take other assignments.” The finality of his tone felt like a knife in my heart. I could not stand the thought of any kind of life without him or Remi in it. After Dad died, I’d found a way to go on, but only because of Remi. How could they leave me when I needed them more than ever?
Dad stood, looking to Remi then back at me. “Grace, it is not within us to become attached to humans. Our jobs are to protect, guide, to bring word when needed. You were the first human I stayed with for so long. I came to care for you like a real daughter. I pray I am not punished for it. I hope you will always think of me as your father. It would be an honor.”
The revelations were too much. Dad’s words triggered more projectile puke, ferocious tears, and long, stringy snot. He wasn’t my real father either. I had no one. The only family I had was a wretched sister who wanted me dead and a mother who no one had seen or heard from in years.
Remi was at the door in a heartbeat. He looked out into the hallway, but before he could open his mouth Nurse Cipher greeted him with replacement bed linens, clothes, and cloths for me.
Nurse Cipher was beside herself. “We have company; they must have followed her when she left her body. I need to get her cleaned up and out of here, now!” She pushed the door open a few inches and looked at me, then back at Remi. Remi stopped her with a hand to the chest.
“This isn’t your fight,” Remi stated.
“You don’t have to do this alone, Remiel. If I die, I die saving Grace,” Nurse Cipher insisted. Another reminder of the email.
Remi turned to me; the look in his eyes contradicted the smile on his face. He turned back to Nurse Cipher, pushed her gently back into the hallway, then closed and locked the door.
I heard him. I will take care of you now, was all Gavin said. That was all I needed to gain composure.
I reached for Dad’s hand, and he took mine long enough to add, “Your life has meaning, Grace. Open your mind and heart to it, and you will find your way. I promise.” With that, he was gone. No puff of smoke, no flying out of the room, just gone.
Remi raced to my bed and offered me the clothes Nurse Cipher had given him. He turned his back and I put them on. No angel trickery, just one arm and leg at a time.
I heard what sounded like bending metal coming from the hallway. The sound stopped, then restarted. It grew louder, then softer, and louder again. It was as if someone was playing a trick on us, trying to scare us. But I knew in my gut that it wasn’t a trick. A knocking sound joined the bending metal, followed by scraping and swishing.
“OK,” I managed, so Remi would know I was dressed. But I hadn’t been paying attention. Remi turned and handed me a sword—a really long one that looked as if it could have been samurai.
“Seriously? What am I supposed to do with this?” I was only half-joking and terrified as I reached out to take it.
When the sounds stopped, all that was left was my nervous laughter. I guess I wouldn’t need my sword after all. I placed it next to me on the bed.
“Just swing it at whatever comes your way that isn’t me. Or better yet, swing at whatever comes your way, including me. Just swing and don’t stop swinging until everything is dead around you. Everything. OK, Grace? I mean it.”
“Remi?” Nurse Cipher knocked on the door at the same time that she called him. Remi stiffened.
Something stank like rotten eggs, and this time it wasn’t me.
Remi opened the door to Nurse Cipher, only it wasn’t Nurse Cipher. There was nobody there.
The fluorescents hummed to a dim before failing completely. I kept my eyes focused on the door and reached slowly for the sword. I was dizzy, yet surprisingly steady on my feet. With my hands behind me, I managed to unsheathe the sword as if I’d done so a thousand times before, steady and in control.
“It’s OK. Nothing,” Remi advised me, though he still peered out into the hallway. Its lights had not returned.
“Do you hear that?” I asked, turning my head from side to side like a dog. It sounded like dripping—not water—something heavier. Oil-based. Pooling. Something was dripping from the air vent directly above me. Warm around my feet, then my legs. So warm, hot even. Then burning. Scathing. Ripping. Tearing through my pant legs.
I looked down and screamed. An oily creature with sharp, jagged teeth and a ton of eyeballs was encasing me in hot, dark, oily goop. It was slowly coiling and making its way up my legs. I brought the sword from behind me and started slashing at it.
“Remi, help!” My pants were hanging off me from my thighs to my feet, ripped to shreds by the creature and my sword.
But Remi didn’t move. He stood fixed at the door. It seemed something more important commanded his attention.
I remembered what Remi said. I kept stabbing the thing, slashing and knifing. Eyeballs popped off left and right, but the teeth kept biting. I didn’t know which was worse, the pain from the creature, the gashes I’d made with my own sword, or the sound of popping eyeballs. I kept slashing, growing weaker as I did. I had lost a lot of blood.
When the pain got to be too much, I decided I’d had enough of being attacked.
“Get off me, you slimy, filthy demon, and don’t come back!” As I spoke, the power of my words energized me. “I said, get off me, you slimy, eyebally freak!”
It worked. The thing slowly retreated down my legs, to my ankles, and then my feet. I watched until it was nothing more than a pile of googly eyeballs and gnarled teeth.
“Gross!” I shook my head and looked over at Remi, who scrunched his nose up in a stink face at the thing on the floor that had about eighty eyeballs and more than a hundred teeth. Remi blinked often when he was worried, and I feared he might have thought the attack was not yet over.
“What?” I felt good despite the blood pouring from the slashes in my skin. Right around the time the pain in my legs intensified to one hundred on a scale of one to ten, dizziness set in. I tried sitting on the bed, but my foot slipped on the oil, and a few of the eyeballs went rolling across the room.
“Those eyes belong to someone who’ll probably want them back, all of them. Don’t make enemies, Grace,” Remi added. He took another look down the hallway. If all those eyes belonged to one person, I really didn’t want to know who.
What? Wasn’t he the one who told me to go ninja on whatever attacked me, including him?
I sheathed my sword and slowly placed it on the bed. I couldn’t leave the googly-eyed evidence lying around, and I didn’t think the angel vs. demon clean-up crew was coming. A pillowcase seemed like the most sensible way to transport eighty oily eyeballs and a lotta teeth, so I pulled it off the pillow and prepared myself for what I had to do. Dizziness made it hard to focus. My feet sloshed in the blood and oil that had pooled up around them.
Kneeling down sent searing pain shooting from my hips through my shoulders. Still, I opened the pillowcase as if the eyeballs were going to jump into the bag of their own free will. The pain worsened. I wondered how long I could keep up the angel charade.
“Oh, just get in the bag,” I joked in grossed-out frustration. But then something miraculous happened. All the eyes turned toward me. Then they rolled themselves into the pillowcase, one by oily one, and the teeth disintegrated into fine powder on the floor.
Remi took a last look out into the hall, then shut and re-locked the door. I had a feeling whatever was after me wouldn’t be stopped by a deadbolt. Gradually, I realized something else: These beings were after me and me alone. Remi just happened to be around when they came for me. I wondered if that would always be the case.
I knotted the pillowcase, placed it on the chair beside the bed, and took a seat on the mattress. Remi followed and knelt down in front of me. He placed his hands over my ripped-up legs. He looked up at me, shook his head, and said, “You have to be more careful, Grace. You are human.”
I felt my wounds healing under Remi’s hands. But who would heal me after Remi was gone? Mom’d said the demons wouldn’t stop until I was on their side, or dead.
Remi and I sat quietly. He blocked me from his thoughts, but I couldn’t imagine he was happy with the way things had turned out. All I was thinking about right then was carrying around a bunch of shaky eyes and what would happen when their owner returned to claim them. I hated the sound of my own thoughts.
Finally, I whined, “Why do you do that? Why do you block me out so I can’t hear what you’re thinking?”
Frustration creased his forehead when he spoke. “I’m not blocking you.” Remi let out a long sigh. “Someone else is. Someone doesn’t want you to know what I’m thinking.” Remi stood, and the look on his face told me everything. He was leaving me, too.
“How can you leave me? ‘Read Praefatio,’
he says! Why can’t you teach me everything I need to know? Why can’t you stay with me?” I yelled.
Remi took two steps back—as if I was going to hit him or something. That wasn’t the Remi I knew.
“Sorry. I’m not used to angels speaking with that tone. Even one who is part human,” he said, accentuating the word “human.” It made me want to sock him.
“That’s the second time in minutes you’ve referred to me as human,” I spat, surprised by how offended I felt.
“Grace,” he began again with no change to his tone, like he was losing patience with me. This was a new side to Remi. “You have to finish Praefatio. If you don’t, none of this makes any sense. You, Mom, Dad, the Larsons, even Gavin.” The way he added Gavin at the end, the way his tone changed, made me sad. His eyes were wet as he took another step back, paused, and then another. Still, he looked like an angel, so childlike, a boy fighting manhood with every fiber of his being.
In that moment, I remembered the words I had read in Praefatio. “ … the more time they spent around humans, the more like humans they became … ”
Remi smiled. He must have heard my thoughts.
“So what’s going to happen to you, your human body, I mean? I think Jenny would be really hurt if you died or something bad happened to you.” I couldn’t help but be reminded of the pain I felt when I thought my father had died. It made me wonder why Remi had cried so much at the funeral knowing Dad was alive. And where was Jenny anyway? Why isn’t Remi at the show with her and Sean?
He stepped back yet again, but I could hear him as clearly as if he were right next to me. “I was conceived on earth, from two angels while they were in human form. That had never happened before. While we are in human form, we are completely vulnerable to human emotions … and tragedy.” He paused. “That’s why Gabe was able to die. His human body actually died. He could not appear to you after his death since he did not have a human body to appear to you in. Because you were still human and not in imminent danger, you would not have been able to see him in his celestial form, unless he had been granted a Divine Exception.”
It was strange hearing Remi refer to our father as “Gabe.” I could tell he was struggling, not just with what he was saying, but how he would say whatever it was he was trying hard not to say. Remi shifted his weight from his left to his right leg, then back again.
“How did I see him just then?” I wasn’t born yesterday. “I did just see him, didn’t I?” I didn’t think my mind was playing tricks on me. Then again, I had gone from the hospital to the Larsons and back to the hospital, apparently without ever physically leaving.
“I guess because you’re less human now. Already ascending … You saw your sister Emeria, and she doesn’t have a body. But humans can only see us if we want them to, especially if we don’t have a body to inhabit or haven’t taken on a form. Most humans never see us, even when they are in danger. There are a lot of rules. You need to read the book. As for you, no one knows what you are capable of. It’s why some people are scared out of their minds about your existence.” Remi lowered his head.
“So what about you? Why didn’t you tell me about you? Were you always an angel, or did you become one … like me?”
Remi leaned against the wall, as if he was using all his self-control not to run screaming from my hospital room. I was tempted to unleash my bag of eyeballs on him. Then he ran one hand through his ringlets, knowing I loved the way they bounced around his face. He took a long, deep breath. “Despite your existence, it’s forbidden for angels in human form to conceive a child on earth. As such, my parents were punished. Their castigation was to become human after I was born. Your parents, Vivienne and Gabriel, were already posted here. It was decided that I would be given to them to raise, since there was no way for a human to parent an angel. Michael preferred for us to grow up together since we were the only ones of our respective kinds on Earth. With no precedent for someone like me or you, it was thought that we would come into our ascensions as late as our eighteenth birthdays or as early as normal human puberty. Mine came sooner than anyone expected, when I was seven.” Remi sounded so official when he used his “angel voice.” Lots of big words.
My thoughts turned to the weekend Remi and I went camping with the Larsons and Remi got sick. Mr. Larson had to call Mom and Dad because Remi was hospitalized. Dad said Remi needed to get his appendix out, and despite my protest, I was not allowed to visit him. We ended our camping trip early, the Larsons took me home, and Remi returned two days later, as if nothing had happened. That was the last time we ever went anywhere with anyone other than Mom or Dad. I remember thinking the first time I saw him after he had been released, that the bones in his back—his scapula bones—stuck way out. Still do.
That was same the week I started hearing His voice.
Wings, Remi thought as he listened to me put everything together in my head. “They told me everything that weekend. How could they not? They gave me Praefatio, the angels’ version of the Bible,”
he added.
“Remi?” I started to get up to hug him, wrap my arms around him, but couldn’t. I felt weighed down, heavy. I lowered my left leg slowly at first, and as I crossed my right leg over to stand up, I felt wobbly and unable to hold the weight of my body, which seemed to have doubled. It was a chore to raise my head, but when I did, Remi had moved all the way to the door, preparing to leave.
His genuine smile gave me courage. I leaned slightly forward to try again, slower this time, and a shadow cast on the oily, slick floor nearly scared me to death. The shape of angel wings, much wider than I would have expected, surrounded me from behind.
Get outta town! Sofriggingheavy!
I turned to inspect my new appendages, and my body rose about three inches off the bed, forward, feet dangling. I tried to find the floor; I found it, and the oil slick where the eyeball demon left his slime, and fell flat on my face. I hit the cold tile with a hard thump.
Just prior to falling, in the bathroom mirror across from my bed, I saw my wings—silvery-white and fluffy with brick-red feathers underneath.


Eenie Meenie Miney Mo
The floor smelled of hospital-grade cleaner, bleach infused with laboratory-made pine scent, the fibers of a mop that had been used too many times to be effective in actual disinfection, rare sickness, incurable disease, and opaque bodily fluids. Disgusting.
The roar of Remi’s laugh shook the room. Nothing new, as he always enjoyed a hearty chuckle at my expense. He cleared the distance between us with little effort, extended his hand and pulled me up into his arms, steadied me, then sat me on the bed. I barely avoided an instant replay.
I flapped my new wings proudly—a sound I will always equate with shaking the wrinkles out of freshly laundered clothes. A few feathers fell to the floor as I sat. I grabbed Remi and pulled him down to sit with me. I was excited and terrified. I hugged him as hard as I could. Our wings intertwined and covered us so only our heads could be seen.
“Dork,” he whispered as he hugged me back.
“I love you too,” I whispered with a huge grin on my face. It was the only thing I knew for sure at that moment.
“Wait till you go through a molt!” Remi teased, extending his wings for me to see. For a moment, I became frightened.
“What? You mean like a bird?” He had to be freaking kidding. I passed a hand along the top of his right wing. Soft, but definitely solid underneath.
“Well, you do have wings. And wings are made out of what?” Reaching behind me, I tried to feel my own wings, but it felt more like soft pins than wings, and they were small. Miniscule compared to Remi’s.
“Feathers?” I guessed out loud, hoping I was wrong. The thought of losing my feathers and having them replaced with new ones grossed me out.
“And you’ll have to preen them too—only you’ll need to use a special comb. You’ll need to get someone to do the ones you can’t reach. It’s gonna be hard for you, I imagine.” Remi seemed pretty sincere as he snaked his neck around to inspect my wings. I felt weird and covered myself up in them. I didn’t like to be stared at like that.
“I can’t believe your wings! Remi! You have wings!”
“Uh, yeah. So do you, dork.”
“Who can I get to help me preen my wings? I mean, it’s not like they have people who do that sort of thing,” I snapped at Remi.
“Actually, there are wing shops all over the place. You simply need to know where to look. They can do dye jobs, trims, clipping, fluffing, preening, curling, piercing, wash and blow—whatever you need. Some even offer feather replacement and conditioning.” Remi smiled when he noticed how wide-open my mouth was. Then he placed a protective arm and wing around my shoulder, and I settled in.
We sat like that for what seemed like hours. I could have drilled Remi about the angel lifestyle, wing shops, everything he knew that I wanted to, but didn’t. I preferred to spend my last minutes with him in silence, observing him, memorizing him as he was. But I knew it wouldn’t last. And almost as quickly as I thought it, he jumped, stood, and retracted his wings almost at the same time. I jumped too, but my change in position and wing retraction was not nearly as graceful. Horror hijacked his face, and it scared me, big time.
“Grace, forgive me,” was all he said before he vanished into thin air, no warning, no puff of smoke, no Remi.
I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and listened for him, trying to hear where he had gone. I don’t know what made me think I could follow, since I couldn’t see him, but I tried; after all, I had wings. I heard him, like before, his thoughts and his breathing. I could also smell him: sweet but a little metallic too. Weird.
I locked in on his voice and scent, primal like an animal. When I opened my eyes, I saw him, heading straight in the direction of whatever he was after. I was getting the hang of thinking about where I wanted to be and getting there.
Flying a little like a fledgling bird on crack, I followed Remi, determined to see what had torn him away from me. I managed to catch up to him as he was circling, like a vulture, high above its prey.
He stopped abruptly and hovered in the air like Superman, with one leg slightly bent. Behind him, his wings looked like simmering hot coals. He had obviously done this before.
We were over by the parking lot of the arena where the Venus Unearthed concert had been earlier. I could smell Gavin. It was strange to smell a person from high in the air. It was hard to believe Remi had lived like this for so long and kept it from me.
Remi turned his head sideways then pointed his right ear up toward the sky before starting off again. He headed into the woods behind the lot. And then I became aware of something I wished I hadn’t. The vision I’d had, about Jenny and Gavin in the dark place, was happening right then!
I tried to catch up to Remi, but it was like one of those dreams where someone’s chasing you and you’re trying to outrun them, but your legs won’t carry you fast enough. Only this time, I was the one doing the chasing, and it was my wings that wouldn’t carry me fast enough.
It was dark—really dark, almost pitch black except for a light coming from Jenny’s cell phone. “Remi, pick up, please be there. Shoot. Voicemail.” She was pacing an area no more than two feet by four feet in a small clearing surrounded by very tall trees. “Remi, it’s me. Sean hooked up with some girl at the show. I got tired of waiting for him to come back for me and decided I’d try to find the car. And now, I’m … I’m lost.” Her voice trailed off as she saw something out of the corner of her eye.
I saw it too. Two eyes, piercing out from the blackness. It was low to the ground, like an animal. There was something oddly familiar about it.
With shaky hands, and tears running down her face, Jenny tried dialing another number. Then she dropped the cell phone, stomped her foot, and kneeled down to find it. Its light went out.
I was trying to recall the vision I’d had, to remember what happened next, but it wouldn’t come to me.
Jenny, run.
She froze as huge dogs came up behind her, snarling menacingly. She practiced the “stand still and it won’t bite” rule before frantically gathering her cell phone and stuffing it into her already full purse. I told her she carried too much junk in that tiny bag!
The dogs sniffed her, inhaling deeply, then howled as she screamed. They began circling and drooling, seemingly savoring the fear that dripped from her body in beads of sweat despite the coolness in the air.
I had to get closer, and wished I could be invisible so I could get down there without them noticing me. I had no desire to fight off wild dogs, but I wanted to save Jenny. And so I lowered myself in their midst next to Jenny and waited for what was to come.
On the ground, I saw things more clearly. Giants at least twenty feet tall with bulging muscles on every limb, and grim expressions, as if it pained them to move too quickly, came charging out from the woods, motioning with their hands to the dogs. The pounding of huge feet shook us; the roar of their grunts was thunderous in the air. Oh crap. The largest one charged me and extended its fangs. It was unnecessary, since I was already terrified. The dogs continued to bark and snarl, but had retreated a bit, giving the giants room.
Adrenaline raced through me like shards of sharp glass under my skin. I pulled my arms into my chest, pivoted my hip, extended my leg out to the side with force, and kicked him in the knee. The evil thing stumbled, bewildered. His huge arm swung in my direction and knocked me to the ground. Another giant came out of nowhere and was about to stomp on my stomach. His foot was the length of my leg. Remi appeared in a ring of fire. I rolled on my side, then stood, wings involuntarily extended. While Remi and the giant fought, encircled by Remi’s fire, I flew to the head height of the other one. I was like a mosquito compared to him, flitting around his face. He made an unsuccessful grab at me, first with one hand and then the other. I managed to fly fast enough to avoid his clumsy grasp.
The other giant fell to the ground in a loud crash, defeated by Remi and smoking from the flames. He landed on one of the dogs, who whimpered beneath the enormous creature.
Between stomps, I heard Jenny’s screams and cries. I continued flying around the giant’s head, making him spin around faster and faster. He faltered, his eyes, head, and body all moving in different directions. He was dizzy. Oldest trick in the book, and it worked.
The giant hit the ground with a thump, then Remi, sword in hand, sliced its head off. The other dog ran to the head and licked at the pool of blood. Gross.
Remi looked completely different, but still like Remi, only he was shrouded in light; his skin looked like it was glowing from the inside. It was then I realized Jenny couldn’t see him. I didn’t even know if she could see me.
“See me, Jenny,” I whispered as I retracted my wings and walked toward her.
“Oh God, Grace!” she screamed as she ran toward me with arms outstretched in this crazy, frantic jog. She hugged my neck.
I embraced her quickly, then turned her around and placed her behind me to shield her from an approaching group of … snakes. They fell out of the trees and onto the ground in waves. Immediately, they lunged and hissed, spewing venom.
I jumped back, grabbed Jenny, expanded my wings, and flew into the air. But not before nine snakes bit into my feet and tried slithering up our legs. Not again!
The snakes seemed heavier than they should have been. They pulled me closer to the ground. More snakes attached to my wings, entwining with the delicate feathers. All I could do was twist and try to shake them off. But it was Jenny who fell, right into the pit of hundreds of snakes that had now made their way into the clearing.
Remi was on the ground, slashing and burning snakes that made whimpering sounds, as if human, upon meeting Remi’s blade. He sent a worried look in my direction before turning his sights on the others.
I lowered myself into the midst of them as, one by one, arrows struck the snakes from all directions. I turned instinctively to my left to see an albino angel dressed in gold and white armor. He looked like he was about twelve years old. Where’d you come from?
I was able to get to Jenny, thanks to Remi and the tiny angel. “Thanks, kid!” I nodded to the immaculately dressed angel, who returned my nod, then disappeared.
Then Gavin emerged with his unmistakable saunter from that same wooded area, giant, fully-extended black wings behind him. The remaining snakes retreated into the woods. Tears formed in my eyes as I surveyed the burning snakes, dead giants, and poor Jenny. She’d been bitten several times and didn’t look like she would make it.
Remi rushed him, grabbing Gavin by the neck as I covered Jenny, intending to put her to sleep as Remi had done me when we were attacked. I figured she wouldn’t remember much, and it was the least we owed her. I closed her fear-frozen eyes and laid her head to the side. “Sleep.”
Gavin smiled at me, making me forget for a split second the horror of the immediate situation. No doubt, my world was stranger, but I did not have time to think about that. I had to save Gavin from Remi’s rage.
“Leave her alone,” Remi ordered through gritted teeth.
I looked behind myself at Jenny. She was shivering, slumped on the ground. Her skin looked yellow.
Remi released Gavin’s neck, and I ran to put myself between them. I didn’t make it in time. Disgust shaded Remi’s face as he moved closer to me. He placed his wings at his sides, looked from me to Gavin, and said, “If I see you or any of those disgusting creatures anywhere near Jenny or her family, I will kill you.”
The thought of Remi committing any act so intentionally violent brought tears to my eyes. The idea that Gavin was responsible for this attack pushed the tears down my face.
Gavin took a protective step in front of me, dripping with confidence. He seemed like Goliath to Remi’s David.
“So much affection for a … human. Careful,
Remiel. You may be more like me than you think. To care for humans is death.” Gavin seemed to enjoy the use of the word “death.”
“I’m nothing like you, and I never will be!” Remi spat back.
“Ah,” Gavin said as calm as ever. “But you are, or at least you will be, brother. It’s only a matter of time. Look at you, falling all over yourself for that worthless nothing of a girl. You disgrace us all.”
Gavin walked away, but Remi charged after him. I gasped. Remi would die if Gavin attacked him while he was in human form.
Gavin turned sharply and grabbed Remi by the throat as Remi transitioned from human to angel. It was too late. Gavin’s enormous black wings partially obscured my view. Fear gripped me.
“I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you right now, in front of Grace and your evil circus freaks. I swear I’ll take what little life you have left, and believe me, my sister will be better for it.” Remi forced the words out, even though he could hardly breathe. His inferior wings refused to fully expand behind him. He grabbed a dagger that Gavin must not have thought he’d be able to reach, and managed to get it up under Gavin’s chin. Gavin flapped his wings, the sound of which echoed into the open space.
“Release him, let’s go. No one’s killing anyone tonight,” I ordered, not fully certain that was the case. I had become dizzy. My stomach cramped. How much longer I could remain on my feet I didn’t know.
Jenny was shaking violently and frothing at the mouth. That was all it took for Remi to forget about Gavin. He lowered his dagger, and Gavin released him. Remi rushed past me and cradled Jenny in his arms, rocking back and forth, retracting his sagging wings.
I watched as Remi stood and carried Jenny away. He left without saying a word to me. Then everything went blurry, my vision faltered, and I fell to the ground.


Praefatio
Book 3, Chapter 5
Once the most cherished and adored Angel, Rosa, asked The Divine One for a daughter. Intending to show appreciation for her, He gave Rosa twin girls. And she was overwhelmed with joy. When the time came to fulfill a prophecy, The Divine One asked Rosa for one of her daughters to be born on Earth as a human, the one with the purest heart. The other would remain in the Heavens until such time a purpose could be found for her; or so it was believed.


Praefatio
Book 3, Chapter 6
Awakened, she became alive, strong, and ready for battle. She was what the prophecy had foretold. And all of the Heavens rejoiced as the Angels were called forth to assist her. Archangels, Virtues, and Thrones prepared for her arrival and the difficulties that would befall her.
The Archangel gave credence to Fear as she read. Betrayal, Denial, and Deceit followed. For the one who was changed was intentionally cruel. It was a vision of things to come, and she devised a plan to prevent it.


In the Arms of the Angel
His room was not at all like I expected. Three walls, painted a stark white, and an accent wall in blood-red framing an alcove, which housed an oversized custom-made king bed. Across from the door were floor-to-ceiling windows divided by French doors that led to an expansive garden with a private pool, hot tub, koi pond, and recording studio.
Two intricate white stone carvings hung on the opposite wall, casting shadows and catching the light, which made them appear to have color. The carving on the left depicted a woman playing a mandolin while children danced at her feet. On the right, a male angel with giant wings caressed the neck of a woman while staring longingly into her eyes. It reminded me of Tyler from Praefatio.
Then the one on the right changed, I swear. I blinked and then blinked again. The angel and the woman were walking. He was noticeably taller than she was, and she seemed to resemble me. A smile, then tears—angry tears—rained down her face and dripped to the wood floor. She turned toward me as if she knew I was there, watching. She kneeled and scooped up two babies. I started sobbing, uncontrollably. It hurt. My stomach wrenched. The angel took one of the babies, and blood spilled out of the carving and onto the floor. The woman fell to the ground. Oh God.
“Please, help me,” I whispered. The room spun. I instinctively reached out and touched her. I wanted to hold her, to comfort her. I felt connected to her and cut off from her equally.
“Rest. It’s OK. Everything will be OK,” Gavin said.
I must have fallen asleep. I opened my eyes, and the woman, the man, and the babies were gone. I must have dreamed them. I inhaled deeply. The luxury that surrounded me was on the level of ridiculous, but I was too far gone to appreciate it.
Mother. The thought seeped into my head and died. I wasn’t able to bring it back to life. Not then.
The ceiling was an exact replica of The Creation of Adam in the Sistine Chapel. On the right side of the bed sat a glass nightstand with a white orchid on it. On the left, a white leather high-backed chair with overstuffed arms and a black cashmere throw slung over its back.
Gavin smiled down at me as I took in the rest of the room. I may have stopped breathing when my eyes grazed his guitars.
“I’ve been gathering pieces for a long time.” Gavin’s pride was clear in the way he made sure to place or hang each one for optimal viewing. He looked from me to the marvelous display of stringed instruments on the wall, then back at me. “That one there, that’s a lute.” He pointed and said, “The one next to it is called a pandura. It’s like a lute, but from ancient Greece. That’s a vihuela from Spain. You play it with a plectrum. And that one in the far corner is a sitar. It comes from India. I love to play that one especially. I can play something for you if you like.”
“Um, maybe another time. I’m pretty beat,” was all I could manage.
In the far left corner, a small alcove housed a harp and Gavin’s famous custom-made red Fender Strat, its clear fret board adorned with small black angel wings rumored to be made from the blood and wings of a real Fallen Angel. A rumor I suspected was actually true.
I lay back into the overstuffed down pillows and let out a sigh. I didn’t know what to say or feel. Thousands of girls would kill to be in Gavin’s bed, and yet I was feeling something other than what I thought I would. Turning my back on my brother and Jenny was not something I’d counted on. I was irrationally in love with Gavin’s voice, and the person behind the voice was not at all what I’d imagined. I barely knew him. And the things I did know were unsettling at best.
I closed my eyes for a little while. When they opened again, Gavin was there, concern creasing his forehead.
“You should have some tea,” he said. It was more of an order than a suggestion. “You are going to need all of your strength today.” Placing a hand under my chin, he brought a cup to my lips. I took a small sip.
Caramel, mint, and chocolate with a hint of almond mixed together in a hot blend of pure joy. The aroma of all the flavors blending together was enough to make me consider becoming a tea drinker. I inhaled deeply before taking another sip, a much bigger one this time. Gavin smiled.
Much as I wanted to, I couldn’t stare into his eyes all day. The confrontation with Remi was on my mind, and I needed answers. After taking two more quick sips of tea, I went for it. 
“Gavin,” I began. But before I could get any more words out, he put his index finger to my lips and silenced me. With his other hand, he placed the tea tray on the nightstand next to the bed. My pulse raced from anticipation. Gavin placed his arm around me and laid my head on his chest. So much for the inquisition I had planned. Thoughts left my head as if swept away by a broom.
I immediately relaxed against the firmness of his body, wanting to forget what had gotten me so worked up only moments ago. But something wouldn’t let me be. “I wanted to ask you something,” I eeked out.
“You wanted to ask what, exactly?” There was a tiny hint of laughter in his tone.
Careful to keep his arm around me, he sat up. I looked up to study him. Blue eyes, today. But around the iris was a golden color that had the potential to be mistaken for a hazelish brown from a distance. Much better to observe up close. Much.
It wasn’t so much that he was beautiful to look at. But his features were what most would consider desirable. Like when you went for plastic surgery. His was the nose you selected from the choice of noses. When you thought about the ideal length of a person’s eyelashes, you were never really sure until you saw his—and then you knew.
That day, he had a good deal of facial stubble, not exactly enough to be considered a five o’clock shadow, but enough to be considered slightly dirty. I hadn’t realized what I was doing until he lowered his head and my face fell with it. I had been tracing his face with my eyes, memorizing the detail, relishing the fine specifics.
His eyes were sad as he removed his arm from around my shoulder, which made me sad. I hated that I felt anything at all. It struck me how such a small gesture could affect my mood, my breathing, and my thoughts. Had it always been this way?
Averting my gaze, Gavin ran his fingers through his hair before taking my hand. He let a long breath go and steadied himself as if he had really bad news.
“Grace, I’m sorry you had to witness that encounter between Remi and me. I had no idea how protective he would be of that human girl.” He paused before continuing and let out a huff. “Well, I guess that’s not entirely true,” he offered in his defense, suddenly looking up at me.
Encounter? Remi had threatened to kill him. Held a knife to his throat. Gavin had certainly looked as if he would kill Remi if given the chance, and Remi seemed convinced Gavin was at least partially responsible for what happened to Jenny.
“What do you mean?” I may have gulped, loudly.
“I hope you know I would never have harmed her or allowed anyone else to.” He squeezed my hand lightly. “I would never intentionally do anything to hurt you.” His speech slowed a bit. “Unfortunately, some of us are not as civilized as this. Some of us”—he paused, choosing his words carefully—“some of us let the curse determine who we are. The rest of us live our lives as best we can, despite it.”
I pulled my hand from his. “What happened?” I wondered aloud, not really meaning to blurt out the question. I didn’t want him to think I didn’t believe him, but he was taking his sweet time getting to the point.
“Seems your friend Sean was supposed to take Jennifer home, but, like an animal that cannot control his urges, left with another girl and forgot all about his promise. Remi was at the hospital when Jennifer called to say she was alone and needed a ride, so he missed the call. It was perfect, really.”
I was fine until he added the part about how perfect it was. He seemed almost proud of how it all went down. It was hard to concentrate when I was this close to him, and yet I could feel my anger growing.
“I tried to protect her, but I wasn’t—I can’t choose sides, Grace.” Taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly, he went on. “I’m really sorry your friend got caught up in all of this.” He paused for what seemed like an hour, but the clock on the wall ticked maybe four seconds.
He pulled me up so I could see his face, propping the pillows so I could lie on my side as I listened. His chest was better.
“Thank you.”
“If you and Remi had not shown up, Jenny probably would have been killed, though likely by accident.”
I’d read the horrific tale in Praefatio. Tyler had killed his wife by accident, out of love. I shuddered, and Gavin pulled the covers up over me before adding, “In our world, Grace, to kill her is to love her. I would never expect you to understand.” I listened in silence as he continued, thinking only of Jenny getting caught up in all of this.
Something wasn’t adding up. Jenny had been left sleeping while Remi and I ran that night. If they had wanted to attack, it would have been easy for them to snatch her that night.
“Why Jenny? There must have been thousands of human girls at the concert.” It sounded like more of an accusation than a question.
Stroking my hair, then my cheek, he replied in a low, even voice. “They knew Remi would come for her, that he treasures her above all humans and would do whatever it took to save her.”
He barely moved. The power of his words and their implications shook me to the core. I had read enough of Praefatio to understand exactly what he said about Remi’s treasure of Jenny above all other humans. I pushed it to the back of my mind, where I’d hoped it would stay. There’s no way Remi would be cursed.
“OK, so, where do you stand in all of this?” I shot back, realizing how accusatory my tone was, but not wanting to take it back.
“What I’m about to say is important. I need you to pay attention, to understand.” His voice was quiet, pleading, but not apologetic, as I had hoped.
“OK.” I became fidgety as more anger seeped into my being. I think Gavin knew it. After all, he had to have been reading my mind. All of this “I would never harm you or anyone close to you” crap was just not flying.
A smirk eased his tight lips. He’d been reading my mind, all right.
“When we were cursed to live on the blood of humans, we lost all hope. Some of us reveled in the savagery of what we had to do to survive—kind of like, if you must, you might try to enjoy it. Others sought to indulge our love of humans by becoming more like them, giving up our powers. Tyler realized we could make our humans more like us rather than the other way around. You probably call them vampires. Tyler and his followers considered themselves as gods, His equal or better, breathing life into these beings that were technically dead,” he added as if he had not already made his point.
My chest grew tight; my breathing was labored. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear any more.
In an instant, he turned onto his side, leaned on his elbow, and looked at me intently. I wasn’t sure I trusted Gavin, despite his attempts to come clean. Unable to stop my mind from lingering on his looks, my proximity to him, and the overwhelming desire to kiss him, I closed my eyes and tried hard to block him. Brick wall, brick wall, brick wall.
A gentle laugh escaped his lips. “Grace, please. Pay attention now.”
Haven’t I been paying attention?
He smiled, then moved closer, wrecking my concentration. I was mad and wanted to stay that way.
“I mean, pay attention to what I am saying,” he teased. He placed his hand just above my knee, obliterating the last of my reserve. Too bad the move seemed to unnerve him as much as it did me. He wasn’t the only one who could read minds.
“Some of us believed in the inherent goodness of God, or as we call him, The Divine One, and our eventual redemption. We sought to remain good, to not let the curse get the best of us, but find a way to prove to God that we could be, and wanted to be, redeemed. Some of us choose to feed on only animal blood, for example, while others choose to raid blood banks, for blood that has been donated, rather than taking a human life.”
My eyebrows were raised at attention. “Synthetics. They have that now, don’t they?” I was sort of talking to myself and answering my mind’s question. I couldn’t believe people really lived that way.
“Not people, angels. Others of us find synthetic blood adequate and some take a more organic approach, dining only on parts of the blood—plasma, red or white cells, or platelets.” A smile formed across his face as he spoke.
“What else?” I prodded, leaning into him now.
“Easier access makes the killing of humans less of a requirement for survival. I guess you could say we’ve evolved. We’ve found we can retain our powers, even strengthen them, by practicing certain habits and keeping our bodies clean and free of the toxins humans readily ingest.”
“It all sounds so … scientific.”
“I guess. If you call pure, whole human blood, fresh and taken by force, scientific. It’s the only way to reap the full benefits of the blood itself. At the height of human fear, a unique enzyme in our venom mixes with the blood to enrich our talents further, giving us untold strength and abilities. It’s an ironic consequence of the curse. It’s different for each of us, but on a basic level, it can include improved vision, telepathy, telekinesis, shapeshifting, superior strength, invisibility, and for some, the ability to manipulate time and space. I believe you already experienced some of these—even without an ounce of the enzyme? Unless, of course, you’ve been snacking and not telling me?” Gavin winked.
“Wait, you mean all angels don’t have these abilities?” I wasn’t following.
Gavin looked at me as if I’d asked him whether he wanted chicken or steak for dinner.
“Well, we do, for the most part. But when you Fall, you don’t retain your abilities, though your senses remain heightened. Angels have what humans might consider extrasensory abilities. In many cases, a sixth, seventh, or even eighth sense, and so on. And some of us cursed ones have a hard time managing those senses as they relate to the human world, to earth. Some of us weren’t kicked out; we left of our own accord, and still we were cursed.”
“What’s it like being … cursed?”
I watched him closely. There was something about the tone of his voice I didn’t like.
“It’s like a hunger, a deep, desperate hunger that, no matter what you do, you can never satisfy. After a while, you feel perpetually exhausted. Ages of trying to satisfy that hunger catches up to you. And yet, with the last stores of strength, you try and try, until you can’t try anymore. And death is not kind enough to take you. You simply exist as a shell of your former self, depraved, willing to do whatever it takes to survive the hunger.”
“But, this hunger, it’s for blood?”
“That’s only half of it. The worst part is feeling isolated, cut off.”
There were a million thoughts running through my already-crowded head.
“You’re rather quiet,” he said, assessing.
I had been waiting for him to continue. “Just waiting for the other shoe to drop.” Gavin kissed my cheek, and while I’m sure he intended to comfort me, it reminded me of Judas. It wasn’t exactly the feeling I thought his kiss would arouse.
“We found a way to break our own curse. We found a way to keep humans alive and with us forever, to make them immortal. By doing so, we’ve interrupted God’s plan—his cycle of life for humans—by never returning the body back to dust. Because when we violently force a spirit from the body before its time, the body becomes undead, immortal.” He paused. “Shall I go on?” He winced as if in pain, though by his tone I’d say he was proud.
He ran perfect fingers through perfectly styled hair. I imagined those fingers on my face, caressing my cheek. I lingered on that thought for a second, savored it, then pushed it aside. I wouldn’t let him seduce me. His tale was fascinating, but scared the heck out of me. The thought of him “violently forcing a spirit from the body” was not how I wanted to imagine him, or had imagined him all these years I’d fantasized about the face behind the voice.
My mind wandered to thoughts of the two of us, two normal people in a normal world, going on dates and stealing kisses five minutes before curfew. I smiled and nodded whenever a pause in his speech indicated it was time for me to do so.
His breath brought me out of my splendid stupor as he inched closer to me.
“Grace.” His tone was softer, almost vulnerable, as my name lingered in the air. “If before there was a chance for redemption, it has now passed. The power we’ve gained, the ability to create immortal beings—some of our purest brothers no longer wish to go back. And, with the most unique and revered of beings fighting with us, there’s no way we won’t win.” He studied my reaction the way Mom did after she’d delivered the one-two punch.
I was going to have to choose sides.
“Gavin,” I tried to plead my way out of it, but he wasn’t about to let me.
“They believe that this bei … that you being here with me, choosing me, means you’ve chosen our side. Do you understand what I am saying, Grace? It’s the ultimate slap in the face to The Divine One for what he’s done to us, how he’s turned his back on us. We use his own weapon against him.”
I pulled my knees into my chest as best as I could while lying on my side and closed my eyes. Mom said they would not stop trying to kill me until I was dead or chose their side. Gavin said I had already made my decision by choosing him. But no one had ever explained to me what I was supposed to be choosing or not choosing. Gavin had stated his case pretty well. He’d made it pretty clear what his people were all about, and I’d seen what they were capable of—twice. At least he hadn’t lied to me my entire life.
My voice came out in a loud whisper. “So am I safe now?”
That look again. Like I had four heads or something.
“Grace, you’ll never be safe, not as long as there are those who think they can use you. You can’t trust anyone,” he added, after what seemed like a battle with himself as to whether he would include such advice.
“No one?” I teased, even though I hated to think that might include him.
“Didn’t you read Praefatio?”
I sat up and faced him. “I really haven’t had much time to read lately.”
Gavin took my hand in his, then kissed each finger, one by one. His mouth was warmer than I’d anticipated.
“Praefatio says you will come for me, that you will require a great sacrifice of me, and that I will not be able to refuse you. The power you have over me will cause great dissention among my people. It says our love will change the course of all lives, for eternity.” He waited, unmoving.
I rolled my eyes. I don’t think I meant to. It’s just that I knew BS when I heard it. “Is that the prophecy? What else does it say?” I prompted him, unable to stop myself from smiling.
He leaned forward, now inches from my face. His breath was hot, with absolutely no smell to it at all. Strange. “No. But it does say I will be doomed to love you above all else forever.”
“What else?” I asked.
He met my smile with a big one of his own. He tilted his head just a little, so our eyes wouldn’t cross as we took one another in. He touched his hand to my chin and ran his lips lightly against my skin, from chin to cheekbone, then over to my ear and whispered, “One kiss from him, and you will be putty in his hands.” A sigh fell from my mouth, which was slightly open, waiting to be kissed. I was so mad at myself. In that moment, all I could think about was his kiss, his hands on my neck and shoulders. I wanted to kiss him more than I wanted to breathe. My sorry heart jumped up and down in my chest. This wasn’t like me. I wasn’t a lovesick puppy like Remi. Dizziness set in.
Gavin put his arms around my waist and pulled me even closer. I could have stayed like that forever. But instead, I blurted out a question that had been on my mind.
“Have you ever turned anyone into a vampire?” I regretted asking it as soon as I saw the expression of remorse on his face.
“Yes.” He traced my top, then bottom lip with his index finger, sending shockwaves up my spine.
“O,” fell out of my mouth, the letter, not the word. I hadn’t expected him to say that. The shock left me unable to utter a simple two-letter word. Most guys would probably have lied. Gavin was clearly not like them. And my answer was not as eloquent as his very complete and final “yes.” Three letters to my pitiful one. Three letters that made one truth terrifyingly clear: Gavin was dangerous, and at some point, I’d have to either walk away or kill him, and I was sure I wouldn’t have the strength to do either.


My So-Called Life
Gavin sat in the chair next to the bed, half-watching TV and half watching me. Shirtless, and with his full black wings extended, he leaned forward. When I stirred, he was immediately at my side, the sound of his black jeans dragging across the floor brought my senses into focus. I was a mix of exhausted, rested, and blissfully uncomfortable.
“Are you OK?” It was the second time he’d seemed vulnerable to me.
“I’m fine. Just worried about Remi and Jenny.” I felt guilty for being happy while I had no idea what was going on with them. That was the short version of what I was feeling. I tucked stray hairs behind my left ear and waited for his response, hoping his fluffy blanket would protect me from his reply.
Gavin’s look turned serious. He ran warm fingers over my cold hand and inhaled deeply. Perhaps considering what he would say, he leaned down, sighed, and looked directly into my eyes. If I could have killed him, right then and there, I would have. His flair for the dramatic and need for long pauses before answering life-altering questions was impossible.
But I couldn’t kill him, not then, not before knowing if my brother was OK. The moment the thoughts left my brain, I knew he’d heard them. The knowing, obnoxious smile that crept from one side of his face to the other told me so. He ran a hand over his tattooed arm, and I tried not to look at his bare chest.
“Remi’s fine as far as I know. I don’t think you have to worry about him. As for Jenny, I’m afraid I can’t say the same.” He ran his fingers through his hair, letting each strand fall over his left eye.
“Could you be more obnoxious?” I grabbed Gavin by the neck, then a strange feeling overtook me. I let it. I flew him up to the ceiling, clutching his neck as the cottony blanket fell back to the bed.
“Temper, temper!” Gavin said, out of breath as he looked down at me, smiling. His hair framed his reddened face. “Remind me not to piss you off again, Archangel Grace Ann Miller.”
“Archangel?” Mom—Vivienne—had said I was the daughter of a seraph.
“Yes, Archangel. Has no one told you what you are?” He sighed, and his look turned from snide to concerned in seconds. He used my distraction to break my hold on him, grab my arms, and place them behind my back. He held me there long enough for me to be embarrassed by how closely he held me to him. I wanted to explore my feelings, but, as I stared into his eyes, I felt myself getting tired, weak, and listless.
Then, I was exhausted—not just tired, exhausted like I’d completed a triathlon and then climbed Mount Everest. My limbs ached, burned, and trembled beneath him. He lowered me slowly down to the bed. My back and shoulders felt like they were on fire, and my head pounded.
I could hardly keep my eyes open.
“Grace, listen to me,” he pleaded and placed my head gently on his pillow. “You must talk to your parents—er, Gabriel and Vivienne. They are supposed to teach you, to prepare you for the war that’s coming. I can hardly protect you if you have no idea what you need protection from. Your family and I agree that you should live with me here at Kheiron. I will protect you until you are able to fully protect yourself, which from the looks of things isn’t too far away. But you must be careful; using your celestial talents now will only weaken you, since your ascension is not complete. That’s why you’re so weak. When you wake next, you’ll need refuge. You will be hunted. Let me take care of you. Let me protect you.” There was pleading in his eyes and a strain in his voice.
Your family and I decided? What am I, five? And what does he mean I can’t use my talents? I fought giants and eyeball demons, won. Shows how much he knows. As for their arrangement, it feels an awful lot like being traded in some sort of arranged marriage. And not fully ascended? That’s news to me.
Gavin put his arms around me, then his large, black wings. Inside his cocoon, I felt safe, safer than I’d ever felt. I also felt anxious and slightly cold. Odd since I had felt so warm last time. He spoke to my mind.
Grace, today I understand the human expression “mixed blessing.” I have held you in my thoughts and in my heart since the day you were born. Today I hold you in my arms, yet my heart is breaking. To know I may never do so again may finally be the death of me. I have watched you become a remarkable woman: caring, kind, loving, and slightly neurotic. If things get crazy and I forget to tell you, happy birthday. He hurried toward the end, and there was a smile in his tone as he offered his last term of endearment. I have come to love you deeply, desperately, and without regret. Sleep well, my angel.
***
I woke, disoriented and with no idea how long I had been asleep. It seemed like hours, but could totally have been minutes. Images danced around me of Mom, Remi, Dad, the Larsons, the hospital, the Garden, school, Gavin, the winged bears, mega dogs, and Kip Jones, the lead singer of Remi’s sorry band, of all people. What a dork. But I would have given anything to see him right then, to feel normal again.
Thoughts of Kip’s uneven smile, giant feet, and red hair were drowned out by the sound of beeping and voices. I squinted, realizing I was no longer at Gavin’s, but all I saw was blinding white light. I jerked my head back into the pillow and shut my eyes tightly to avoid the tiny dust particles that headed straight toward me, and the light that threatened to sear my corneas. The dust particles seemed like little energy pods, alive with intent. I was disappointed to find myself back in the hospital. I started to doubt I’d ever leave.
When I opened my eyes, there were at least thirty angels lined up against the walls of my hospital room, wings tucked behind them, forming a heart shape. I looked, but didn’t see Gavin.
There were tall ones, shorts ones, skinny and fat ones—something that took me by complete surprise. Angels were more human-like than I would have guessed. But what surprised me the most were the kids. The two in front seemed especially anxious. One held something behind his back, but I could hardly keep my eyes open, let alone figure out what he held.
“Well, Miss Miller, looks like you are getting sprung early for good behavior.” Nurse Cipher almost sang the news when she entered the room.
I should have been thrilled to hear it, though if she had been reading my mind she would have known I wasn’t. That hospital was the only place where things made any sense. I could talk to Mom or Gavin, and they would answer. I saw Dad there, and Remi. I felt like part of a real family, not a useless orphan living with the Larsons. “Oh. Great.”
“Your family’s outside in the hallway. All you have to do is get dressed and you’ll be on your way,” she added with a hint of self-satisfaction. She turned and smiled at the other angels.
So I didn’t dream them.
“My family,” I echoed. I had no idea who she could possibly be referring to. Remi? Mom? The Larsons?
As if reading my mind, she turned her attention back to me and smiled. “Yes, your family,” she added with a wink, then scribbled something on my chart. She turned on her heel and left the room, leaving the door as wide open as my mouth must have been.
Remi blew through the doorway with his usual exuberance, but said nothing. Mr. and Mrs. Larson followed, stranger than normal expressions on their faces. Remi wore the same aloof expression he always wore, and a slight smile that made him even more handsome, if such a thing was possible. My heart was instantly full. Love, adoration, and something I was not prepared for: caution, filled me. No, cautious concern. He briefly acknowledged the presence of the angels. When he did, they collectively took a step back. The young one placed a hand on his side. I didn’t understand; the only thing there was a sword.
“Where’s Jenny?” I tried to hide the nervousness in my voice.
“Poor thing. She hasn’t been herself since that Venus of the Earth concert,” Mr. Larson stated with a worried expression.
“She’s been exhausted, in bed with chills and fever. She won’t eat, and we have to force her to drink. I hope she doesn’t have mono,” added Mrs. Larson, a cloud of worry shadowing her normally cheerful façade.
Remi looked at the floor as if he wanted it to swallow him.


PART THREE
Hello and Goodbye


Meanwhile, Back at the Larsons’ …
“I promise, I’m fine. Just really tired and want to lie down. Please don’t make a fuss. Really.” I tried to convince Mrs. and Mr. Larson as they eyed me with what I could only guess was suspicion. Kissing both their cheeks, then offering the sweetest smile possible, I took the stairs two at a time before remembering I was supposed to be worn out.
When I reached the top, I stopped. I heard shuffling from my room, talking, and felt the presence of something, or someone. I was certain they could hear my heart pounding as I inched along the wall as quietly as I could. It didn’t help that Remi was holed up at Jenny’s bedside, and I would have to knock on her door and draw attention to myself in order to ask for his help. Then again, it wasn’t likely that Remi was going to help me or even listen to a telepathic plea. Especially not after what happened with Gavin in the clearing.
I stood in the hallway, trying to distinguish the sounds coming from my room. My heart thumped loudly as something hit the door with a thud. I held my breath so it wouldn’t hear me and quietly reached into my messenger bag for the greasy eyeballs. I figured I could throw them at whatever was in my room. Something banged against the door, only louder this time, and I unintentionally let out a shriek. I covered my mouth with a shaky hand.
I couldn’t stand in the hallway paralyzed with fear. I inched forward and waited until it sounded like whatever was in my room had moved away from the door. Then I saw shadows underneath, moving back and forth. By now I had a sword and bag of eyeballs at the ready. Only, I was too scared to do anything with them. I inched closer, dropped my bag on the floor, reached for the door handle, twisted it, and flung the door open.
The albino angel from the other night was on the floor wrestling with another one who looked even younger. They saw me and stopped, mid camel clutch hold, which I knew because my dad used to watch wresting all the time in his shop. And when Dad wasn’t around, Vinny Dumbrascatori, the youngest and by far the cutest mechanic Dad employed, and I used to watch it. Unfortunately, Dad found out Vinny and I had been watching wrestling together and fired Vinny shortly thereafter.
The little blond angel eyed my bag of oily eyeballs and frowned. The albino one, with the cornrows, increased his hold on the little one and smiled. “Hi. I’m Arcturus, he’s Caius.” He pointed to the one underneath him.
“Um, OK. What are you doing in my room? I mean, not that I’m not happy to see friendly faces.” I tried to steady my breathing, dropped my knife, and went to retrieve my bag from the hall. But Caius had managed to get out of the wrestling hold, get my bag, and make it back inside the room before I got my wits about me.
He handed me a silver briefcase with a red handle. “Thanks, I think,” I said.
I plopped the curious briefcase on the bed and opened it. The two boys peered over my shoulders at the briefcase’s contents and Praefatio.
“We kind of got bored waiting for you to arrive. So we put this bag of stuff together for you,” Caius said. “Gabriel sent us, to protect you, but said he’d feel safer if he knew you had some gear of your own.”
“Yeah, but you seemed to have everything under control.” Arcturus’s sarcasm was not lost on me. “Were you gonna throw that bag of eyeballs at us?”
“What? Whatever. No.” I tried to sound like it was the furthest thought from my mind.
“You won’t need them. Besides, I’m sure their owner will want them back. You’re supposed to burn them. The longer you keep them, the easier it will be for him to track you and come after you.” Caius spoke with the authority and knowledge of a much older person. He took the pillowcase and threw it to Arcturus.
“No! I want … to keep them. I might … need them. They listen to me,” I mumbled.
“You can command demon vision?” Arcturus looked at Caius, then back to me. “Wicked!” Arcturus smiled. “That means you’ll be able to use the eyes to see evil coming.” He threw the bag in my direction. Surprisingly, I caught it. “Anyway, let me tell you what all that stuff is.” Arcturus removed items from the briefcase and flung them onto my bed. “You’ve got throwing stars, two machetes, a katana sword, two sets of throwing knives with leg sheaths—very handy—two Roman rudiarrii daggers, a Celtic dagger, my personal favorite, a trident, a halberd, a Kit Rae Black Legion Battle Axe, and a pair of sai.” Arcturus took a breath, then finished with, “Caius, where’s the rest of the stuff?” He looked at Caius with wrinkled eyebrows. I couldn’t imagine what could possibly be missing. “Uh, I don’t think I’ll need more than that.” I shrugged as he kept pulling weapons of various shapes and sizes out of the small, seemingly bottomless briefcase.
“No, it’s OK. Trust me. You’re going to need all this and more.” Caius tried to reassure me, then turned to Arcturus with a worried look. “Dude. I don’t know what we did with it.” He looked around in all directions, then spun toward me and said, “Hang on a second, Grace.” Caius disappeared.
Arcturus smiled weakly. Caius reappeared holding a black duffle bag and looking stressed.
Arcturus looked suspiciously at Caius, then at the bag. “Is that everything?”
“You can always get more, less, whatever.” Caius handed me the bag and added, “It was Arcturus’s idea. He thinks you should dress the part.”
I placed the bag on the bed then unzipped it. Inside were two silver cuff bracelets with Latin inscriptions on them. I held them up; the left one read “Angelus” and the right one read “Coadunatio.” Caius took the cuffs and put them in the opposite hands. Left: Coadunatio. Right: Angelus. A joining of angels. There was a pair of leather gloves and another pair of near-identical ones missing fingers; a pair of greaves, for my calves; a full metal battle dress like ones worn by ancient Greeks; and a chlamys. It was like fifth grade all over again. I just couldn’t see myself wearing any of it.
“No shoes in there?” Arcturus rushed the bag and searched frantically. “Ah-ha!” He turned and presented me with a pair of shoes that I was no way ever going to wear. Ever.
“Uh, thanks. But who are you guys again?”
Arcturus laughed. “Cherubim. Your cherubim. I’m here to train you in celestial matters and combat. Caius here will keep you in great physical shape and make sure you have everything you need to survive.”
“Cherubs. I thought you were supposed to have four faces. A lion, a man. Ugh. I can’t remember the other two. Anyway, I guess that’s not true either, huh?”
“We can look like whatever we want when we interact with humans. If you prefer we appear in our natural state, we will. Just say the word. Otherwise, I’ll stick to my cornrows.” Arcturus’s face blurred for seconds, and beneath it I saw him, as he really was. Lion, ox, man, and eagle. He smiled. “We do our best to show humans the face we think will be best received.”
“And you thought I’d best receive cornrows?” I kind of mumbled to myself.
“Speaking of humans, you need to keep your strength up.” Caius put a hand behind his back and then put it out in front me. In his hand were jumbo red strawberries, a brown liquid, and a loaf of bread.
What an odd gift, I thought and said, “Thanks.” I even tried to smile.
“Strawberries have anthocyanins. Anthocyanins are like antioxidants. Oxygen can damage your body’s organ systems, so you’ll need anthocyanins to protect your cell structures. This will come in handy since yours is still a human body despite its celestial capabilities. You need extra protection now, Grace, as your body will be expected to perform outside of its comfort zone.” He seemed to be searching for the right words to convince me I needed his yummy strawberries.
The more he talked them up, the hungrier I got. “Uh-huh.”
“You’ll be eating a lot of berries in the coming months. We’ll want to prevent the emergence of free radicals—which you are now more prone to due to the planned changes in your cellular structure,” he concluded in his perfect English schoolboy accent. “Oh, and that stuff? It’s manna and honey.”
Holy cow.
The last thing I needed was to be mutated into a total freak. I’d learned about free radicals in school and how they are created when the body metabolizes oxygen and some of the cells get damaged. Mr. Sleezack had said, “Free radicals become problematic when they seek out other molecules to pair with, robbing those molecules for what they lack—like the Robin Hoods of molecules. It’s like an evil molecule rampage.” Just like that, I would have eaten anything he gave me, including poisonous apples. I grabbed the food and ate.
My thoughts turned from poison apples to Gavin kissing me awake and asking me to live with him at Kheiron. I considered calling him, only to realize I didn’t have his number. According to Gavin, it was not safe for me to be alone. Now that I had Caius and Arcturus, I wasn’t. So maybe things were going to be OK. Maybe Mom and Gavin and Dead Dad were wrong.
Neither Arcturus nor Caius had said much of anything since I’d tried to kill them with my bag of eyeballs and short sword. They kind of gave me my “stuff” and seemed content to stay out of my way. They were huddled over, reading something that was partially obscured by Caius’s body.
“Form,” Caius said. “We do not have bodies. Humans have bodies; we have forms. What form we take depends on our Order, post, and talent. As light beings we can inhabit another being or take on its form. No other being can inhabit or take on the form of an angel.” He smiled and returned to his reading.
“I can inhabit stuff? And take on the form of anything I want?” I thought flying was going to be the best of what I was capable of.
“We can only inhabit forms that have a life source or that are alive. Sometimes, we are tasked with guarding populations, but can only do so while inhabiting inanimate objects. When that’s the case, we are given a Divine Dispensation. Ever hear humans say they feel statues looking at them or the Mona Lisa’s eyes following them?” He gave me a look as if to say, “Are you ready for this?”
I inhaled deeply and held it.
“It’s one of us,” Caius declared with a giant smile.
I exhaled. It was worth waiting for. Mona Lisa. No kidding.
I couldn’t help but return his smile. I sprang from my bed with much more force than I intended, sending me flying forward before I crash-landed into the desk chair, knocking it over and into Arcturus. He stopped the chair about an inch from his form and smiled at me as if he were watching a clown perform at the circus.
“Happy to amuse you,” I offered, glancing at the chemistry textbook atop my desk. “Do you think I’ll be able to go back to school?”
“Oh, you’ll be going to school. But not the sorry one you used to attend. You’ll learn astrology, etiquette, religious studies, politics, sports, marketing, world studies, aviation, art, geology, chemistry, medicine, architecture, biology, meteorology, finance, agriculture, government—”
I disrupted Arcturus’s rant. “You’re kidding, right?”
“Do I look like I’m joking? That’s like the first two days or so—and—that’s just the academics part.”
“Yeah,” Caius chimed in. “Then you have to do weapons, intelligence, and self-defense, and combat training.”
I stood staring at the two of them, who looked as if we were having the most natural conversation in the world. Arcturus laughed and said, “Yeah, and wait till finals. You’re gonna wish you’d stayed human.”
Silence.
More silence.
Deafening silence.
I couldn’t stand it anymore.
“When am I going to get to see Gavin?”
Arcturus made a sour face, then said, “We cannot take you to him, nor can you summon him here.”
“Well, if I can’t see Gavin, can you take me to see my dad?” It was the same thing Remi had told me when he’d found me writing letters to Him, before I knew who he was. He told me I shouldn’t summon him.
“Sure! We can take you to see Gabriel.” Caius seemed proud as he stood with his chest out and offered me his hand. “Arcturus, alert the guards.”
“There are only three of us; we don’t need to alert the cherubim guards, doofus.” Arcturus thought for a second and added, “And you’re gonna need a decoy so your humans will think you are safely tucked in bed, resting from your stint at the hospital.”
“A decoy? Like a body double?” My mind was racing with wild scenarios, none of which made any sense.
“Yep. You’ll be able to teleport the part of you that is conscious while your unconscious body remains asleep in your room. You’ll have limited response capabilities, and if you need to quickly return to your body for any reason, you can reanimate it within seconds. No one will notice a thing. No human, anyway.”
That must have been what happened the other night when I left my body at the hospital and no one could actually see me—except Remi. I shook my head in disbelief, then walked over to my bed and climbed in. I pulled the covers over me, closed my eyes, and drifted into a comfortable but not fully-asleep sleep. I called my conscious spirit awake and out of my body. It separated and walked toward the boys, while my body lay in bed. They smiled, grabbed my hand, and pulled me into the Garden. 
***
The cherubs frolicked in the water, and as I noticed them noticing my every move, I pondered what my life had become. Though we had barely spoken since meeting, I felt completely bonded with these boys. I felt as though they were a part of me. I knew I would come to rely on them, that maybe I already did. A smile crept onto my face as I watched them.
While they played in water, neither of them was at all wet. As each bead of water caught the light, a full rainbow formed from one to the next. Is everything celestial so stunning? I wondered.
I heard his approach before I saw him. Dad walked clear across the field from behind the tree that lived in the center of the Garden. The Tree of Life. Even before I thought the questions, the answers came to me from information stored in my mind from childhood, past experiences, books I’d read. Dad stood right in front me, smiling like a proud father. He looked real, whole, human, only more … divine, as light emanated from him.
We embraced.
“Gracie, I missed you,” Dad whispered as he pulled me into a walk beside him.
Four curious and protective eyes followed me as I took my first step.
“Dad,” I held his arm tightly. “I missed you too. Things seemed so final at the hospital. Jenny was attacked, and now she’s sick, and Gavin said I had to go and live with him, and Remi’s acting all weird, blocking his mind from—”
Dad cut me off. “Gracie, please. You must calm down. Just listen, okay? Can you listen to your … can you listen to me for a minute?” he pleaded and turned slightly to face me. In the spot where we’d stopped walking, a stone bench with intricate carvings of lions, lambs, and angels appeared in front of us. We sat and faced one another.
“When I no longer had a human body to inhabit, it was impossible for me to stay with you and Remi. I was tasked with the training of your cherubs.” He beamed. “Because I was closest to you, I was asked to weigh in on what you would need in order to make a proper transition from pure human to Archangel. We wanted to make your ascension easier, less troubling. We also wanted to protect you from those who seek to destroy you.”
More answers invaded my head. Dad had died for me, to protect me. He had completed his task of raising me as a human, and as I was about to ascend, I needed even more protection and teaching.
I couldn’t decide whether to convulse in guilt or hug him. Tears refused to be held back.
The sky darkened above us, and the sound of a sword being unsheathed echoed in the air from across the clearing. I turned to see Arcturus running toward me. He had a look on his face, the same one from that night with Jenny. It was not comforting.
Rain fell around us, but the cherubs remained dry. Tiny circular pellets formed rainbows in the air as they fell from Caius’s hair and exploded in a spray of color and light when they reached the ground. Caius readied a sick-looking crossbow, and when I looked around it was as if everything was happening in slow motion. Not again.
Someone’s going to die.
Caius and Arcturus stood ready to attack what or whomever it was that needed attacking. I saw no one.
Claps of thunder ripped through the darkened gray sky one after the other. Then silence.
I turned to Dad, but he was staring at the ground below, which had begun to rumble beneath a torrential downpour. Thunder cracked the sky open, stopping the rain, and for a split second, we heard nothing. Everything had stopped. I opened my mouth to speak. Then I looked around and saw that everything in the Garden was dark, dreary, and nearly dead, except the Tree.
“Dad?” I inched closer to him. What force could do such a thing?
“The Fallen are moving low in the sky. We must be on alert. But now that you’ve ascended, I suppose you can see. Look up.”
Oh my God. The dark clouds moving aren’t clouds at all!
“That’s right. They’re the wings of newly Fallen being escorted out of the heavens. Escorting Fallen requires various alert systems, which translates often into bad and sometimes severe weather, if a Fallen or two tries to escape to earth or becomes otherwise rowdy. The storms can get pretty bad.”
With tears in my eyes, I watched as they passed overhead. It was like I’d been asleep my entire life. To see the world as an angel was to see the world completely awake—alive.
“So not all angels fall to earth?”
“No. Most of them are sent … elsewhere entirely.” Something grabbed Dad’s attention away from blowing my mind.
Dad reached down to pick a newly sprouted dandelion from the ground in front of him. It had grown as a result of the strange, awful weather. He pulled the flower out of the ground. It was … alive. He handed me the yellow flower, then leaned back.
The thing had a face. It opened its one bug eye, blinked deliberately, looked straight at me, and began to speak. I nearly dropped it, but Dad propped my hand up and steadied it. Arcturus and Caius were both ready to take it out—Arcturus, to chop off its tiny head, and Caius, to shoot it, dead.
“I am Proseran, a Fallen Angel, a Watcher. I sit between the edge of the heavens and your earth monitoring the activities of my brethren. I’ve been granted Divine Favor in this time of great need. Let me please say, it is an honor to meet you.” The thing bowed its petaled head. “High Priestess Tia has allowed me entrance, to address you here … in this place.” He paused and then offered, “I apologize if my presence has caused a disturbance. But the transport provided me with cover—so it would not be discovered that it was I who hath aided in your escape.” He bowed again and looked around nervously.
I couldn’t read his thoughts. At the time I had no idea what he was talking about.
“Speak freely, Fallen, and get to the point. My daughter … Grace will receive you,” Dad ordered.
I held the flower in my palm, extending my arm as far out as possible. Its roots wrapped around my hand and wiggled like worms, giving me the creeps.
“Tonight you must write a letter announcing your intention to leave home and not return. It is the only way to save the lives of your human caregivers and friends. Accept refuge at Kheiron to insure your safekeeping, and the Fallen will accept you as their own.” He inhaled deeply and wrinkled his jagged eyebrows.
I looked at Dad, and he nodded as if the flower was right, that I should do as it instructed. I turned back to the talking weed.
“Seekers will come for you just before midnight, intent on your death. And they will not stop this time until they have achieved their goal. You would do best to heed my words. Until we meet again.” He bowed once more. It did little to soften his message of doom.
The flower fell instantly out of my hand and onto the ground. It rested near my foot and died. Its roots, however, clung to me; the wormy things tried to get under my skin. I shook my hand violently to get them off. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dad nod toward somewhere in the distance. Caius descended upon me, grabbed my wrist, and blew air into my hand, which caught on fire. The roots began to burn, screaming as they did. And then, so did my skin.
“Are you crazy?” I shouted to Dad and Caius.
“Numbskull! She’s human!” Dad proclaimed as if I had polio and Caius had asked me to run a 5K.
Arcturus approached with water from the stream; it both cooled and healed my hand instantly. “Sorry about that. You can’t trust the Fallen, Grace. That’s the bottom line,” Arcturus stated with full certainty and followed with a death stare to Caius and Dad.
“No matter how well intended they are,” Dad added, as if Arcturus hadn’t already made his point. I supposed they were talking about Gavin. I remembered Gavin’s comments regarding Praefatio and what he’d claimed it said about us.
“Praefatio,” Dad began, reading my mind, “is our book. Humans have the Bible and we have Praefatio. We have rules and commandments too, you know. It applies to all angels, something The Divine One gave to us after the Fall of some of our most cherished. Contrary to popular belief, it isn’t simply a book for the Fallen. How Praefatio develops on the page depends on its owner. Sure, it tells us about you and Gavin, but how it ultimately ends up isn’t up to Praefatio; it’s up to you.”
Silence settled in the air.
“Owner? How it develops? What the heck does that mean?”
“Praefatio is different for everyone. The core basics like the commandments, rules, and regulations remain the same. And then the history and prophecies are the same. But the future—your individual future—belongs to you and only you. Once you own your destiny, and your part in the future of the world, you are free to pass Praefatio along to someone else who may need it. I assume Remi has already made peace with his fate.”
“So Remi gave me his book?” I asked in a quiet voice.
Dad’s voice was nearly as quiet. I guess he didn’t want to upset me further. “Remi’s job was to be a brother to you as you grew up, to help make life as a human easier and to help keep you safe when the Seekers came for you that night. You had to make it until your next birthday.”
I felt immediately guilty. Remi’s life until then had been completely devoted to me. It must have been hard for him, living in my shadow all those years.
“Yes,” Dad interrupted my thoughts. “Remi struggles with his heritage, having been raised around humans his entire life. Fifteen years is a long time for a young angel to remain on earth. But he is strong, and when it is required of him, he will do what needs to be done.”
“Remi’s heritage.” Mom and Dad had spent so much time arguing about it, and I had always assumed they’d meant his ethnicity and the fact that he was adopted and biracial. Seems I wasn’t as smart as I’d thought.
Dad placed a finger to his lips, making a shh sound as he did. “Remi’s path is for Remi to worry about, not you,” he insisted.
“Hi, Grace, I’m Marcus,” a voice behind me chimed in during the lull in conversation. I turned sharply to face the speaker. I could have been looking at Remi’s twin, several years older, with slightly darker skin and hazel eyes. With wings outstretched and a broad smile on his face, the stranger added, “Thanks for looking after Remi all these years.” He extended his hand to shake mine, and when we touched, I knew exactly who he was.
Remi’s father, I thought to myself, and couldn’t stop the smile that exploded across my face. I jumped up and rounded the bench so fast I would have been a blur to the human eye. As I grabbed Marcus into a bear hug, it was clear that he and Remi had the same pureness of heart.
I had so many questions. They invaded my mind so fast that my mouth had trouble keeping up. It was the one time I was thrilled angels could read minds.
“So,” I started slowly. “I don’t understand. Remi said his parents were punished, made human.” Dad smiled, then excused himself with a slight bow to me.
“Remi said you could be pretty human at times,” Marcus responded, but not to my question. I don’t think he intended to hurt my feelings. “We were punished. The order had been given. But when Remi’s mother died giving birth, The Divine One decided my eternally broken heart was punishment enough for us both. He decided to give me a kind of celestial ‘time-out’ by placing me here in the Garden forever. Don’t you see? I can never go home, or even to earth to see my son.”
“Can Remi ever visit?”
“He used to visit. But he’s come a lot less lately, and I’m concerned in light of his latest stunts.”
Marcus’s thoughts turned to worry for his only son.
I figured the rest out on my own. Marcus was thrilled when Dad was chosen to raise Remi. Unlike humans, angels were capable of unimaginable levels of love. Even though Remi was not raised by Marcus, each of them loved the other as if he had been. Remi had the same love for Gabriel as he did his own father.
Arcturus was at my side without warning.
“Sorry, Marcus. I need Grace for a minute.” Agitation creased Arcturus’s brow.
“No worries, kid. Do what you gotta do,” Marcus said, then man-hugged Arcturus to himself quickly before releasing him in my direction. “Be well, Grace, and please tell Remi I said happy birthday.” It was the last thing he said before he walked briskly out of sight.
A pang of regret hit me as I remembered that I’d forgotten all about Remi’s fifteenth birthday! That I could ever forget was a testament to my mental state. It was the day after mine.
Arcturus took my hand and led me to the Garden’s east entrance, which was guarded by two cherubim with flaming swords that turned in each direction. At least that part was true. They seemed like harmless tweens, but I knew better. As I passed through and exited, the redheaded one with freckles shot me a look. They seemed serious, like the Queen’s Guard in England, though I had a feeling that trying to make them laugh was a horrible idea.
The land around the Garden was barren and the sky above gray in stark contrast to inside the gates. I waited for Arcturus to tell me why he had dragged me from my conversation with Marcus.
“Emeria, come forth!” Arcturus ordered in a voice that seemed deeper than it had before. He looked around suspiciously from left to right, then zeroed in on a translucent figure with a dim light glowing beneath its skin. It was my twin, the girl who’d tried to kill me.
I felt faint, but steadied myself by grabbing onto Arcturus’s arm. Emeria looked harder, more complex than me. She had way more drama, for sure. And she seemed to go out of her way to get people to think she was dangerous. Emeria stood before us, outfitted in swords and other weapons, eyes fixed on Arcturus. The two blocked me from hearing their silent conversation.
Angered by the disregard for my feelings, I imagined crushing water, like a dam breaking, and its water forcing itself through a town, smashing buildings and large structures. It worked. It broke their block on me. From the looks of it, they had no idea that I heard the rest of the conversation.
She has, Arcturus replied with caution. His words were strained, his body taut.
Devious little one, aren’t you? Why’d you summon me here?
Had she never met Arcturus before, I wondered? She would regret referring to him that way.
“Reveal yourself to Grace and do not leave anything out,” Arcturus ordered, placing a hand on the top of his sword.
“Is this really necessary?” Emeria shot back and used both hands to draw attention to her many weapons. She must have known Arcturus had no intention of letting her go until he’d gotten what he wanted.
I wasn’t prepared for what happened next. Emeria grabbed me into her arms as if doing so to a ragdoll, covering me completely with her dark wings. I couldn’t hear or see anything at first. Then the visions came.
They blew past me quickly. I saw myself, reading Praefatio, picturing Gavin in my mind as I read. I sat thinking of how much I loved him and wanted to be with him. After slamming the book shut, I began to dance and twirl around the room as intense feelings of love and affection overtook me. My closed eyes watered as I watched the vision unfold and listened to my racing heart. I hugged the book to myself while envisioning a life with him, marrying him and having a family. A knock at the door interrupted my rapture. I placed the book on my bed, then answered the knocking. My birth mom stood in the doorway, beautiful, and angry. A gasp forced itself out of my mouth when I laid eyes on her.
The vision and the feelings that accompanied it were so real, vivid, and painful. But the memory could not have belonged to me.
They’re her memories, Arcturus suggested, and the thought floated around in my brain like a ball in a pinball machine: hitting, fast, slowing, swirling, hitting, score.
It felt like I’d gotten the wind kicked out of me. My heart sank into a deep and physical sadness when I realized what I had been witnessing. Emeria was in love with Gavin. The depths of her emotion were great enough that I could literally feel her pain. My breathing became labored.
I turned to face Emeria in my mind’s eye and saw the rest from her point of view.
The angels whose job it was to give other angels talents, posts, or purpose were focused squarely on me when we were created. Since my purpose (to be born on earth as a human and ascend to high Archangel), talent (had yet to figure that out), and post (earth) had already been determined, and Remi had been hand-picked to be my sibling, Emeria was all but forgotten about once my birth mother, Rosa, Fell to have me. Emeria had never been given a post or any particular talents. She had no real purpose. So she unwittingly created her own purpose: to win Gavin’s heart.
Her post? Wherever Gavin was.
The problem? Gavin had been promised to another. Me.
Jealous of my future with Gavin, Emeria was determined to have him, even after she realized the visions she had were of my future, not hers. It was too late by then. Emeria was deeply in love. When our mother pointed out the true nature of the situation, Emeria’s heart became filled with rage, envy, and a desire for vengeance. She aimed to rid the world of me, to clear the way for her and Gavin to be together.
Emeria set out to win Gavin’s love by appearing to him as me in an attempt to manipulate his affections. I was not ready for what happened next. Images of Gavin, with Emeria posing as me. There was something about it that seemed real, tangible, and full of raw emotion. I tried to turn away, but her hold on me was too strong. She forced me to watch the two of them together. I refused to cry in front of her.
What happened after that was more incredible than anything I could have dreamed up. Discovery, betrayal, humiliation, rage, denial, shame, and wreckage.
“See what you’ve done? It’s all your fault. All of it!” Emeria screamed into my ear and tightened her grip on me. My stomach lurched and rumbled in response. I tried to expand my wings, but it was too late. Emeria was like a chain around me.
I’d wanted so badly to feel connected to my sister, but it was hard to feel connected to someone who was intent on killing you. I considered the impact of having a real blood relative, what it could mean. I just loved the name Emeria, like Emerson, only for girls. Then again, it probably wasn’t even her real name.
She embraced me, and for a moment she softened, and I thought maybe she sensed it too: that we needed one another. Maybe we could have a chance. I embraced her in return and thought I felt her soften even more. But then she paused and tightened her grip around me.
“Don’t feel sorry for me. You have no idea what you’ve signed up for. You think you’re in control and you know how this is all gonna end? Oh, it will end. Believe me, Grace. It will end.”
The venom in her words was like fire in my ears.
I felt our bodies leave the ground. Upward, colder and darker. There was only blackness when I opened my eyes. No visions, no thoughts, as if our minds had been shut down. The void startled me. She squeezed me harder and closed her wings tighter around me. Her breathing was labored.
When her grasp upon me loosened, I tried to break free, but she held on. The sound of loud flapping wings belonged to Arcturus and a boy I’d never before seen.
Arcturus grabbed Emeria, and they fought, wings flapping so hard it sounded like continuous claps of thunder. As they moved, clouds gathered and stirred around them. The boy grabbed me and lifted me back and away from them. I watched as Arcturus and Emeria fought, hand to hand, eye to eye, and mind to mind. The boy sang to me, drowning out all other sounds. It looked as if a tornado was forming in the midst of the most melodic, soft, boy choirish chanting, serving only to heighten my fear. My chest heaved as I strained against the strength of the boy holding me back.
Then, backed by a terrifying flash of light that emanated from his hand, Arcturus threw Emeria to the ground and shouted, “There will not be a next time!”


A Lie of Omission
Ever since Proseran appeared to me, it had been all I could think about. The fact that a flower had spoken to me, a weed, no less, weighed on me as much as what he’d said. I was to run away.
“Focus, Grace,” Caius ordered as I started my “running away” letter for the fifth time. Caius and Arcturus had taken to playing Paper Toss with my previous attempts. Talk about making lemonade from lemons. I wasn’t a bad writer. It was just that I knew what my running away would do to Mrs. Larson. It would be like losing Dad all over again for her. And yet, it was the only way to keep the Larsons safe. Still, an undeniable guilt gnawed at my gut. They’d been supportive and loving to Remi and me. I was going to repay that kindness with lies and deceit.
I pulled my old red messenger bag from the closet and stuffed it with underwear, socks, tights, two pairs of jeans, one skirt, three shirts, a hair brush, and a hoodie. A check of my makeup bag revealed lip gloss and my favorite butterfly and dragonfly hairclips.
Caius began removing clothes from their hangers and flinging them on the floor.
“What the heck are you doing?” Arcturus shot him a look. “It’s supposed to look like a runaway, not a break-in!”
No matter what we did to make it look real, I knew Sergeant Mullane would look for me out of obligation to Dad. Silent tears fell from my eyes as I grabbed my beat up copy of Romeo and Juliet, and next to it, Romeo and Juliet and Vampires.
Speaking of Romeo, Remi was nowhere to be found. He should have been there helping me. Instead, he had devoted his time and attention to Jenny, who was still recovering from being attacked. I guess I should have given him a break. It’s not like I was really running away. I was running to Gavin and a place where I didn’t have to hide what I had become.
Just as I made peace with my decision, Remi blew into the room and closed the door. He was solemn, quiet, and, I hoped, guilt-ridden for the way he’d treated me. Or even before, when he’d neglected to tell me who he was, who I was.
I tried to read him. Nothing. I felt like a hacker trying to break into a super-encrypted database. I’d get in eventually. I just needed more time.
“I can’t believe you’re running away with Gavin Vault.” He forced himself to speak the name.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Arcturus move; first, diagonally across, then next to me as if to protect me from Remi. It was a lot like a computer chess move. You never see it until it’s too late. He must have known Remi would never hurt me.
“Remi, I love Gavin, and he seems to love me, too. I can’t explain it, but I know that despite what he is, despite what he was condemned to be, he’s a good person, with good intentions and a good heart.”
“A good heart, a good person.” Remi imitated my exact tone. “Gavin is not a person, and he certainly does not have a heart, let alone a good one. So clearly, you have no idea what he is or what he’s capable of,” Remi retorted, apparently not at all concerned with how much he was hurting me. He shook his head, then waltzed over and took a seat in my desk chair. I liked the old Remi better, the human Remi who cared about my feelings.
Remi listened intently to my thoughts while spinning around in my chair. He scrunched up his eyebrows as I threw a wall up and blocked everyone in the room. Through the silence, I searched for Gavin.
“What about you?” I countered, breaking Remi’s concentration on destroying my block. It caught him off guard. He lost his balance and fell backwards, yielding snickers from the cherubs. Remi didn’t respond, so I pushed harder. “How are you so much different from Gavin, coveting a human?” The moment it left my mouth, I knew Remi and I would never recover from it.
Remi stood, repositioned the chair beneath him, then looked sharply in my direction. The expression on his face frightened me as he moved toward me.
Arcturus leaped in front of us, wings outstretched. He had a dagger at Remi’s throat. It was kind of laughable that I could see over Arcturus.
Remi must not have been so amused. He slid back in the chair in submission to the small angel.
“I don’t think you want to do this, Remi,” Arcturus advised him calmly in his wise, old tone.
Remi had Arcturus by at least two feet, and yet he didn’t fight back.
“You’re right, Arcturus.” Remi turned his attention to me, though Arcturus still held the dagger to his neck. “It’s why I’m able to love you.” Remi straightened in my chair and forced the tension from his face and body. Arcturus lowered his weapon but stayed at Remi’s side.
I had no idea what Remi was talking about. Praefatio said we were not allowed to form bonds with humans. It’s what got Tyler and his friends into trouble in the first place. Remi leaned forward on his elbows. I popped a squat on the floor in front of him. His expression turned from serious to concerned.
“But we’re both angels, Remi.” I relied on the little bit of Praefatio I had read to date. It was my way of keeping Remi with me for a little while longer.
“Grace.” Remi sighed as if my ignorance had caused him physical pain. He looked from Arcturus to Caius, then back at me, where pity settled in his eyes. “I’m an angel born on earth to angels while in human form. Unlike an angel born in heaven, I had to develop my abilities and reject the cloak of humanity I was born under. If I had not had Vivienne and Gabe to raise me, to teach me how to be an angel, how to fulfill my purpose and stuff, I could just as easily have remained human and never fully tapped into my potential as an angel.” Remi fell silent. It was eerily as if he’d spoken all he’d ever say again.
Caius’s face twisted like a pretzel at the end of Remi’s narrative. For the first time I realized how hard Remi’s struggle must have been. Arcturus rolled his eyes.
“So, you’re allowed to have human emotions, even desires?” It was ironic and cruel. Almost as soon as I asked the question, I knew the answer. “Yes,” I managed out loud, though barely above a whisper. And so was I allowed, being half-human. We have what they have desired for so long and what they are eternally being punished for. It’s why they hate me.
Silence filled the room like smoke in a three-alarm fire. I waited for it to suffocate me. But it merely lingered, warning of the danger to come.
Then, the dread of the silence was replaced by hope and enthusiasm. I jumped straight up with my wings outstretched and grabbed Remi by both arms, pulling him toward me. If we can be this way, why not the Fallen Ones? I opened my mouth to speak, but Remi shook his head and waved me away with his hand and a stare that reeked of annoyance.
Arcturus interrupted with, “May I?”
“Forget it. She’s already made up her mind.” Remi grunted and plopped back into the chair as if he’d given up on me.
Caius tried to explain things to the stupid human. “Humans are by nature incapable of controlling their desires. It often results in the kind of behavior that is deemed sin: murder, covetousness, adultery, and the rest. It is the reason why angels cannot … it’s why we have rules of engagement with humans.”
I was beginning to believe I’d never understand their world. A world I was a part of whether I liked it or not.
“An angel who accepts or rewards human weaknesses such as these would be a very dangerous angel, a threat to not only mankind, but to all of us. However, we accept this behavior from humans because they are easily stirred, led by emotion. It is not tolerated in angels, or at least it hasn’t been until now.” He probably hadn’t realized he’d just insulted me. “We have rules,” he continued, then turned to Remi. “No
one is exempt.”
Remi rolled his eyes at Arcturus, no doubt something he picked up from me. I wondered in that moment just how much of me and my humanness had rubbed off on Remi.
“Sis.” Remi called me that whenever he was about to try to convince me of something I wasn’t having any part of. “This thing is bigger than you or Gavin. Besides, if he really cared about you, he would insist that you stay here, with me, where I can protect you. Not everyone that Gavin hangs out with has your best interest in mind. Gavin can’t protect you by himself. He has to know that.”
“I can take care of myself,” I insisted and looked at my cherubs, knowing that without them, I would never survive if attacked again. I took Remi’s hand in mine in an attempt to reassure him. For a brief second, his mood swung upward, then back to solemn, maybe even afraid. He was seeing something, a vision he did not want me to see. I dropped his hand, released my lock on his mind, and gave him his privacy.
Caius spoke then, his words further ruining my mood. “If you go with him now, you’ll set into motion something that cannot be undone. If they think they can use you or your allegiance to Gavin, they will. If you stay with them … you will become … more like them.” The words sounded so final, as if my fate was sealed, despite my desire to protect the Larsons.
Remi glared at me. We had never been at odds. Now the thing that brought us together, why he came to live with us in the first place, seemed to be the thing that would tear us apart.
I was letting everyone down, running after a boy condemned to feeding off the blood of humans forever. Still, I chose him and accepted the shame. My wings hung heavy behind me until I heard him.
You don’t have much time. Gavin’s voice was pleading, encouraging, and angry as it echoed in my head.
Remi stood suddenly and grabbed me into his arms. His embrace felt distant, cold, and wasted. I figured he only did it to make me happy, or because he thought it was what I would have wanted to happen. How I would have preferred it to end. He stepped toward the door and said, “I will not let you summon a Fallen to this house,” and was gone before I could defend myself.
I hadn’t summoned anyone. They were coming for me, to kill me.
I raced over to my desk, grabbed a pen, and started writing as quickly as my mind could formulate coherent thoughts. I stared at the letter for at least five minutes, fighting back tears before placing it on top of the desk.
“Maybe just tape it to the door,” Caius suggested, clearly never having run away before.
“Amateur. She should leave it on the desk,” argued Arcturus in that know-it-all voice he sometimes used. He sat on the desk, patting it with his hand.
“Dude seriously, for an angel, you really are dumb,” Caius scolded Arcturus.
“Please. We don’t really have time for this. I just need you to help me get the rest of my stuff together. And don’t forget Mr. Fluffy Rabbit.”
I sealed the envelope and addressed it to The Larsons.
Out of nowhere, a vision popped into my head.
Jenny was sitting on the front steps talking on her cell phone when two guys came walking by. They paused in front of the house. The gate was closed, but one of them opened it with a wave of his hand. Oh no. As he leaned on the railing and smiled, Jenny stood, then backed up a step.
“I see Remi doesn’t learn. He’s left you all alone out here, has he?” The boy smiled and reached out to take Jenny’s hand. Then the image broke up like interference in a satellite signal, but not before the stupid looking one lunged for Jenny’s neck.
I felt Emeria’s hand on my arm at the same time that she whispered, “Let’s go” in my ear. When she spied the cherubs, she rolled her eyes. “The kids stay.”
Emeria levitated us both off the ground. I pulled us both back down with a strength I didn’t know I had. Emeria jerked back, eyebrows raised in surprise. Caius and Arcturus seemed disinterested in the entire thing, each gathering up my supplies into the bags they’d brought, as if they didn’t know she was there.
“The cherubs go where I go,” I insisted, determined not to be bullied.
“I came for you and you only.”
“I’m not leaving without them. Caius, Arcturus, let’s go.”
“I can’t protect them. If you insist on bringing them, you’re on your own. Gavin’s already putting himself on the line for you. It would not bode well if you get yourself and your little cherubs killed today.”
“It’s the least you can do since one of your idiot brothers is hitting on Jenny Larson right now,” I countered with venom.
“Those are not my ‘brothers,’ Grace,” Emeria fired back. “Those are the Seekers who were sent to kill you. Lucky for you, they found sad, innocent Jenny Larson sitting on the steps and couldn’t help themselves. Now let’s go before Gavin sends the cavalry looking for his poor, human, sorry excuse for a girlfriend.”
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Emeria dropped us off in a courtyard, then left without saying a word. It felt like I had been there before. The grounds were a green maze of shrubs stretching as far as the eye could see. The cherubs and I walked around leisurely until we reached a fountain. Caius dipped a hand into the fountain, and the water changed to sparkling crystals as it fell from his fingers. Faint music claimed the night air. A statue of an angel playing a trumpet stood sentry in a clearing as dark clouds, as if racing, passed overhead, exposing small pockets of moonlight. Giant black iron gates seemed oddly familiar.
Another vision began just as I started toward the house. I listened to familiar voices coming from inside. I found myself inside the parlor, outside the room with the voices.
“She’s too young, Tyler. Afraid she’ll see through his act when she’s older?” Dad’s tone was angry, volatile, and not like I’d ever seen him. Facing a man who seemed vaguely familiar, Dad inclined his head in my direction, then fixed his eyes squarely on the man.
Mom entered the room and moved in my direction, coming to a stop right in front of me. Could they see me?
I crouched behind a large, marble statue.
The man spoke in an even tone, deep and unafraid. “Gabriel, let’s not get excited. No reason for all this melodrama.” He circled Mom, slowly taking her in from head to toe, as if Dad wasn’t in the room. He smiled slyly, just enough for Dad to notice that his thoughts were not entirely pure where Mom was concerned.
I can read his mind.
“Gavin has suffered enough,” he continued. “He just wants her to know him, as he should, since they are betrothed. Besides, by the time she ascends, it will be as if she has known him her entire life. Why we’re even wasting our time having this conversation is beyond me.”
Dad raced to the man’s side, keeping his eyes fiercely focused on Mom. “She’s nine years old, Tyler.” Dad reached for Tyler’s neck just as Gavin entered the room and plopped down on one of the red leather chairs.
Gavin looked in my direction and gave me the smile that makes me weak in the knees. I stood staring at him in complete and utter fool’s love and wondered how in the world he could see me right then, in that vision of something that must have happened eight years earlier.
“You’re watching a vision of something that took place here when you were nine. You don’t need to have been there in order to see what happened. You are like a fly on the wall, so to speak. You can interject yourself into the historical event as a participant if you want to; otherwise, the people in it will just feel your presence as you continue to watch what happened.” Arcturus’s explanation made perfect sense, sort of. I was embarrassed that he had been watching through my mind’s eye, privy to my thoughts.
“But, can I change what happened if I participate? You know, if I interject myself into an event from when I was nine, though I’m seventeen now. How would that work?” I asked for future reference.
“You would be nine, as you were then, but with all the knowledge and experience you’ve amassed since. Since you’re human and you age, your memories or anyone else’s, should you choose to actively participate in them, will reflect your human age at the time the event occurred, not your true age.”
“So, it would be like I was a seventeen-year-old in a nine-year-old’s body?”
Gavin’s voice interrupted my musings. My mind’s eye carried me back to the vision. “I have quite a bit of patience, Gabe, and quite frankly, I don’t care for this situation as it is. A human girl.” Gavin’s tone surprised me. He was talking about me, about my being human as if it disgusted him. He crossed his legs and added with disdain, “As if I haven’t been cursed enough.” I stepped backward and covered my mouth so the gasp couldn’t be heard.
Mom stepped out from between Dad and Tyler. She offered her hand to Gavin for him to kiss. Leave it to Mom to get Gavin to kiss her somehow.
Gavin seemed all too pleased to oblige. He stood up in front of her, slowly took her hand, savoring Dad’s grimace, and smiled slightly as he bent down and let his mouth linger on the skin of her hand longer than was necessary.
“Vivienne, as always, you look divine.” 
Mom beamed.
“I’ll keep my distance until she ascends. My only intent is to know her as a human, her desires and interests. I can’t just assume she hasn’t changed since becoming human. I wish to be all she desires. There’ll be no way for her to resist me—well, Gavin Vault, the rock star.”
Then Tyler was there, only not in the vision. He was real, and right beside me.
“Grace, you need to come with me now.” I wanted to ask if he was the angel from Praefatio, but there wasn’t time for chitchat. Tyler grabbed my arm and pulled me up over the ground with him and into a side entrance to the mansion. We rushed down flights of stairs in pitch blackness. The descent and the air blowing past my face ended abruptly at the foot of a large double door. Tyler placed me on the ground, and for a moment, I felt like I’d just gotten off a rollercoaster.
Upon entering the doors I heard breathing coming from multiple sources. I figured there had to be at least twenty people in the room, but I could see no one. Still holding me by the arm, Tyler greeted the sudden appearance of a strange and unexpected old and very creepy face: framed by long blue hair. The ancient-looking man said nothing, only stood about six inches in front of me, stone-faced.
“She came willingly, but with two cherubs. They seem harmless, if you are unwise enough to consider cherubim harmless. I doubt she understands the true nature of her actions. She probably has no idea how to actually use any of her talents.” I had not heard anyone ask any questions, but Tyler blew through the answers like he only had precious minutes.
Old, creepy stone-faced, long-blue-haired guy nodded slowly and closed his eyes—well, more like rolled them to the back of his head. When he opened his mouth, a freaking giant raven flew out. It looked right into my eyes as it flew past me, flapping its enormous, shiny black wings.
The raven landed on Tyler’s shoulder and appeared to whisper into Tyler’s ear. Tyler nodded, and then the raven flew into the brick wall. I will never forget the sound of its bones cracking as it hit the wall and screeched in pain. It slid slowly down the wall, leaving a trail of raven blood before dying on the floor. Tyler stared straight ahead.
Creepy old guy opened his mouth again, and out came about twelve tongues, each stretching out at the same time—twisting, turning, drooling. He opened his eyes, and several of the tongues reached to where the dead crow lay, scooped it up, and brought it back to the other tongues to feed off of. I couldn’t look away.
When the tongues had finished the bird, the old man recoiled them into his decrepit mouth. He kneeled in front of me, then placed his head all the way on the floor with his hands on either side of it, as if in pain.
Tyler quickly led me out of the room. “Lucky for you, The Tongues of Truth ate the bird and not you. Forgive us, Grace. We had to make sure it was you and not some angel trickery.” Tyler ushered me through another set of doors that closed quickly behind us with a loud thud. In front of me stood about forty angels, standing with their dark wings tucked behind them, forming heart shapes about their shoulders.
The angels stared blankly at me. I couldn’t read their minds. They weren’t blocking me; there just weren’t any thoughts coming from them.
I realized my fear had taken over and I was shaking. The hair on my neck stood straight up. My wings expanded slowly and without my permission. I scanned the crowd, searching for the familiar faces of Gavin, Caius and Arcturus, even Emeria.
Suddenly, there was movement from the back of the room. When I turned to see what it was, Emeria was by my side. I hadn’t heard her approach. The look on her face as she took my hand in hers was disturbing. Tyler stepped behind her, as if to give her the sole spotlight. Emeria smiled and raised our hands into the air in a gesture of victory, and the crowd howled and clapped enthusiastically.
Emeria held out her other hand and gestured to the crowd to quiet. “Tonight, we welcome our
sister, Grace, home.”
The crowd erupted into whistles, cheers, and clapping … and a few boos. The energy in the room was suddenly startling, alive. The noise level was deafening. Despite my apprehension, I smiled as Emeria stepped forward, pulling me closer to the crowd. Some reached out to touch me; others looked on in awe, as if they’d never seen a human before.
Music swelled, dull lighting sprang up from various places in the room, and beings scattered. It was a party. I stared in complete disbelief as the beings I thought were going to kill me only a minute before began dancing. Deep bass thumped and pulsed with my heartbeat. I bopped and swayed to the beat involuntarily.
“I’ll take it from here, Emeria,” Tyler said as he took my hand to kiss it, his lips surprisingly warm. The stomach flutters that followed caught me off guard.
“I hope you don’t find us too objectionable.” Tyler nodded toward the different species in the room. He watched me scan the room, acknowledging the presence of humans and some not so human looking otherworldly types. One guy laughed loudly, exposing sharp fangs.
“I—I don't know what to say.”
“I speak for all of us when I say we are truly happy you’ve come to stay with us.” Tyler smiled, but his eyes held their sadness. He turned me away from a group of vampires at the corner table all drinking off one human. Two gargoyles walked past and shook their heads in disgust. “And yes, I’m that Tyler.” He bowed slightly.
I became instantly filled with excitement, hope, and fear, forgetting all about the strange goings-on. I wanted to hug him, to ask about his wife—the one who he’d … the one who died. I wanted to know if he’d ever found love again. “Thank you for welcoming me. This is not at all what I expected.” He didn’t need to know that I’d thought that old creepy guy and his tongues were going to eat me alive.
Tyler’s eyes brightened slightly. “I’ll do my best to see to your comfort and safety. Enjoy your evening.” Tyler nodded once more and walked away. Mid-step, a buoyant girl with vibrant orange, blue, and yellow butterfly wings grabbed him into a passionate hug. Where his hand grazed her wings, the delicate material fell to the ground like ash. Almost instantly after, a new and equally stunning wing materialized, like rice paper, in its place.
Toward the back of the room was an expansive DJ booth with four DJs spinning and a bar complete with tiny flying bartenders who flitted back and forth serving whatever was in those frosted glasses. One DJ had super pointy ears and eerily thin lips framed by mutton chops. He held his short arms in the air and waved to the crowd who eagerly waved back. After a minute, a girl DJ, who had to be like twelve feet tall, took over. She removed her jacket and flung it into the crowd. Everyone cheered as she turned the music up even louder. My whole body reverberated with the bass.
Shirtless dark-winged angels, male and female, danced so seductively, I wasn’t sure if I should look away or gawk. Their fluid movements were made even more seductive by the reflection of the disco balls onto their dark wings.
The circular room was highly styled and decorated all in white, with ice-blue accents and pink fluorescent lighting under the booths. Floor-to-ceiling cages held humans wearing nothing more than fish net stockings and obscenely high heels—even the men. In the far left corner of the dance floor was a group of people with horse bodies from the waist down looking like they were deep in conversation.
One of the DJs put on that song by those guys who are always apologizing for party rocking. Before I could blink, the dance floor filled with various species of beings doing the electric slide, forcing the answer to the age-old question as to whether the need to perform the dance transcends worlds. Led by Caius, of all angels, about twenty otherworldlies ran, flew, or galloped to the dance floor to embarrass themselves as much as possible.
The Fallen angels I’d met were far different from what I had expected. I wondered why Mom had gotten so worked up over them. When I was hungry, someone found me something to eat; if I needed a drink, one was placed quickly in my hand. The sprites and elves were especially attentive.
A few songs later, I found Caius and Arcturus making the rounds.
“Everything OK?” I asked Arcturus, who was sure to give me a straight answer.
“Grace, we’re having a good time. It’s a fun party and everyone is asking about you, what you’re like. I think we’re gonna like it here.”
Caius seemed more interested in chatting up garden sprites than talking to me.
I decided not to worry about it for the moment. I felt at home for the time listening to all my favorite music with these creepy, happy, Fallen, angelic, damned souls and all of their friends. They were beautiful in a cursed and sad way. I found myself drawn to one in particular. Big, brown, wavy, thick hair hung like heavy bricks around her oval head. “Oh I love this song; let’s dance!” she whined to another Fallen, who looked like he had stepped out of the pages of a L’uomo Vogue. He seemed enchanted by the beauty standing before him in a light blue gown, and he obliged. He spun her around to the middle of the dance floor. Then he dipped and spun and tossed and caught her, to the delight of the crowd. It garnered a smile from Gavin, who’d just entered the room.
Then the girl did something that took my breath away. She dropped his hand, hiked up her dress, pulled a short knife from a sheath on her right thigh, and rushed me. My legs became lead pipes, heavy and still.
The room fell silent, music stopped.
Tyler landed between us in the nick of time with wings outstretched. He had his back to her, so certain she wouldn’t use the knife on him.
“Grace, this is not part of the deal.” Tyler’s expression was hard to read. His mind seemed open, but blank.
Everything was jumbled. I tried, but couldn’t get a read on anyone. Something was wrong. Gavin—didn’t even react.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I swear.” As my emphatic statement left my mouth, I felt a presence.
Crashing the party was not Remi’s brightest idea. Yet, standing right in front of me, no more than two seconds later, was my baby brother, determined to get us both killed. The disturbed look on his face and the way he was dressed indicated he was not there to dance.
“Welcome, Remiel, though I do not recall inviting you.” Tyler barely moved his lips as he spoke. “Would you like a drink?” he added with a chuckle and pointed to the humans in cages.
Gavin’s lack of attempt to intervene was troubling. I kept expecting him to step in. Distracted, I hadn’t realized until then that the room was now empty except for the four of us, or so it seemed. I heard the breathing of many other beings I could no longer see. Fear became a scarf around my neck, pulling tighter with each passing minute.
“Tyler,” I called, and I turned to him.
Gavin remained at the far end of the room, with a stoic expression, the smile gone from his lips. The loud flutter of many wings could be heard above, like birds of prey passing from one side to another. As I looked to see what caused it, I saw the Fallen Ones. They were perched on the arched ceilings above, wings fully outstretched in a beautifully horrifying display. Their eyes were like stars in the night sky as they covered the ceiling with their dark wings.
Tyler took a protective position in front of Gavin, who was now standing with Remi, and me. The Fallen above made a collective clicking sound. Fangs. My heart beat out of control. I thought of the passage in Praefatio where Tyler bit into the neck of his wife. He’d loved her. What then would he do to me? Someone he … had no feelings for at all?
Gavin looked ashamed, hanging his head slightly before something seemed to occur to him. He shoved Tyler gently aside and stepped in my direction. The Fallen grew restless, inching closer down the sides of the walls as their wings ruffled in protest. Where are Caius and Arcturus?
“Grace, Remi, please accept my sincere apology for our rudeness. We would never dream of treating our guests so poorly, even those without an invitation.” His diplomatic gestures and the intonation of his voice made him a far better peacemaker than Tyler.
Gavin continued forward. He smiled to himself, then turned so quickly that if you blinked you’d have missed it. He whispered in Tyler’s ear, and Tyler left for seconds, then returned with the cherubs before I had time to process it all.
“You see, Grace,” Gavin said as he circled me. He motioned to the cherubs to sit. “Many of my family consider you public enemy number one, come to destroy us, our way of life, our very existence. Most believe your being here is a ruse to get us to trust you so you can learn our ways, assess our weak points, and plan an attack.” He stopped, looked at me, no emotion, stoic.
“I don’t want any trouble. I was asked to come here. I came, willingly. If you want me to go, I will.” I hadn’t realized I was shaking until then. Had Remi been right? Had I been brought to Kheiron to die?
Gavin grabbed me, and surprise colored Remi’s face. Tyler grabbed Remi by the arms, held them behind his back, and Emeria grabbed the cherubs. Where had she come from? Gavin’s hold on me only accentuated my heaving chest. His breath on my skin, his fingers on my neck caused me to shiver. I’m certain the others mistook it for fear.
“If I kill you now, we lose everything, and start a war with Michael,” Gavin said while running a finger from my neck to my chin. “But the war is coming anyway.” He turned my head from side to side, paying special attention to either side of my neck. “If we keep you alive, let you live with us, kind of like … a pet … ” Gavin slowly pulled my head by my hair, and lowered his head as if he wasn’t sure whether to slit my throat or kill me. “ … we learn everything we can from you and your little cherubs, learn how to defeat you. After all, you are half angel, and we’d do well to learn from you … alive. Worst case scenario, we feed off you, making you weak, then kill you, and Michael gets nothing.”
The mood in the room shifted, swung right by Gavin’s impassioned words. The rumbling grew quieter as acceptance of those seemingly plausible words was at hand.
Writhing and twisting, Remi struggled to free himself from Tyler’s grasp. Gavin turned me to face him, placed his hands around my neck, and looked right into my eyes, then down at my mouth. “Either way, don’t get too comfortable, Grace. This will not end the way you think.” Then something in his eyes changed from angry to sad to desperate. He whispered, “Sorry.” Gavin let go abruptly, and I fell forward, reeling. He lunged toward me from behind and yanked a large feather from my wings.
“Ahhhhhhhhh!” It felt like someone had stabbed me with an ice pick in the back.
Remi’s eyes burned with anger as he wriggled under Tyler’s hold. He looked as if he would kill Gavin if only he could break free.
Gavin shoved me aside and I fell to the floor. Wincing, I looked up just in time to see Gavin move to Remi and grab his throat. Then Gavin pushed the feather into Remi’s open mouth. I’d never seen Remi so red.
Gavin turned to Emeria, who had been silent. “Take them to their quarters until I can decide what to do with them.” Gavin looked at me. “Make sure she’s fed, given human comforts.”
By then I was sobbing uncontrollably. Kheiron was turning out to be a really bad idea. The cherubs couldn’t protect me. They seemed powerless in Emeria’s grip. We’d walked right into their trap, had come willingly. Here, we’d be powerless to defend ourselves. And Gavin? All of it had been a lie. He didn’t love me or want to keep me safe. He was the most duplicitous of all. The only good thing to come of that night was the knowledge that I hadn’t lost Remi. He’d risked his life to prove it.
As I passed him, Gavin spoke. “Remiel, don’t come here again unless you’re invited. If you do, you’ll end up with much more than a feather in your mouth.”


Someflippinghomecoming
My “quarters,” as Gavin called them, were, for lack of a better term, unexpected. But I guess there were worse places I could have been sent after having a feather yanked from my wing.
I was given a full wing of the house, which was bigger than my old house. My bedroom suite included a room for sleeping, a closet the size of my bedroom at home, a dressing room, a bathroom with a jetted tub and separate shower worthy of Cribs—you could seriously fit eight people in there—a sitting area in the bedroom, a sitting room outside of the bedroom, a workout room, a library, an office, and a kitchenette with a small dining table. In addition to the large closet, there were seven additional closets within the suite. My cherubs took residence down the hall.
I had servants of the Order of Lesser Angels. Yeah, we had a class system too. Cerin was placed in charge of the care of me and my “overall well-being.” And managed a staff of four. That is exactly what she said when we met: “And you needn’t worry about housekeeping, wardrobe, textiles, meals, or entertainment. Mr. Vault has made ample preparation for your care.” She was as serious as a Frenchman on Bastille Day.
It was hard not to be taken in with the new living arrangements, but I couldn’t help thinking of the events that led me there. The good thing is wings heal fast and the pain didn’t last long. The embarrassment and betrayal, however, was an entirely different story. 
***
The Lesser Angels busied themselves about my suite. Unable to form as anything other than shadows, they ironed, hung, and fluffed whatever required it. They seemed to enjoy tending to the new celebrity resident at Kheiron, Gavin’s personal pet, whistling while they worked.
Over the next few hours, they brought me clothes, patterns, and furniture catalogues and asked for my preferences on meal choices, music, wall color, fabrics, and materials. All of this, they said, was required of them by Gavin, who had not had the nerve to show his face since his performance downstairs.
He’d been so convincing. His protruding fangs ready to pierce my neck, to kill me, to let his “family” kill me. They could have easily snapped my cherubs in two, then killed Remi and me. But Gavin stopped them. Why? Had it all been an act? Perhaps Gavin had done all of that to save my life—mine and Remi’s. It must have been the only way to get the others to agree to let me live at Kheiron and finally call off the hit on me. Had it worked, or had it only bought me more time?
Turned around, disoriented, and unsure of my own feelings, I wondered if Remi had been in on it from the beginning. If he and Gavin had cooked up this whole rivalry thing just so they could pull off that stunt to save my life. I didn’t care. I was still furious with the both of them.
I must have fallen asleep, because when I heard the soft knock at the door, I sat straight up, startled. My eyes felt like they’d been plastered together, but I managed to pry them open, place one foot in front of the other, and find the door.
“Hi, I’m Olivia, otherwise known as LJ, knife wielder and unofficial welcome committee,” said the lanky girl standing in the doorway. She was still in the same blue princess dress she’d worn to the party.
I stepped back into the room, unsure of how to respond to her visit. She’d pulled a knife on me less than six hours ago, and I think she would have succeeded in using it had Tyler not interceded.
LJ shook her head from right to left, which changed her outfit to dark jeans and a long-sleeved scoop neck t-shirt.
For crying out loud. “Uh, hi,” I may have mumbled, kind of pissed that she just made light of the whole almost killing me thing by trying to impress me with a magical change in wardrobe.
“Oh come on, Grace. I wasn’t going to kill you. But you show up, with cherubs and then your brother? How can we trust you?” She looked past me while she spoke, seemingly talking to no one in particular. LJ plopped down on the ottoman as if not expecting a reply and began flipping through a home design magazine.
“So you had no intention of hurting me, yet you lunged at me with a six-inch blade. Is that right?” I stood over her certain my disgust was showing.
She peered from behind the page she had fixated on. “Look, Grace, Remi crashed what was supposed to be your welcome home slash birthday party. We had no idea if it was a ruse for the two of you and the cherubs to attack us or not. We had to be sure. No hard feelings?” LJ resumed her fixation on a white velvet sofa sprawled across the page of the magazine as if my response didn’t matter and the issue was settled. “Oh, this would look great in here, don’t you think?” She shoved the magazine at me, but I could say nothing of the couch or the room. Her eyes were full of fire and her smile actually twinkled. “So let’s get the couch.”
I smiled back at her, not exactly sure why. There was something about her that I couldn’t resist. Besides, I needed a friend at Kheiron.
LJ turned back to the magazine, apparently satisfied that she’d achieved her goal, whatever it was.
“OK, well, we should get this place looking like something, don’t you think? I mean don’t you humans have a phrase about life being short? Gavin is going to expect you to have it finished by the time he gets back, and you’re gonna need more than a couch.” She inspected me quickly.
Then she was in the bedroom, assessing the needs for paint, furniture, and decorations while I was pondering Gavin’s absence and the answer to her other questions. I followed her into the bedroom. “Gavin’s gone?”
“Keep up, Grace.” The impatience in her voice was not as harsh as I imagine it could have been. “What you don’t know, you pick up from our minds; what you want to know, that is. We shouldn’t have to tell you everything. This … politeness you have, that humans have, it’s useless in the context of Kheiron. And Grace, you have got to keep your mind out of the gutter. This constant pining away for Gavin and ‘oh if he looks at me or touches me’ crap is kind of annoying and particularly gross. We shouldn’t have to listen to it. If you haven’t figured out how to close your mind to others yet, you’re as good as dead.”
Heat rushed from my chest to my neck, then to my cheeks. She’d heard everything I’d thought about since I’d arrived. Everyone had. “I—I—I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.
LJ’s smile was like the sun: warm and comforting. Then again, too much exposure to the sun could kill you. Still, it was easy to forget she was Fallen. Light shone beneath her milk chocolate skin. She didn’t look downtrodden and forlorn like the others. I wished I could trust her. I wished I’d believed what she’d said earlier. I wished we’d had more in common than a love of white velvet couches.
“You’re one of us now, Grace. You and me, we’re the same.” LJ’s voice was sharp.
I realized then I had still failed to block her from my mind. “I just want someone to be straight with me for once, to tell me what the heck is going on in plain English. Not ancient text, not Latin, but English.”
“Are you done, Grace?” She looked at me sideways, clearly bored and not at all impressed with my monologue or my outfit. When she reached my red Converse All Stars, she rolled her eyes and shook her head.
“Yes.”
“Good. Let’s go horseback riding, then. I promised Gavin I would keep you out of trouble.”
“So you aren’t here to help me decorate, or to apologize, but to babysit me?”
“You don’t need me to help you decorate. You have more household staff than anyone here. Think it, and they’ll pick it from your brain, and one day it will just be as you wish. That’s how it works now. Got it? Now, let’s go riding and, Grace, please don’t ask me how we’re going to get down there.” LJ pointed to the stables in the distance beneath the window.
“Ok. Right.” My voice was nearly a whisper, my pride completely nonexistent. Considering I’d never before been on a horse, I was sure the humiliation I’d already experienced was only the beginning.
Beneath the window were two beautiful black horses flanked by four white horses with huge dark gray wings. The larger black horse was covered in a black saddle that had a deep red cover with Kheiron’s crest embroidered in the middle. LJ saw it had caught my eye. I could have sworn the horse was looking up at me and smiling.
“A gift to you from Gavin,” she noted as she handed me a card. “I’ll meet you down there. I think you’ll enjoy riding at night.”
I wanted to tell her how appreciative I was of her kindness, but when I opened my mouth to speak, she was gone. I opened Gavin’s note slowly, overwhelmed by his gesture. He had thought of me: Strong, beautiful, stubborn … she reminded me of you. A smile assaulted my face, and my heart thumped loudly in my chest.
Cerin returned holding a complete riding ensemble. Cerin could not have been more than five feet tall, and that was being generous. Despite her shadowy figure, I could make out faint freckles on her face, across the bridge of her nose. They seemed to dance when she smiled.
Back in my dressing room, I decided to change my hair color to something I thought was more me, something fiery and defiant. I imagined the color; I’d seen it before on a Garnier Nutrisse ad. I ran my hand through my hair, and fervently willed it to change. Deep Burgundy. Nice. Shiny. Purple tones. I loved it. I pulled my hair into a ponytail and tucked it up under my riding helmet.
Cerin helped me into the remaining pieces of my ensemble. She brought me hot tea as I dressed. The tea set was the same one Gavin had used to serve me when I was last in Kheiron. The memory brought a smile to my face. “Thank you, Cerin.”
“You are very kind.” She bowed before exiting the room, slower this time, though I’m guessing still faster than most humans would have been able to detect. I was saddened by how little gratitude servants experienced at Kheiron and intended to mention it to Gavin. We may not have been entirely human, but that wasn’t a reason to act like animals.
As Cerin exited, Caius and Arcturus entered, bubbling with the excitement of young boys. It reminded me of Remi and his friends. “What’s gotten you two so worked up?” I wondered. Reading the mind of cherubim was a lot harder since they were Warrior Angels. They only opened their minds when absolutely necessary, or to share combat information between soldiers or with their commanding officers.
Caius couldn’t seem to control himself, and I had to check my own emotions as I listened to him. He seemed so innocent at times. “This place is awesome! We each have our own Wii, and there’s an arcade room with PacMan and Space Invaders and a bowling alley and movie theater, and Tyler says we can hang out in the recording studio any time we want! John Lennon was in there just now. And, Grace.” He paused and waited for my full attention. “Skyrim!”
“Well, try not to have too much fun while I’m gone, okay?”
“Oh no, Grace.” Caius’s expression changed. He looked suspiciously behind himself. “If you’re leaving, we’re going with you. Wii can wait.” 
***
Cerin whisked us quickly through the corridors, down several flights of stairs, past what I recognized as Gavin’s quarters, and through several more darkened hallways, bends, turns, and more stairs and nooks before we finally ended up in the parlor where Tyler was talking with LJ.
“My, you are human. It took you long enough,” LJ quipped in my direction with a smirk on her face.
So much for friendship. Flanked by the cherubs and with Cerin exactly three feet behind me to the right, I felt like I could take her if I had to. But Tyler’s disapproving nod was enough to put us both in our respective places.
“But it was certainly worth the wait.” Tyler directed a smile my way. “LJ, why don’t you ready the mares? Grace will be out in a just a minute.” It sounded more like an order than a suggestion. LJ slinked away and out the door, head down in defeat, before he’d even finished his sentence.
I started to leave as well, but Tyler placed his hand on the door handle to stop me from going. “Grace.” Tyler stepped directly in front of me. “I hope you know I want what’s best for Gavin.”
“And?” First LJ, now Tyler. I removed his hand from the door handle and opened the door to let myself out. I walked briskly toward the stables, refusing to be influenced by him. He’d proven his loyalties. He’d held my brother against his will and embarrassed him in front of everyone.
“I apologize for the handling of … the situation with Remi. My charge is Gavin, and I hope you can appreciate that I would give my life to protect him,” he said while he tried to keep up with me. In hindsight, I could see that even that, his pretending to lag behind, was a lie. It was all part of his plan.
“Your charge is Gavin? Who commands you? Who do you answer to? No one. No one! You make your own rules. You protect Gavin because it gives you status.” I hadn’t realized how angry I’d become until I heard the echo of my raised voice. I stopped walking and faced Tyler head on. I was inches from his face, wings outstretched and carrying on like a crazed half-human. It was no wonder they didn’t want me around.
“Please, Grace, I believe in you, as Gavin does. Whatever you may think of me, please consider me a friend. I’ve always thought … fondly of you.” A strange look crossed his face, and then, as if embarrassed, he lowered his head and walked briskly away, wings lit like a firefly in the night.
I waved Arcturus and Caius over. Their presence calmed me. As we walked, delicate, dark red flowers grew between the cracks in the stone. It was beautiful and bizarre all at once. 
***
I swear they must have had eye-rolling contests at Kheiron. “What’s her name?” I asked, but LJ rolled her eyes, shook her head and refused to respond. Instead she mounted her horse and took off as if we were racing instead of going for a late night ride.
My nameless horse seemed to feel sorry for me as I nearly gave myself whiplash trying to catch up with LJ, but at least I looked good doing it.
LJ remained in the same outfit she’d worn earlier. Not that it was a contest. She held her dark wings close to her body, and the dim light behind them seemed trapped at her sides. It was like one of those photos of moving cars at night where the cars look like moving lines of light.
Trees blurred past us, seeming to whisper out to me as if they knew my name. The whipping wind on my face reminded me of that time Remi, Jenny, Sean, and I went to the mall and took turns in that stupid hurricane simulation chamber. Jenny’s idea. Well, it was actually a consolation prize, since she had wanted to take a skydiving class but Remi talked her out of it. Said she wouldn’t enjoy flying. I could recall many instances when Remi said something that alluded to who and what he was. 
***
Someone cleared his throat loudly from behind the two-way glass.
“How much longer are we going to let this go on?”
“As long as it takes. Until we get what we need.” Sergeant Mullane’s gruff reply quieted the individual whose voice I didn’t recognize.
I was getting tired. More tired. I wanted to sleep. I picked up the cup in front of me and noticed it was full. The water inside was cold, as if recently given to me, but no one had come into the room.
“Bibe.” The voice from before whizzed around the back of my neck then landed in my ear. “Bibe, bibe.” It wanted me to drink. I would have, except the water then changed from clear to pink, to red, then dark red. Then it spilled over the sides of the cup and onto the table.
“Is everything OK in there, Grace?” It was Mom.
The dark, thick liquid seemed determined as it raced toward me, trying to get under my sleeves. I jerked my arms back behind me and stood, the scrape of the metal chair across the concrete floor echoing off the walls. Droplets fell onto the floor in front of me. The liquid drove itself toward my shoes and began to seep in through the fabric. I told the liquid to leave me alone, in Slovenian because it was the only language I could speak in at that moment. “Pustite me na miru!”
“Do you need my help?” Mom’s breath was wispy.
“No! I’m, I’m okay. It’s gone now.” My breathing was heavy as I watched the liquid gather and return to the cup, then change back to clear water. I slid down to the floor and remained there.
“Then please continue. You were telling us about the gift from Gavin, the horse?” Officer Bladen chimed in, resulting in a few snickers from the other people who’d gathered to listen to my statement. I sat up, straightened my hair on either side. “Had Mr. Vault given you anything prior to this? A horse is a rather extravagant gift for someone you’ve just met.” 
***
Arcturus and Caius were atop the escort horses, who flew in formation. Angels on pegasi in the sky. As long as I live, I will never get used to that.
Maybe I should call you Ambry, I thought. Ambry shook her head up and down in agreement. Apparently, the horse could read my mind as well.
Only that of my owner, Ambry replied telepathically.
When I caught up to LJ, she was stopped, crouched down on her horse, low, forward, like a bird of prey.
“Shh,” she ordered.
“What?”
“Shh. You want to live, don’t you? They don’t know that you’re not one of us.”
“What are you talking about? They who?”
“He’ll kill me if I let you get hurt, or worse, killed while the humans are out here hunting for … Fallen, vampires, and witches.”
“You have got to be flipping kidding me.”
“You, me, the cherubs, the horses. They’ll kill us all. Just to be on the safe side. I have no idea how they even make it onto the grounds.”
“What do we do?”
“We fight.” LJ’s eyes were filled with determination and intimidation. I dared not look away. “I need to know you’re not going to kill me yourself.”
“LJ, I would never … ” I couldn’t believe it. I was just getting settled in and now I was going to have to fight for my life, again, here in the place where Gavin assured me that I would be safe, that he would protect me. And since he was nowhere to be found, I was going to have to trust my life to the girl who’d threatened it only a few hours before.
LJ interrupted my thoughts. “I just know how much of a goody two-shoes you are. There are rules about killing humans.”
“Well, if someone’s trying to kill me or my friends, human or otherwise, the rules go out the window.”
That garnered a genuine smile from LJ. But the moment was cut short by the arrow heading straight toward me, piercing the night air like a small aircraft. I ducked and threw up my hand, as a reflex more than a defensive action. I extended my arm and flung the arrow like a hot potato in the direction from which it had come. Someone in the distance yelped.
LJ hopped down from her horse. Caius flew up into a tree before he motioned to Arcturus that he saw, straight ahead and to his right, two attackers waiting in tall bushes.
“Grace, Caius and I will take care of this. Find shelter on the ground; they won’t be expecting that. Take the Fallen with you. She’ll draw them in with her scent. We’ll keep you safe.”
I was all too happy to comply. To my surprise, LJ was two steps ahead of me on her way out of there. She’d had no intention of fighting.
Arcturus and Caius took flight, circling the humans, sweeping them up into a whirlwind of twigs, leaves, and dirt. A rather large fellow cloaked in black broke free.
“I’ll take the big one, Arcturus.” Caius circled the strange man, who wore a cross around his neck and held an open vial of liquid he insisted on shaking in Caius’s direction.
When Caius suddenly dropped down to the ground shrouded in light and fire, the man covered his eyes and raised his cross, screaming, “You devil. I shall not be fooled by your false light. I command you to obey.”
But Caius walked to the man, ripped the cross from him and threw it on the ground beside him. The man fell to his knees in front of the angel. Caius pulled the man upright. “Worship not the trinkets of silver and gold.”
The man beheld Caius. “Brother, please forgive me. I am a servant in the fight against evil.”
Caius grabbed the feeble man by the neck and said, “I am not your brother, and this is not your fight. Go. Leave this place and never return, or I shall rip the very soul you’ve sold from your body!”
I exhaled the air I’d been holding. I’d never seen Caius like that.
Arcturus joined Caius in the clearing, and the man ran away upon seeing the strange angel.
“Did you see the look on that guy’s face?” Arcturus laughed, jabbing Caius in his ribs and demonstrating a kung fu move. “I thought he was gonna pee his pants, as the humans say,” Arcturus joked.
“Oh man, I would have loved to have seen that,” Caius chimed in.
“I gather you took care of the others?”
“Piece of pie!” Arcturus replied.
Please give us a few minutes, maybe exercise the horses, I directed Arcturus telepathically as he and Caius approached. They immediately busied themselves about thirty feet away with sword fighting. I could have sworn I had seen Jet Li perform some of those same moves in Fearless.
“Thanks for your help back there. It means a lot that you would defend one of us.” LJ seemed to choose her words carefully, but one thing seemed clear. She had a “you and us” mentality despite the fact that we are both angels. I watched her as she sat cross-legged in a clearing and sipped what seemed like hot tea. I just stood staring, not sure what else to do.
“You don’t have to be here. You must know that. The fact that you are here says a lot.” She paused, I assumed for effect. She seemed to take great pleasure in having a captive audience in me, my cherubs, the horses, and whoever else was within an earshot of our conversation.
She knew full well that if Gavin were home, I would be with him and as far away from her as possible. “I get that you think you’re in love with him,” she continued, rolling her eyes at that last jab she’d heard in my thoughts. “Is it true that you haven’t even read your book yet?” She seemed to be feeling me out, angling even.
I had no idea what or how much she knew about me. Clearly she knew enough. “Praefatio? No. I haven’t read the whole thing yet.”
“That’s pretty sad, don’t you think? That you let other people tell you who you are?” She stared at me like I was a freak and sipped. She hadn’t blinked once the entire time. I must have blinked at least three hundred times since we started talking, just to avoid looking at her. She was perfectly gorgeous and completely self-righteous.
I moved to sit directly across from her, doing my best to get on equal footing—at least in theory. Despite my rank, she clearly had an advantage over me.
LJ scooped dirt from the ground, rubbed it in her hands together three times, and threw it back down, and it started a fire. “I don’t want to argue with you, Grace. Just trying to figure out what everyone sees in you, that’s all.” She sipped her tea as if she had no worries whatsoever. And then I remembered her scurrying out the door after Tyler’s chastening. What made her tick?
“I’ve been dragged into this thing, and everyone wants it to mean something to me and to be honest, it really doesn’t. I have no stake other than the feelings I have for Gavin and for my brother. At every turn, someone with their own agenda is trying to influence me, trying to make me see their version. And I have to ask myself exactly why that is. Why is it that everyone who supposedly cares so much about me has never actually sat me down and asked me how I feel or what I want? Why? Because they are too afraid that I will find out what no one really wants me to know. But I will find out, eventually. And when I do, I will do what is best for me. Not Gavin, not Remi, not Michael, but me.” I paused for a second and thought about her original question and decided to answer it. “And you know what? You think I’m dumb for letting others tell me who I am? How dumb is it to read a book to find out who you are? I’d rather live my life and let my choices define me!” Booyah!
I’d finally said it. All of it. Well, almost all of it. It was as close to what I’d kept bottled up for the past few days as there was. And maybe LJ wasn’t the ideal person to share that with, but I knew she’d give it to me straight.
She held her cup in her hand as if it warmed her, then arched an eyebrow before placing it on the ground beside her. I must have looked at her crooked because she responded with yet another eye roll.
“I don’t discount how difficult this must be for you,” was all she gave me. She pulled her knees into her chest and sighed deeply. I wanted to ask her about the humans she’d spent time with, but then I thought better of it—in case that time was short-lived and not all that pleasant for them.
LJ turned to face me. The medium brown of her skin was lit perfectly by the fire in front of her.
“How did the humans know we were here?” I asked, changing the subject. She was making me uncomfortable, first friendly, then implying that I was feeling sorry for myself.
“They find their life’s purpose in trying to destroy us. They believe their God calls them to destroy us. Apparently their God has no regard for the life he created, or maybe their God has given them special consideration as judge and jury. Who knows? Or, maybe, they simply like hunting a higher life form and are bored with deer and fowl.”
Horror clouded my eyes. “How could someone do that?”
“Oh give me a break, Grace. Humans have been killing one another since they were created for the right to go to heaven, land, women, money, sex, food.” She was right again.
“But how did they get onto the property?” It made no sense to me.
Her entire expression changed. She moved in close, and her eyes became wide, excited even. I recognized the smirk on her face as one I’d seen a million times on high school girls who gossiped about cute boys at school.
“My guess is Lex. He tends to have free rein around here.” She sighed again.
“Who’s Lex?”
LJ continued, “Lex? Aside from being Drop. Dead. Gorgeous. My guess is he’s after something, or someone.” She paused as if I was supposed to know what she was talking about. I picked up fragments from her mind. He was pretty hot. A slave trader. An angel who traded other angels into slavery. Sounded like a real jerk. A really hot jerk.
“He sells other angels into slavery?” My mind was blown.
“Like humans never sold one another in slavery?” LJ watched me gulp down my reply. Then, as if my mind hadn’t already been blown, she laid it on me. “You should ask Cerin about him. They had a thing, or maybe she had a thing for him, I don’t know the details. Anyway, he’s a real badass. Tyler gives him free rein, says it’s good for business.” I couldn’t picture Cerin having a “thing” with anyone, let alone someone that hot, and a bad boy, no less.
“I … don’t understand how Lex could be good for business,” I kind of asked at the risk of sounding stupid.
“Money and stature. Any time a Fallen brings in money and has stature, it’s good for business. Don’t you understand anything, Grace?”
Obviously not.
“So are we going now?” Arcturus called. “Caius needs a break from getting badly beaten in fencing.”
“Not yet. I’ll let you know. Maybe start getting the horses ready, okay?” I was sure his exuberance was directly related to a desire to race the pegasi back. I wanted to clear the air about Gavin before we went back to Kheiron, and hear more about this Lex.
“I started to tell you before about Gavin,” she said. “I know you think you’re all in love with him and whatever.” LJ paused. “But don’t be fooled into thinking that he’s going to change for you.” She searched my face for a response, then stood up and started to pace back and forth like a nervous cat. Shock.
I was unsure of what to do next or what response she wanted. I tried to get into her mind. Blocked.
“So what do you want me to say, LJ?” I prodded, hoping she would elaborate without letting her think she was getting to me. Two could play this game. My mind? Blocked. The minute I did it, she stopped pacing. She probably had no idea I could. Her personality kept flip-flopping from hot to cold then back. Annoying. Her problem? She’d pegged me for weak.
“You’re promised to Gavin. Your feelings for him, real or imagined, were prearranged ages ago as is foretold in Praefatio. I cannot believe you don’t know this, that you think you woke up one day madly in love with a guy you’ve never met before. How could you be so dumb? Why do you think everyone is treating you so well? Did you ever stop to think about that, about any of this, Grace? And a rock star? Why? Because you love music and always have from age three, heck, even before then. Gavin chose the persona he knew you’d be attracted to most. He created the image he thought you’d accept most. He’s playing you, Grace, and you’re enjoying being played.” She paused, crouched, then looked up as if expecting to be slapped. “I mean, no offense.” I should have let her stab me; it would have hurt less.
“I have been asking my mom and Remi questions, but no one will answer me!” I shouted back at her like it was her fault that I was so clueless about my own pathetic life.
“Listen, maybe you are special. But I’m just telling you that Gavin is not going to change for you. It’s all love and flowers now, but deep down, Gavin loves his life, his power. Don’t fall for his ‘woe is me, I have to bear all this responsibility’ crap. He lives for it. Don’t think because you’re here now that Gavin will suddenly change. He’s his father’s son. Emeria had to learn the hard way.” She let it sink in—the old one-two punch. Fallens 1, Archangels 0.


Praefatio
Book 3, Chapter 29
As they left the earthly realm, they were afraid. The woman, though she did not know, was with child. Neither did she know what he was, or what their love had cost them.


Emotional Rollercoaster
I would not have blamed anyone for mistaking me for a zombie. Not the crazed eat-everything-in-sight kind. The dead eyes, arms out in front, aimless kind. Somehow, I made it to my suite. To my surprise, Gavin was at the door, dismissing the cherubs, then Cerin. They all scurried to their appropriate corners upon my arrival, panic plastered across their faces.
Tired, I leaned against the door facing Gavin, placing myself between him and the entrance to my suite. Stuck between elation and fury, I opened my mouth, unsure which of the two would prevail.
“I’ve been up all night, and as much as I’ve enjoyed riding my new horse, thanks by the way, we humans need our sleep.” I tried to sound as annoyed as possible, despite how relieved I was to see him. The thought of Gavin and Emeria together refused to leave me, and I was having trouble holding his gaze. LJ really let me have it, and now I stood before the only person who has ever told me the truth about myself, doubting, questioning and regretting. I was also having trouble keeping my mind closed to him. He was way stronger than I was.
“Ok, goodnight then.” Gavin kissed my forehead, then began to walk away. Relief—no, disbelief—and panic set in. He’s walking away from me? With slumped shoulders, I turned to open the door to my suite, but before I could, he was in front of me, grinning. He put a hand over mine, and, with his other hand, wiped away the tear that I’d unsuccessfully forbidden to fall in front of him.
“You didn’t think you’d get away that easily did you?” He pulled me into an embrace. How could he joke at a time like this? LJ’d said that Gavin was using me and that I liked it. She’d made me feel stupid, small and fearful. She’d brought up all the insecurities inside of me. The ones that sit at the back of my existence, creeping into my thoughts daily, seemingly with little notice. That is, until someone like LJ, intent on breaking me, reminds me of how insignificant I am.
The sadness was overwhelming. I nearly jumped into his arms—but the desire to hit him stopped me. I wanted to kick and scream and punch him, and I hated myself for it.
He must have found that funny since he laughed. I raised my hand to strike him. I knew I shouldn’t have, but he was laughing at me. The arrogant prick was laughing at me.
“Uh-uh-uh.” Gavin scooped me up into an all-encompassing hug. The negativity melted from me like candle wax. I hugged him back, tight, maybe too tightly. Gavin pulled away.
“It’s okay,” I whispered. I wanted to be close with him. I wanted to drown in him. I wanted to forget about Emeria, to make him forget. I was tired of fighting the truth, fighting for my sanity. I wanted to give in, to indulge my irrational and insane feelings for him.
“Grace, I’m sorry you’re upset. Please tell me you haven’t allowed LJ to come between us.” He waited for confirmation either way that came when the tears fell. “Grace.” Gavin wiped the tears but they kept coming. His touch made me even sadder. “Grace, please. I have something for you.” He sounded as tired as I felt. “You should get some rest.” He said it as if I could sleep off the tremendous sadness that had taken over my body. “I just wanted to give you one more birthday gift and say goodnight. Okay? One more surprise, then I’m going and we can talk tomorrow if you like.” His voice was softer, like that first night I’d spent there, so comforting. But there was something else too. It felt like fear.
“Yes.” What more could I say? I’d wanted to hit him, and he’d come to give me a birthday present. Gavin opened the door to my suite, and the minute I saw the inside, I screamed like a complete nutjob. I’d almost forgotten what had me so upset in the first place. The cherubs, Cerin, and the remaining Lesser Angels on the floor came running. I guess they’d never heard a human screaming from happiness before.
The suite had been completely redecorated in my favorite colors and fabrics. I barely knew how to respond—aside from the screaming and squeeing—to Gavin’s thoughtfulness and generosity. It reminded me of that scene in The Princess Diaries when Mia sees her closet for the first time.
Gavin stood with a self-conscious smile. The seriousness in his eyes did not match the smile still on his beautiful face. His eyes were piercing as he searched my face for what my mind refused him. I couldn’t let him see the ugliness within me—the jealousy and rage caused by the relationship he’d had with my sister. He’d already seen too much.
Remi’s words came to mind: “I sometimes forget how human you are.” It hurt to hear it again. I’d never measure up.
“There is one more gift,” Gavin announced, as if more gifts would change things, would change me. Then he placed his hand around my waist and his body against mine. I hated how being close to him affected me.
“I didn’t come here to have gifts heaped upon me. I appreciate it, but Gavin, this isn’t at all what I wanted or … expected.”
Gavin stopped me from speaking with his mouth, kissing me slowly and softly, like he was asking for permission first. A harder kiss, then a pause, and then deeper, more. He looked like a wild boy who had tasted table food for the first time since—ever, and knew he’d never go back to squirrels and berries again. His lips met mine again, and the warmth of him turned my mind to mush and my legs to jelly.
I cleared my throat, embarrassed by my inability to kiss a boy without going all flipping gooey.
Gavin pulled an unwrapped bracelet from his pocket. I smiled without meaning to, then shot him a stern look. “Last gift, I promise.” He held two fingers up as a Scout would. I offered my arm and watched a black wing, a book, and heart charms dangle.
“Thank you. But I think an apology would do just as well.”
“I’m sorry about the feather incident. You know I would never have done something like that unless you were in danger. I saved your life. That one little gesture saved you and your idiot brother.” There wasn’t an ounce of remorse on Gavin’s face. He would have done anything to save me.
I grabbed his face in my hands and kissed him deeply. I’d never been so blissfully out of control. And yet, I didn’t care. It was in that moment that I knew for certain that Gavin loved me. The feel of my body against his, touching at all the right places, threatened to undo me. An assuredness sieged me. Just then, I knew how I wanted to kiss him, understood that I needed to touch him. He seemed, in that moment, as familiar to me as the family I’d known my entire life. I explored his mouth further and was only momentarily distracted by the sudden sharpness of his canines.
“Grace.” He stepped out of my embrace. He seemed almost annoyed, though breathing pretty heavily. I had a feeling he was reading my mind, or already had. He knew I was trying to mask my true feelings. Well, my other true feelings. “I guess we should talk, then.”
So much for getting rest. Ever since I’d arrived at Kheiron, nothing was as I’d imagined it would be. There weren’t any angels playing harps, no sweet, non-stop singing, and everyone actually walked instead of flying from point A to point B. To make matters worse, the one person I’d trusted and thought I’d known had made up this whole persona in an effort to get me to fall for him. Remi had been right all along. Moving here was a mistake.
I gave in to my dark emotions and found myself wondering what would happen if Gavin bit me—like by accident—you know, with all the excitement. After all, I am part-human. It must take a lot of self-control not to bite someone when you’ve been cursed to do so.
A frown cast shadows across Gavin’s face. I must have upset him by thinking he’d actually bite me. Then again, Tyler had bitten his own wife, had drunk the blood from her body until she was dead. I walked slowly to the couch and took a seat, head spinning, headache brewing.
“Your surprise, Grace, did you like it?” Gavin’s voice cracked a little as he spoke and joined me on the couch.
The question threw me completely off guard. Was he kidding? Hadn’t the squealing, spinning, and shrieking been enough?
“I loved it, Gavin. The suite, the servants, the horse, the bracelet, everything. Really, it’s all too much. First your family tries to kill me, and now all this.”
He gave my hand a gentle squeeze. From my vantage point, he appeared fragile, down. My thoughts turned to Tyler, and Gavin’s handlers. It occurred to me that despite the never-ending line of people waiting on him hand and foot, and adoring fans and hangers-on, Gavin probably rarely had anyone interested in his emotional well-being. It made me sad for him.
As we faced one another, I waited for him to tell me what was on his mind. He already knew what was on mine. Conversations between angels went a lot faster when our minds were open to one another.
“I’m glad you liked your gifts. I enjoyed selecting them for you. In fact you were all I could think about while I was gone.” Gavin held my hand in the air to examine my fingers, one by one. He put his arm around me, then put his legs up on the ottoman. Despite his declarations, he never did tell me where he’d been. I rested my head in the comfort of his shoulder, where it was so warm I could have fallen asleep. The yawn I failed to stifle escaped.
“I just wish you hadn’t left me here alone.”
“I’m sorry, Grace. It’s been a while since we’ve had a human in the house—well, one we planned to have stay human, that is.” His apologetic tone held a hint of concern. He lowered his feet from the ottoman, sat forward, and looked toward the door as if bolting right then was a better idea than talking to me. But Gavin’s feet remained planted. I hated that he seemed so conflicted about me, his half-human girlfriend. Was I even his girlfriend? He’d never even asked me out. Not in any kind of normal, human, official way.
“I guess it would be better with Emeria?” I blurted out before I could take it back. What else could I have done? He knew I was consumed with thoughts of jealousy, and did nothing to stop it, to comfort me, to convince me that I had no reason to be.
Gavin’s body stiffened at my words. He stood and approached the door. I remained seated, staring as he leaned against the doorway and shoved a hand into the right front pocket of his jeans. He looked tortured and gorgeous.
“I will never forgive myself for that. I wanted so much to be with you. I was weak and afraid, and she knew it. Can you ever forgive me?”
I wanted to. I needed to know the answer to one question, but didn’t have the courage to ask. So I took the coward’s way out and thought it.
Gavin leaned his head against the door and sighed heavily. He looked pained. “I never slept with her. I … we … made out. That’s it. I swear. I know LJ wants you to think Emeria and I did more than that, but I swear that’s all we ever did.” Gavin lowered his head as if his shoes held the meaning of life.
When I didn’t speak, because I couldn’t, he looked at me, and that’s when it happened. Thanks to LJ, I read between the lines of what Gavin had said, what he was afraid to say. The great, sexy Gavin Vault was an honest-to-goodness fake. He’d never actually had sex with anyone. Not Emeria, not that girl who claimed he was the father of her baby, or that grown woman who said he’d forced himself on her at an industry party, or that woman who was his tutor for like five months, who’d said she and Gavin had been an item and she only kept it secret because he had been underage.
The groupies, the girls, the panties on stage, the sex stories in the magazines, tour bus, all of it: lies. Gavin was telling the truth. It made him more attractive than he had ever been to me. Gavin, sexiest man alive. Virgin. Imagine that.
The energy between us was like foreplay, not that I knew what that was like. I met his intense look and did not resist when he crossed the room, took my hand, and led me from the sitting room to the bedroom. It was nearly impossible to walk and kiss at the same time, but we made it work. I’d been too distracted by his hands and mouth and my own thoughts to realize how eager he was to reach the bed. As much as I wanted to be with him, I wasn’t ready to make full use of my bed. My bed. When did I claim it? I’d never even slept in it.
The bed, covered in 2000-thread-count cream-colored cotton linens imported from Italy, looked like it was dressed for a magazine shoot. I ran my fingers along the braided gold trim of the overstuffed pillows. They sprawled across the bed as if they owned it—fat, lush, and gorgeous—daring anyone to move them from their place atop the luxurious mattress. The softness only reinforced my exhaustion.
Gavin scooped me into his arms and placed me gently on the bed. It was like being embraced by a cloud of cotton balls. He leaned in and inhaled deeply. Then he kissed me with the thirst of someone long deprived.
My mind and body betrayed one another, sparring ferociously under some very intense conditions. For a while, it was unclear which would emerge victorious. Gavin was quite convincing. You need to take a step back and figure out what you really want, what you are even doing here, so said the mind. But we don’t have time for that. We’ve never been kissed like this. We can’t stop now, so said the body.
As I considered my eventual defeat, it occurred to me that my enhanced senses, meant to make me a more effective angel, were useless in situations such as this.
Take the sheets, for example. The 2000-thread-count cotton sheets, imported from Italy were really, really soft and very smooth, and so I slid a lot. There was a lot of accidental sliding going on. And the whole zipper thing. Why are zippers so noisy anyway? The entire act of unzipping something, pants for example, or the pop, or rather the unpopping, of buttons. Why does it all have to be so noisy? It was an unfair assault on my previously lazy senses.
Seriously, I did the best I could at the time, for a mere human. Yes. I played the “human” card.
“Wait.” I fought for breath. “Gavin, please. Wait.” Think of something before he kisses you again. This was an opportunity to reposition things and put other things back inside of my clothing where they belonged. Think. He’s about to kiss you so deeply that … “And how is it that you are able to be all … up and around during the day … you know … being a vampire and all?” That was the best I could do.
I quickly adjusted myself underneath him. He shifted his weight, then sighed.
“Grace, I am not a vampire.” He dismissed my notion as if it were the silliest thing he’d heard in ages. He may have even been a bit angry as evidenced by his brows all stuck together. Any human would have assumed the same thing. If it walks like a duck …
I sat straight up in the bed, inadvertently pushing him off me. “What?” I could have used expletives, but I was raised better than that.
“I’m not a vampire. I thought I explained that to you earlier. And I’m not one of the original Fallen who were cursed by Praefatio, in case that was your next question. They Fell because they chose humans above The Divine One; ironic, since I ended up Falling for a human girl.” Gavin spoke with bitterness and disgust. He ran a hand through his hair and looked as if he’d swallowed a fish or something.
“I’m sorry.” My voice was quiet. Mistaking a boy with fangs for a vampire was such an amateur mistake.
“I was a High Angel, just like you. I Fell because of you,” he continued in a soft voice, like velvet, smooth, almost hypnotic, not obnoxious like the actual words that were coming out of his mouth. “A vampire is a human made immortal by an angel or another vampire. But, Grace, a vampire can be killed, if you know how. It is not possible for an angel to die unless The Divine One himself takes the life he gave.” He flipped his hair and blinked slowly, inviting me in. He could not have been sexier.
Gavin Fell … to be with me. I kept turning his words over in my head. Regardless of their order, they made no sense. It reminded me of what my mom had told me about my birth mother, Rosa. Water spilled out onto my cheeks and down my neck in complete disregard for my desire not to appear weak in front of him. “Why … would you do that?” My voice faltered under the weight of the question.
“It was the only way I could be with you. Of course, neither my father nor brother saw it that way, but that doesn’t matter now. All that matters is that you and I are together.” Gavin cradled me.
As if I was going to let him get away with that. Brother?
“Gavin, I don’t understand. Is there something you’re not telling me? What are you not telling me?” I tried to read between the lines. I hadn’t heard anyone mention Gavin’s brother until now. I got the feeling I wasn’t going to like whatever it was he wasn’t going to tell me.
Gavin looked up at the ceiling as if there were answers there, like a script he could read from. “I never understood the fascination with humans. Quite frankly, I found them annoying. ‘Why can’t we eat from the Tree? Why must we keep our hands to ourselves? Are we really expected not to eat pork?’” he added with even more disgust than before that unleashed a massive wave of tears from me again. But this time, Gavin let me cry. No comforting hugs, or kisses or wiping of tears.
LJ had been right all along. This wasn’t love at all, but rather some kind of cruel joke. Gavin detested humans. He hated that I was human. He only loved me because it was pre-determined. He had no choice in the matter. I could have been a goat. I stared blankly at the wall, afraid of what he would say next.
“A goat? Really, Grace. And hate? I don’t hate. It’s a wasted, human emotion. All you need to know is that I did what I had to in order for us to be together. And now that we are, we should be happy.”
Poor Gavin. All that enthusiasm wasted. I think my face was green.
“And yes. If you had been purposed to be a centaur, I would be dating one right now. Neigh,” he teased as he leaned down to kiss my nose. And just like that, Kind Gavin was back.
But I wasn’t laughing. I lept from bed, landing harder than I expected to, wings instinctively outstretched. Gavin jumped back, wings cradling his body in defense, as if I were about to attack him.
It was my turn to speak. “Let me get this straight.” Gavin’s back stiffened. “You’re so noble that you Fell to be with me just like my selfless mother, who by the way hasn’t bothered to make contact with me, um, ever.” I allowed my anger to grow, encouraged it. “And you’re not gonna tell me exactly how it affected your relationship with your family because you’d rather make out? Or don’t you think I deserve to know?”
Gavin relaxed his face and body. Not the reaction I’d expected. His look was that of someone staring at a sick puppy through a store window. I stood, hands on hips, and tried my best to appear badass, intimidating, and not the least bit upset.
“That’s tantrum number one. Will there be more today?” His eyes hinted green.
I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. He hadn’t yet seen me throw a tantrum.
“Not if you answer my questions.” I tried a softer approach. “You Fell because of me. Why?” My tone was suspicious, maybe even a little accusing, as I waited for his.
Gavin sighed an empty sigh as if all hope was lost. “You’ve not been paying attention at all, have you?” He paused, then winced as if in physical pain. “Grace, when it was decided that you would be the one to fulfill the prophecy, I was devastated. I knew I couldn’t live without you, so I asked to come to earth so I could fulfill my purpose: to be with you. Only, you were going to be human, and to love a human is death for us.”
He didn’t need to continue. It felt like someone had dropped a coconut on my head and then stabbed me in the heart.
“But you knew I’d become an angel eventually. Seventeen years is nothing to angels. Why didn’t you wait?”
A long sigh fell from his mouth, and nothing else. Gavin looked as if I’d punched him in the gut, and if I’m not mistaken, I think I saw him tearing up. But his expression quickly changed. He forced his lips into a smile.
“As if I could wait a minute longer than I needed to.” Gavin eased over to me and cautiously pulled me into his arms. “Ceasefire?”
I kind of hated the way he always deflected by trying to charm me with his, his … I couldn’t think straight as he began to kiss me, softly at first, from the base of neck to just behind my ear. I grabbed at the floor lamp to steady myself against his weight. He kept moving toward me, consuming me as he went. The lamp crashed to the floor as I let go of it, unable to control my own body.
Gavin moved his attention to my jawline—all the way across to my chin, then up to my lower lip. I inhaled, and it was at that moment that he closed his lips around mine and pressed his body against me hard enough for me to hit the wall with an urgent thud. Gavin grabbed my chin in his hand, then looked at me. I examined his ever-changing eyes and long eyelashes. He blinked slowly, then moved his hand to my throat, rubbing his thumb across it. His hand moved up around to the back of my neck. He pulled my head back just slightly and kissed me again, slower, deeper this time. It was as if he was trying to extract my soul from my body.
I was lost, overcome, unable to find my way out of the delicious abyss of Gavin Vault. I threw my arms around him, and as we sank to the floor, the unthinkable happened.
My stomach growled. Loudly.


What the Devil?
I ate in silence and Gavin watched, as if it was sport.
I pointed my fork at Gavin while I spoke. “So this whole time, everything, all of it, everyone has been in on it: my parents and Remi being angels, me being betrothed to you, my twin sister hating me, my birth mom out there somewhere, and some really evil beings wishing me dead. Everyone knew, except me.” Suddenly it was easy to say.
Gavin ran his fingers through his hair. “Seriously Grace, what is Arcturus’s purpose if not to teach you?” Gavin looked at me suspiciously, then sat all the way back in his chair. “As much as you may want to reminisce about your days spent as a human girl, those days are over.”
“Gavin.” When I interrupted him, his eyebrows arched in protest. “I’m only asking for clarification. There’s no need to talk to me like that. You’ve all had years to deal with this. I think I deserve a break, some time to process.”
Gavin had a lot to learn about humans. My needs went beyond food, sleep, and a hot bath. I put my hand on his, and felt the tension in his body release. “I need you to talk to me, regardless of what you hear me think, or see. I just want you to treat me with respect, no matter how you feel about humans. Okay?” I leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. He seemed disappointed and pleased at the same time. 
***
Wrapped in my robe, I put my hair up in a butterfly hairclip made from rubies and diamonds, another present left for me on my vanity. I was sure it was way too extravagant for the bath, but where else was I going?
I bent down to pick up my clothes and felt a tug at my arm. It was Gavin. I stood and faced him, embarrassed by the display of my huge rear in his face.
“Let your servants clean up after you, Grace. Cerin will be here to draw your bath soon. Maybe rest until then?” Gavin wrapped his arms around my waist. “You’ll get used to things here. You’ll get used to me.” He squeezed me a little tighter. “I have had forever to get used to you. I have loved you your entire life. Do you know that?” He pulled me into him, slowly and deliberately, as he ran a finger along the length of my robe from my neck to its belt. He let his eyes trail along my body and whispered, “I don’t deserve you.”
It was Gavin’s way of apologizing, letting me know he’d heard me earlier. I inadvertently placed a hand on his shoulder, under his hair. Unwinding his hands from my back, then waist, his fingers found their way to the knot in my robe. I may have sighed in anticipation. Gavin seemed to be drinking me in.
I moved my hand to his chin and then ran my fingers across his mouth. He kissed them one by one, enveloping them in warmth and wetness. He followed the path of my arm up to my neck with delicate kisses, each hungrier than the next. And when he untied my robe, his look turned from excited to pained.
I don’t know how long we had been kissing. The air around us seemed filled with his scent—a combination of skin, cologne, and shampoo.
Warm hands made their way inside my robe. They were like heat lamps on the skin of my back. Short, quick bursts of air filled my chest as my heart began to drum. A flush of warmth began in my belly, lingered, then rose up through my chest, neck, and cheeks. Urgency gripped me. I instinctively reached for him.
Gavin’s voice was breathy. He whispered, “Your skin is so soft.” His right hand moved to just under my ribs. “Grace.” He swept me up in a kiss that literally took my breath away. Wildness threatened to overtake him.
“Gavin.” His name fell from my lips in a rush of gasped air and emotion. My body was hot, and I’d begun to sweat.
When Gavin said, “Yes,” I could not talk at all. I lost my ability to articulate as I indulged in him further.
The sound of Gavin’s jeans unzipping felt like the whistle of a tea kettle. Things were definitely about to boil over.
I called him again. This time, more purposefully. “Gavin.” Wiggling out from under his embrace, I was able to eke out what was on my mind. He ran his hands through his hair and appeared utterly frustrated by the interruption. I watched as the hairs fell back into place like little soldiers. “Not here. I’m sorry.”
“Where, in the closet?” He took uneven breaths.
I closed my robe, then zipped his pants. “No, I just don’t think this … the timing. Can we just wait?”
“Jesus, Grace! You still don’t trust me?” His voice was elevated as he flew into the bedroom, which was completely unnecessary, as he did have feet.
I followed him even though I knew I would be crying shortly.
“Gavin, I do trust you. I just need more time. It’s different for humans.” I clenched my teeth, holding back tears.
“Which is it, Grace? Human or angel? Which is it today?” he spat back at me. I flinched as he slammed his mind shut to me, then turned the knob of the door to leave.
“Gavin, please, I love you. I love you more than my own life,” I said, without knowing I was going to say that, or that I had even felt that way.
Gavin turned to look at me, his face expressionless. “Grow up, Archangel!”
I flinched again at the harshness of his words. It was as if he’d slapped me. I crumbled to the floor, crying so deeply that my entire body hurt. Everything I’d ever heard about humans sleeping with angels nearly crushed the breath from me. It felt as if someone was squeezing my heart while pushing me into the floor with a boulder. I didn’t want to die.
Sickness settled into my stomach, and I felt as if I might vomit. Gavin did not touch or try to comfort me. Not then. Despite his lack of experience dealing with human emotions, he had to have known he was hurting me. He did watch TV.
After a few minutes, more unexpected words escaped before I could stop them or take them back. “Maybe I should just go. I can’t believe I thought coming here was a good idea.”
“You’re not going anywhere.” There was a hint of arrogance in his voice.
A bit shaky and unsteady, my attempt to stand was not nearly as graceful as I had planned. Gavin was by my side before I could wobble a second time. He placed me on the bed, where my legs dangled, listlessly.
“You need to rest.” He turned for the door.
“Please don’t leave me,” I whispered through tears and trembling lips.
“Grace, I would never leave you.” He turned back. “I was going to get you some tea.” He got down on both knees and put his head on my lap. I stroked his hair. “I’m sorry if my words hurt you. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
He looked up at me with those eyes, and I could have sworn they were wet. I touched his face. “I’m just no good at this.”
“It’s hard for me too. Seeing you like this, so … human and detached. We are all connected. At least we’re supposed to be. He made us that way. You should have recognized this. You should have recognized me.” Gavin paused to let it sink in.
It was as if Gavin was resting for the first time in a long while. He seemed vulnerable then, as he wrapped his arms around my legs.
Something occurred to me that set me on edge. I gasped, then jumped, which made Gavin jump.
“Then I must know Lucifer, right? If we’re all connected, like you said.”
“What?” Gavin jumped as if I’d poked him with a nightstick. There was a lot of jumping going on.
“Lucifer. You know, first Fallen angel, likes to parade around as a snake sometimes, idiots dress up like him on Halloween carrying a pitchfork, gonna fight Michael in the great battle and try to take over The Divine One’s throne, blah, blah, blah.” I’d nearly forgotten why Gavin and I were fighting.
“Oh.” Gavin sighed, then slumped, as if Lucifer wasn’t worth jumping over. “He lives downstairs,” Gavin mumbled. He looked away and put his head back down.
“Really?” I nearly peed myself. “Lucifer lives downstairs.” It’s just not the kind of thing you expected to hear in your lifetime.
“Yes.” Gavin stood, then raked his hair with his hand. “He doesn’t like to draw attention to himself nowadays, though he does know you’re here. Thinks it’s fantastic. His exact words.”
“Really? Why?” Freaked out was an understatement. I bit my lip and straightened my hair—as if the devil cared what I looked like.
“You’ve always been one of his favorite topics.”
Sitting back on extra-large European bed shams and pulling my knees into my chest was the only defense I had against running out of the room and back to the Larsons. We were going to have to address it sooner or later. And, since running back home wasn’t an option, I started. 
Gavin must have sensed my panic. “Well … ” Gavin climbed up on the bed, grabbed my arms and held them behind me before kissing me softly on the mouth. “We can’t have you running off, now can we?” He trailed soft insistent kisses along the length of my neck. “You are going to be the death of me, Archangel Grace Ann Miller,” he whispered, his breath coming faster, hot against my skin.
“Don’t you think we should talk about this, your feelings?” I tried to keep him talking, even as I became lost in his touch and the feel of his mouth on me. When I cleared my throat, he ran his tongue across it, drawing a moan from my open mouth.
“Oh. My feelings … at this very moment … ” I felt his knee against my thigh. “I feel entirely intoxicated. And this, Grace, is precisely the problem.”
Gavin released my hands and wrapped his arm around my waist. My back arched slightly. He paused to look at me, admiring his handiwork, before pulling me down beneath him, then grabbing both my arms and securing them over my head. He held them there, inhaled deeply, then lowered himself to kiss my mouth.
“Problem?” I asked when he decided breathing was necessary for my survival. I tried to free myself from his grip without offending him, but my wiggling beneath him seemed to amuse him even more.
“Grace, we can’t keep doing this. It’s torture. I have been waiting my entire life for you—all of you. And now, I finally have you, and you want to wait … for … what exactly?” It was Gavin who sat up now.
My hands were free, but somehow I didn’t feel as happy about it as I thought I would. “I’m sorry,” It was not what I had intended to say.
“I’m doing my best to be patient.” It felt as if Gavin hadn’t finished his sentiment. Unspoken words hung heavily between us.
“Do you think I like feeling like this, knowing that thousands of girls would cut off their right arm to be here right now?” The tears threatened, but I was too angry to cry. “Maybe Remi was right. That it was a mistake to come here. I’m falling in love with you, someone I hardly know, and yet, it’s hardly enough. I’m not like you. I can’t help who I am, or what I’m not. And you know what? I don’t want to change. For you, or anyone. I can’t. I barely know my own mind nowadays. I have no idea who I really am. Until I do, I just … I can’t be with you like that.” I fought my mind’s suggestion. Hearing it chilled me. I wrapped my arms around myself in an attempt to shield myself from what I was about to say.
“What? What is it, Grace?” Gavin’s voice was softer now. Maybe even remorseful.
I couldn’t say it. I just couldn’t.
Gavin knew what I was thinking. “You really think I want Emeria, that I would leave you for her, just because she’s like me?”
“Yes. No. I just think she would be better for you. She’s already … Fallen,” I whispered through silent tears and snot. I choked on my words, and worse, I made him feel bad for being what he was.
But Gavin perked up just then. “Wait! You think you’ll Fall if we have sex? That you’ll become … like me?” Gavin laughed so hard and for so long I thought he’d misheard me. “You think God wants you to save a race of angels but doesn’t want you to sleep with me?” He laughed even louder.
I hated when he laughed at me. I buried my head under the pillows, but he pulled them off me. I sought refuge under his shoulder.
“You humans and your stupid rules,” he chortled. “I actually thought you didn’t want me, Grace, that you were repulsed by the thought of being with someone like me. But you’re afraid of going to hell. Priceless.” I don’t think I would be exaggerating if I said Gavin laughed for ten more minutes straight.
Happy to amuse you. I’ll be here all week.


Maybe This Angel Thing Isn’t So Bad
My days at Kheiron were filled with “Celestial Coursework” (normal people would probably just call it school). The courses began promptly at the ungodly hour of 5 a.m. But everything at Kheiron was ungodly.
My main instructor was not from here. Titan, a Virtue, is from Saturn. Yes, that Saturn. And since no Virtue has ever left Saturn, he teaches via satellite. No cerebral downloads here, just full days of real classroom instruction. No one bothered to tell me I was capable of learning an entire year of advanced math or science in a few hours. Fun, but draining.
When Titan smiled, I had to shield my eyes from the screen, it was so bright, and unfortunately, Titan pretty much smiled all the time. “Okay, Grace, let me know when you need a break. Most angels do after a morning of pharmacology, computer technology, archeology, interior design, social studies, linguistics, astrology, and religious studies,” Titan offered with an encouraging smile.
“No, I think I’m good. Maybe after lunch.” I wasn’t gonna be the first angel to take a break after only three hours of instruction. Half-human or not, I was ready to go.
“So I think we’ll spend the next two hours reviewing some of what we did yesterday: fashion, music, psychology, social media, biochemistry, avian studies, horticulture, alternate species studies, graphics and design, etiquette, and world history. Once we’re done with that, a small break, then a test in each of the six thousand five hundred spoken languages. After that, I’ll hand you over to Arcturus for more combat training. How does that sound?” Titan smiled from the screen in front of me. How did it sound? Completely nuts.
I had a lot to prove. A lot. The days were taxing, but I made it through and never complained. I was always happy when Arcturus and Caius arrived, though. It meant I got to punch something.
“Hey, Arcturus,” I greeted him when he entered the room. He bowed to me, then to Titan on the screen. The bowing was pretty annoying.
“Hey,” Arcturus was messing around with something on his wrist.
“Ahem,” Titan fake-cleared his throat. “Grace, tomorrow’s going to be fun. Tomorrow, we tackle botany, hieroglyphics, astronomy, physics, deep tissue massage, and if we have time, sign language, ecology and military studies. Enjoy your time in combat.” Titan bowed, then the screen went black.
“You ready for me?” Arcturus shadowboxed through a devious smile.
“Why? Do I not look ready?” Truth was, I was pretty beat. The day before we’d started aviation and aerospace studies with advanced aerodynamic flight exercises. Caius insisted that I was “cutting it a little too much to the left” when I ascended from a standing position. Not to mention we had horrible weather all day—first rain, then hail, snow, and blizzard conditions. That’s what happens when you live with Fallen. They can get you whatever kind of weather you want. “What’s on the agenda today?” I tried to sound upbeat, energetic.
“Defense and classified secrets of all the governments in the world, including where top terrorists are hiding. And if you behave, military secrets of ancient Greece, Rome, Egypt, and Mesopotamia!”
I perked up when he mentioned the thing about where the terrorists were hiding. Tired as I was, I could muster up some energy to smoke ’em out of their holes, George W. style. Or should I say Barack Obama style? “Cool.”
“But first, we need to talk about one of the most important things of all.” His mood turned deadly serious.
He had my full attention. “What’s that?”
Arcturus took a seat across from me. “Angelology. You must understand how we came to be, how the Order works, and your place in it.” He pulled a sword from his hip and nodded to me.
I grabbed a sword from my hip and began to circle him.
Arcturus swatted at me with his sword. And I answered with the blocks, chops, and swings he’d taught me. Arcturus barely broke his regular breathing pattern. “The Order was created by Lucifer. He convinced Michael of its necessity. Said it would make us more responsible one to another.” Arcturus jabbed at me and nearly took my eye out, but I moved quickly out of the way and almost took a nip out of his right side in return. He smiled. The kid was always smiling. “And it worked well until Lucifer was exiled, before he threatened to come back to the heavens, take over, and take angels with him. He hated being cast aside, embarrassed, stripped of his wings, and made to crawl on his stomach. He hated that his children remained loyal to their posts and did not go with him. He doesn’t want his place back. He wants to take over.”
I jabbed forward, then forward again. “I never knew Lucifer had kids.” Arcturus’s story seemed half-told.
He began slashing at me like a crazed robot. I responded with a high block above my head, then a side block, then a low block. The sound of the blades meeting rang out in the hollow space.
“Grace, the Order was arranged and instituted by our enemy. He sought to destroy us from within and use the Order to do it, to place himself and his followers as rulers over us. Do you think it is a coincidence that the seraphim are of the highest Order? And now, it cannot be undone. The Divine One cannot go back on his word.” Arcturus became quiet. He looked down at his hands, then back at me. His expression was empty and devoid of hope.
I pushed him away from me with my sword, and he stepped backward and swung his sword high above his head in a semicircle before crashing it down on me.
I quickly raised my arm to block him with my sword, but it was too late; he was too fast. The feel of the blade splitting my bone was unbelievably painful. I fell to the ground and took Arcturus with me. One part of my arm dangled at a ninety-degree angle from the other part. The sound I heard was me, screaming. I dropped to the ground with the pain of a thousand hammers, knives, and fires tearing at my arm. Blood splattered onto my face, clothes, on Arcturus, on the ground, and covered the blade.
Arcturus sat beside me and cradled me in his arms.
“Arcturus,” I cried into his ear. The pain was exactly how one would imagine it would be. Like someone slicing into your arm’s skin, bone, muscle. I wished I could pass out, like people on TV do from the pain.
Arcturus really looked like a kid at that moment. One who’d gotten caught stealing. “I’m sorry, Grace. I’m so sorry,” he offered. He threw his sword down and grabbed at my arm, bloodying his hands and nails. Arcturus pushed the pieces of my arm together and held it. Gross.
The searing heat from Arcturus’s hand over my arm was like hot coals being placed on a third-degree burn. I heard only my own screaming in my ears. Soon, I began to heal, bones, tendons, muscles, skin, and veins all reconnecting as if they’d never been forced apart.
When finally I quieted, Arcturus continued, whispering softly in my ear. “There are nine Orders of angels, including Angels, Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones, Dominions, Principalities, Virtues, Powers, Authorities, and you. Humans mistakenly think one angel to be of significant class over another, but in our world, ‘purpose’ rules over class or hierarchy. Those without purpose, or who are Fallen, or are enslaved, are ruled by class. Your mother was a seraph, you know.”
Arcturus explained it all, but I was still somewhat foggy on who was higher than whom. And my arm hurt like heck. It was a lot to take in, hearing that my mom was a seraph like Lucifer. I mean, Vivienne had told me, but I’d never thought of it like that, that Lucifer and I, we were the same—almost.
“Did you catch that, Grace? You seem pretty out of it.” Arcturus looked at me with concern, but there was something else too. Fear.
“I think so. Seraphs light up everything, Cherubs kick people’s asses, Virtues are like, keepers of all things important to human survival, Powers are the historians, Authorities are the ghostwriters, Thrones are the judges, Dominions are the lawmakers, Angels are the regular Joes of our world, and who else is there?” I tried to sound happy, make jokes. “Oh wait. And Principalities.”
“Then there’s you. A totally unspecified angel, not part of the Order, and not bound by its rules. You, Grace Ann Miller, are the key to changing everything. Setting things back in order. Ending this nonsense.” A satisfied smile slid across his face. I’d managed to convince him that I was okay and not at all bothered by thoughts of being like … Lucifer.
“Great. I feel totally unprepared. I just almost got my arm chopped off by a friend. Don’t think I’m quite ready to face an enemy yet.”
Arcturus said, “You are a High Priestess among angels, a ruler, Grace. You were created from the highest and most favored of beings—embodying the angelic ideal. When the time comes for you to fight, you will be ready. I promise.”
“Okay, so the talents and posts, what about all that?” My arm was just about to feel better until my mind wondered to that email about Remi returning to his post. That night seemed so long ago.
Arcturus let out a sigh. He hated having to repeat himself. Or at least, he didn’t like talking unless there was some physical activity, like fighting, going on while talking. Arcturus loved to fight. And teaching me how to fight well, he loved that even more.
“Talents are like jobs. So, an angel can be a healer or comforter or peacemaker. That would be his talent. He can also be a death monger or demon-slayer. Also a talent and much more fun if you ask me. Some angels have multiple talents, like you.” He let go of my arm, which now felt like it was on the mend. It still hurt, though. Arcturus ran his hand over my arm and a cast materialized over it.
“I do?” I perked up and cocked my head sideways. “How do you know what your talent is? What about posts? What’s Remi’s post?” I spat it out as if someone had slapped me on the back while drinking.
“Grace.” Another long sigh from Arcturus, like I was exhausting him with my stupidity. He stood up. “I tell you what. Let’s continue this outside. You know, so we can get some fresh air. It’s kind of stuffy in here.” Arcturus looked like a kid who had just begged his mother for an ice pop before dinner. Because I ranked higher than he did, he was not allowed to turn his back on me or walk away. He wanted to so badly, I could tell.
I fought a smile. “Okay, Arcturus. Okay.” I was so tired, and I had little desire to get beaten up by Arcturus again. I found the strength I needed to complete the physical portion of my training, which continued for six hours after Titan finished with me. I didn’t return to my quarters most nights until after midnight.
By the end of the week, I had completed training in military defense strategy, martial arts, defensive action, offensive maneuvers, ancient physical and mental arts, street weaponry, hand-to-hand combat, and chemical, cyber, and biological warfare. I worked hard to achieve superior agility, flexibility, strength, range, and timing. Arcturus suggested I keep my advancement in these areas between the two of us. Said I couldn’t trust anyone.
That day, Arcturus wanted to “practice hand-to-hand combat.” He threw the first punch and hit me square in the face. Little cornrowed jerk.
I steadied myself, pushed my right leg back, and held one hand up blocking my face, the other hand—now completely healed—ready to punch. He circled me, jumping up and down like Muhammed Ali. Amateur. I remained still.
“Let’s go, cherub. Answer my questions. You promised,” I yelled over the growing wind. Just as Arcturus planted his right foot back and looked down to ensure he was on solid footing, I rocked an X-kick that hit him under his chin and knocked him back. Then I spiral kicked him again with my other foot, which knocked him to the ground, probably part of his plan all along. I wasn’t that good. Not yet.
I landed above him with legs spread on either side of him, my left arm in front of my face ready to block him, and my right arm close to my chest, ready to jab. I was breathing heavily, adrenaline flowing, getting warmed up. My arm was getting heavy and starting to hurt.
“Uncle, uncle.” Arcturus smiled and faked a wounded look.
I knew it was gonna take way more than that for Arcturus to go down. “Yeah right. Get up. Let’s go. I’m ready now,” I insisted even as my body began to betray me. My limbs were getting shaky, and my arm muscles were burning. I hated feeling like I couldn’t keep up, feeling winded and in need of water and rest and food.
Arcturus spoke to my mind. You can do it, Grace.
You are the one who sits at the top of the Order with a capital O, who has been sent to ensure the order, with a lowercase “o,” if things go as planned. It was the distraction he needed to slide forward and up from under me. He steadied, and the last thing I remember was a loud “kihap” before he punched my lights out. 
***
I’d passed final exams, and supposedly I could’ve built a human being had I wanted to. No angel had ever tried it, and I certainly wasn’t going to be the first. I had, however, built an entire galaxy, recreated the history of the world exactly through the year 1995, and frozen hell over, twice. Just kidding. That last part, it’s a joke. But no one was laughing. The crowd at the police station had grown silent, still. I stood and stretched my legs. 
***
Arcturus and Caius waited for me at the exit.
“Congratulations. No one’s ever aced exams like that!” Caius shouted. He looked as if he might hug me, but his body was twisted at too awkward an angle.
“Yeah! Way to go, Grace!” Arcturus’s smile was wide and bright.
“Thanks,” I offered, trying to hide the smile I’d been wearing since Titan had graded my perfect score. After all, they were there to spar with me, not make nice. They were there to teach me how to defend myself. “Wait. All angels had to do this? I thought it was just me. ’Cause I’m human. Well. Not. You know what I mean.” I looked from Caius to Arcturus, then to the open field in front of us.
“Nope. Everyone trains, regardless of class, race, talent, or post. Which reminds me … ” Arcturus elbowed me in the arm without looking in my direction.
Caius walked toward the center of the field. I ran to catch up with him while Arcturus wrapped his hands. But Caius wasn’t skilled in human communication. He didn’t know I wanted to ask him something. That I had been dying to ask … someone. “Can you tell me about … Remi?”
“What’s to tell?” Cauis stared off into the field. His hands were already wrapped.
“Why is it that every time I ask a question of you people, I can never get a straight answer? Is it not your job to teach me?” I kicked the dirt under my feet.
Arcturus arrived and began wrapping my hands. I grabbed the heavy-duty hand wrap from him and did it myself. First, I looped it over my thumb, then pulled it across, then under my wrist four times, then over my thumb knuckle and under my palm. “Well?”
“Grace, we’d never lie to you.” The look on Arcturus face was serious, wounded even. “I just think sometimes the whole truth is best heard from the person in question.” He reached for the wrap, but I snatched my hand back.
I wrapped my knuckles three times, then placed it under the thumb and between my pinky and fourth finger. I repeated wrapping, alternating between my knuckles and fingers until I was done.
“What the heck is that supposed to mean?” I placed my red-wrapped hands on my hips.
“I’m just saying. You should ask Remi what the email means, who it’s from or whatever.” Arcturus hung his head down again as if awaiting my chastisement. But the joke was on me. I had no idea how to chastise a lower angel. We hadn’t studied that part. I turned to walk away from the two of them, right into Caius, who greeted me with a jab to the face. 
***
Being a runaway was harder than it sounded, considering Sergeant Mullane had all sixty of Peak’s finest police officers searching for me at any given time. I managed to stay out of sight, though I did attend a few of Gavin’s shows. Learning to be invisible was an art I still had to fully master. My options were limited to shapeshifting, which was kind of cool, or inhabiting others, which I don’t recommend.
After a few unsubstantiated “Grace” sightings, Gavin suggested I try shapeshifting so we could be together without anyone noticing. I did it twice; once as a polar bear (yes—that polar bear spotted on North Elm Street was me) and once as Gavin’s new pet leopard (eccentric rock star extravagance). Neither was as cool as it sounds. You try eating gazelles for dinner.
In the end, our little fun gave way to Gavin being fined twelve hundred dollars and me earning a tranquilizer in the butt. Emeria and LJ refused to let me live that down. Not to mention Caius and Arcturus had to don zookeeper uniforms and rescue me from animal control’s lockup. I so wanted to bite the lunatic animal control guy who kept smacking my butt and calling me kitty. To which Gavin added, “Now you know what it’s like to want desperately to bite someone.” Har har.
Aside from Gavin, my only friend was LJ, if you wanted to call her that; friend, not LJ. Though she mostly hung with Emeria; LJ would come by when she tired of her, or when Emeria made her mad, which was just about every other day. I accepted the fact that I was the backup friend. It was better than nothing, I suppose, since Remi had put me on the Pay No Mind list.
I had developed a small tolerance for the otherworldlies who hung around Kheiron. “Yeah, that’s gonna come back to bite you,” Caius had warned. He didn’t even recognize the pun he’d made. My one qualm was their tendency to keep humans around as pets for a few days prior to dining on them. I’d see them hanging around the mansion, thinking they were all cool and emo, with no idea they were about to die.
I checked in on the Larsons sometimes. Sometimes I would shapeshift as “that silly cat on the porch again” or “that same blue bird that sits outside the kitchen window.” Other times I’d just leave my body and be invisible for as long as I could, so I could sit on the steps and listen to their conversations like I did when I lived there.
It had been a few days since I’d dropped in on them, so when Sergeant Mullane stopped by, I assumed he would be giving an update on the search for me. I’d always enjoyed his thorough and encouraging updates. He always made it seem like they were so close to finding me. His knock was typical, nothing urgent about it, so I decided to wait to hear the news rather than read his mind. It took the fun out of life sometimes if you always knew what someone was going to say before they said it.
Mrs. Larson walked to the door more quickly than usual. She was a slow walker, even more so since Dad had died, and then like an old lady after I ran away. This time, she was out of her chair as soon as she heard the car door slam outside.
“Victoria, Ken,” Sergeant Mullane sighed, as if exhausted from all the evil in the world, when he entered the house.
Mr. Larson got up from his La-Z-Boy. I adjusted my angle to get a better look at what was going on. I thought I’d picked up on something odd.
“Would you like something to drink, Rocco?” Mrs. Larson offered as Sergeant Mullane removed his hat, holding it close to his stomach. I had never really seen him without some sort of hat on: police, baseball, fishing cap, or whatever. He was kind of handsome in an old guy kind of way. I’d always wondered why he hadn’t remarried, and wasn’t all that clear on what had happened to his wife.
“No thanks,” he refused, looking from Mr. Larson, who had taken a seat back in the La-Z-Boy, to Mrs. Larson, who looked especially anxious and quite pretty that evening.
Mrs. Larson insisted on fussing over people. “Would you like to sit down? Can I take your hat?”
“No thank—”
“Victoria, let the man get a word in edgewise. Just let him say whatever it is he came to say.” Mr. Larson rubbed his forehead and braced for the news.
I wished I could tell them that I hadn’t really run away. They deserved so much better than Remi and me: two liars. All they did was love us, take us in after Dad died and Mom left us. They deserved to know the truth. Or some version of it. Anything but this. What kind of angels worth their wings would cause so much pain?
I wanted to show myself, to appear to them, but it was against the rules of Praefatio. Angels were not allowed to show themselves to humans unless they were in imminent danger or we brought a Divine message. I considered starting a fire, because then they’d be in mortal danger.
“We found Gabe’s Maserati.” He paused and looked from Mrs. Larson to Mr. Larson. Mrs. Larson’s face seemed permanently frozen in horror. She remained statue-like as tears streamed down her cheeks. Sergeant Mullane continued when Mr. Larson was obviously going to do nothing to comfort her. “It looks like Remi and Jenny were in the car. But so far we’ve not found their bodies.”
“Grace, come with me now.” Gavin’s voice was soft in my ear, but the urgency was definite, imperative.
I whispered even though I knew humans couldn’t hear me. “What? Gavin. What’s going on?” I turned, surprised to see him there. Tears filled my eyes when I turned back to see Mrs. Larson collapse into a ball of sadness. Gavin took my hand and started to pull me backward out of the house. I couldn’t move of my own accord.
“I didn’t want you to find out like this.” Gavin rushed me out of the house, scaring me with his urgency. It reminded me of that time when Remi and I ran from those evil things. Reluctantly, I opened my wings and took flight with Gavin. He said nothing more, but he didn’t have to. I knew there was something wrong with Remi.
About one hundred fifty thousand feet up, we reached Arcturus. He was flanked by two angels in black metal battle gear with “take another step and we’ll kill you” looks on their faces. They were beautifully intimidating with swords slung over their shoulders and at their waists and ankles. One had a wicked-looking crossbow at the ready and a few guns on his waist.
“Arcturus? What’s happened to Remi and Jenny?” I called to him. Gavin squeezed my hand in his as we stopped directly in front of the three boys.
“That’s far enough, Fallen. Arcturus can take it from here.” The redhead’s voice was commanding and unbelievably threatening for someone who looked to be no more than fourteen. He motioned for Gavin to stop, pulled a sword from his back, and held it firmly in case Gavin disobeyed. The other one continued aiming his crossbow at Gavin’s chest.
“What’s going on? Who are you? What’s happened to Remi and Jenny?” I demanded. As quickly as the words escaped my mouth, the answers became clear, at least one of them. It was the end of the line for Gavin. He could go no farther.
“Grace, we don’t have time for this. Michael’s waiting for you.” Arcturus nodded toward Gavin as he said “this.”
Gavin shot Arcturus a look. Arcturus returned his stare with a fierceness that scared me—and perhaps Gavin. Gavin took a step back, then lowered his gaze and wings slightly.
“Go. I’ll be here when you get back. And tell your … tell Michael that I’d like a word with him, please. That I would appreciate the granting of an audience with him.” Gavin kissed my cheek and let go of my hand.
I stared after him, wondering what all the secrecy was about. When he pulled away, he seemed embarrassed. Then Arcturus and I started upward without looking back.
Gavin opened his mind to me as I flew.
Soon, you’ll be too high up for us to communicate. I want you to hear this from me. Jennifer Larson is pregnant.
I nearly fell out of the sky. My human ears started ringing, and dizziness swirled around me, teasing and daring me to continue my ascent so it could slap me out of the sky.
Remi! What did you do? What did you do! I wasn’t sure I’d heard Gavin right, or better yet, that I wanted to hear any more. The dizziness caused me to take an unexpected dive before I managed to level off.
Everything I had ever eaten since birth was about to leave my body. I was sure of it. My toes tingled. Pure fire gurgled inside my stomach. My wings felt low, heavy with condemnation.
“You okay, Grace? You don’t look well.” Arcturus circled me, awaiting a response. I waved him away, nodding to assure him, then found strength and flew ahead of him. I had to help Remi. He was always there for me. There had to be a way to stop him from Falling.
Grace, Remi has not Fallen … yet. He should have Fallen immediately. This happened a little more than three weeks ago. Jenny may not even know that she’s pregnant. Even still, Jenny will deliver in a few days. And when that happens, all hell will break lose.
I was a volcano threatening to erupt. My life as an angel just kept getting worse and worse. I wanted to fall apart there in the clouds. But I couldn’t. I needed to focus, to figure out how to fix this.
Poor Jenny Larson. Her parents had sheltered her from so much. She probably found out about sex on the day she had it with Remi, and now she was pregnant. She trusted Remi, and now she was going to die because of it. And Remi might be stupid, but there was no way I was going to let him become a Fallen.
Grace, you cannot stop Remi from Falling. It is already done. The only thing you can do is try to find a way to save Jenny’s life and that of her unborn child. Remi is lost to you now. Gavin’s voice was certain, assured, but oddly sad. When I heard it, I realized it was me who had caused him to be sad. I wanted to save Remi from becoming … like Gavin.
It’s just that Remi doesn’t deserve this, I countered as the tears streamed across my face, hot, and into my hair. I’d made it worse.
None of us do. He paused, the pain in his voice evidenced by the cracking. He started to say something, but stopped, leaving only pained silence between us.


So This is What it Looks Like
Perched on a cloud, I pulled my knees into my chest and closed my eyes. I wanted to shut out the voices, the growing sense of dread, and the knowledge that my old life was over. I could never go back.
When I opened my eyes again, the most beautiful being I had ever seen or imagined stood before me. I searched the six thousand five hundred languages I read, wrote, and spoke for an articulate way to describe him. To say that he had this color hair or that color eyes, or that he stood this tall, would be to trivialize all that is Michael. We must have been connected, as Gavin said, because my heart recognized him the minute I saw him.
“I am Michael,” was all he said. He extended a hand to help me up with powerful arms that appeared to be carved from the most exquisite stone. With that one statement, it was immediately apparent that it was not through intimidation or threats that Michael got people to do his bidding. He captivated with only the sound of his voice. I wanted nothing more than to honor and endear myself to him in that moment.
Knowing, kind, and alluring eyes met my sad and confused ones. As I looked at him, I knew somehow that if I was ever lucky enough to be held by him, the comfort of a thousand pillows awaited.
“I’m Grace,” I blabbed, as if he didn’t already know.
“Walk with me, Grace,” Michael said, keeping my hand in his.
It felt like my mind was being pried open with a crowbar. There was no hiding the questions, the fear. “So, I guess trying to keep my mind closed is futile?”
“I’m not sure what you’ve been told about mind reading. But it should only be done to assess the intent of the person being engaged. Our Fallen brothers like to jailbreak minds and use the ability for more sinister reasons.” Michael shoved me with his elbow as if we had been friends since childhood. 
“Oh.”
“Has anyone ever told you that every one of us has a different Praefatio?”
“Yes.”
“Did you know that while it starts the same, how it ends up is different for all of us? That it is written by the Authorities as we live our lives?”
“I don’t understand.”
“The book changes as events and things change around us, as the order of things change. Did you know that?” Michael’s expression remained fixed, nothing in his demeanor implied that he was about to drop a bomb on me.
“No. And I still don’t understand. How can that be?”
“Would you be offended if I offered you a scenario that may help you comprehend?” He smiled a perfectly warm smile.
“No,” I lied.
“What if what you have read in Praefatio, and Gavin, what he has read in his, is true now, but is not meant to be the end, the future, forever? What if what is in your Praefatio is different than, say, what is in Emeria’s Praefatio? What if Emeria is supposed to be with Gavin according to her Praefatio?” Michael stopped walking and turned to face me. I felt like a dwarf in front of him.
“But how can that be? How can the future be so uncertain, so up for grabs?”
“Have you ever heard the expression ‘The Powers That Be’?”
I nodded.
“The Powers are a group of angels, most of whom are responsible for the history, teachings, and ideology of all knowledge, celestial knowledge. But you already know this, being that you aced your exams and all.” He smiled proudly. “They are tasked with the authoring of Praefatio and can change it at any time in history; that is past, present, or future, for any angel as directed. The Authorities write what the Powers tell them. They are the scribes. I guess you could call them ghostwriters.”
I suppose he thought that last bit about the ghostwriters was funny. And under normal circumstances I would have been howling. But if anyone could rewrite histories or futures, like, on a whim, it meant no one was safe. “I don’t like the sound of this.”
“If Emeria had succeeded in winning Gavin’s heart while pretending to be you, you would not be here talking to me right now. Or, perhaps you would, but the conversation would be just slightly different. Either way, Praefatio would rewrite itself to ensure balance in the universe, and the prophecy would be about Emeria and not you. It would be as if you never existed in Gavin’s heart—or maybe you did, just not anymore.”
“Or maybe I’d be the evil twin,” I joked, despite enduring thoughts of my mother. This all started with her. She was the reason I was there, not Emeria. Not the Powers, not Praefatio, but her. Why had she chosen me? Contrary to what everyone seemed to think, I wasn’t all that special. I knew then that finding Mom was the key to figuring out who and what I was.
Michael held me steady as my legs buckled under me.
“OK, now, listen to me,” Michael instructed. “You and Gavin have a unique opportunity to usher in a new age of peace. But I don’t want you to feel as if you have to be the poster child for harmonious celestial living. As for Rosa, you can forget about finding her. She obviously doesn’t want to be found. Believe me, we’ve tried. You’re an adult, and so is Emeria. You can either have a mommy complex, or you can move on and not let it distract you from what’s really going on.”
“But, I … ”
“And you should know that I do not agree with the capture and enslavement of Lesser Angels, nor the partnership with otherworldlies for the furtherance of this war. If this is going to work, we need rules. If I support your relationship with Gavin, it is not a universal acceptance of all things Fallen. Agreed?” Michael seemed determined to back me into a corner.
“Agreed,” I replied halfheartedly. I didn’t appreciate being scolded for things I had nothing to do with.
“This Lex character is out of control. I expect you to deal with him. He’s been left to run amok for years, and now angels of every order are being targeted and turned into slaves by this maniac. Make it priority, Grace. Get this guy under control before it’s too late.”
“Okay. But I need to find Remi first. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?” What else could I say? “Oh, and Gavin. He was humiliated when he was barred by the Watchers tonight. He has to be able to go where I go if we’re gonna be together.” Michael had made his demands of me. I figured I had a right to make some of my own. Boy was I wrong.
“He’s Fallen for a reason, Grace,” Michael insisted with a slight rise in volume and a huge shift in tone.
“But he had another ten thousand feet, and he was with … me. I’m higher—”
“You don’t need to remind me of your position, young lady. Don’t forget to whom you are speaking.” Michael turned to face me and extended the biggest and most intimidating set of wings. Beautiful, pristine, white, layered, and gloriously radiant wings flapped loudly in my direction. It was like standing next to a sonic boom. “You want things tied up in a nice little bow, Grace? Get your boyfriend to stop prancing around the world fronting his little rock and roll band so I won’t notice what he and his family are really up to.”
What’s that supposed to mean?
“Start acting like a High Angel, not a lovesick teenager, and do what you are tasked with. Fulfill your purpose, Grace.”
“My purpose?” I had no idea what he was talking about at first.
At that point, I realized something incredible. Michael had more faith in me than anyone I’d ever met—even my—even Gabriel. He actually believed that I could make a difference, change things. More than that, he expected me to. He wasn’t afraid to tell me the truth, or afraid I couldn’t handle things. To Michael, I wasn’t this fragile girl. I was … an angel.
I grinned a little.
“Grace, do you know that when you smile the sun shines brighter?” Pride jacketed the frustration in his voice.
“Michael,” I tried to match his tone, but only mockingly. “Do you know that you should write Hallmark cards for a living?” His joy was infectious, glorious. I felt entirely at ease. “Where are we? Why all the clouds?”
“Actually, Grace, there are no clouds up here. The clouds are for your human amusement. We call it glory.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Humans cannot understand or even fathom the heavens, Grace. Until you fully ascend—become a full angel—you will experience the heavens like a human, clouds and all.”
Michael smiled and began painting a picture of all I’d seen. He used his index and middle fingers to outline a large rectangle in front of me, just like Titan had done for Celestial Courses. On the screen, my past and all the emotions that went along with it stared me in the face in living color. Remi’s arrival, hearing Gavin’s voice in my head for the first time, a strange light around Mom’s head (a real halo), levitating stuff, seeing visions, even my perfect pitch and ability to read music since age two—reading music before I’d learned to read words. Then he showed me visits to the Garden I’d made with Gavin in my dreams and the night Remi and I were attacked. It ended with split screen images of Remi and Jenny.
“I didn’t realize I wasn’t done ascending.”
“Grace, we need to talk about Remi now.”
I’d felt so calm around Michael, here in the heavens, distracted by the glory, I’d nearly forgotten about Remi.
“Remi hasn’t yet fully Fallen, and that makes matters much worse. While he is in transition, he is vulnerable as ever. Though he technically began to Fall the moment he decided to have relations with Jennifer Larson, his humanity is delaying the process. Having been born to angels in human form, he has a cloak of humanity about him that is holding on.” Michael was like a textbook when he talked.
“So he was already Fallen this whole time? And Jenny?” My mind was absolutely blown, my heart completely broken.
“Remi was, as he has always been, sitting safely between the two worlds, heaven and earth. For Remi, to Fall is to choose sides. To choose Jennifer Larson is to Fall, to side with the enemy. He was sent to earth in the hope that a different outcome would result, that being with you his whole life would result in his loyalty, his choice made. We didn’t anticipate a human complication.”
“Jenny.”
“When they attacked Jenny the night your ascension began, the Fallen never actually intended to harm either of them. They merely wanted Remi to know that they knew he had already technically Fallen and it was only a matter of time before he physically, mentally, and emotionally became one of them.”
Once again, Remi, Gavin, and the Fallen were all in on something I knew nothing about. Gavin had made himself look like a hero by “saving” Jenny from his seemingly murderous family when she was never in any real harm. And Remi. He was the most duplicitous of all, judging me for loving Gavin and wanting to be with him, when he and Gavin were in fact the same.
Instead of self-pity, surprisingly, I felt as fired up and empowered as someone who’d just gotten a few shots of B12.
“Okay, so what do we know?”
Michael created another viewing screen with his hands. This one was expansive.
A streak of bright light with rapidly changing colors appeared behind me. I turned to see what it was. Images of an expansive desert-scape projected onto the night sky. There was a man and woman, walking; the man carried a backpack and the woman limped by his side. Remi and Jenny. Above them, a large, brown bird with a wingspan of about twenty-five feet lead the way. Behind them, three Australian Cattle dogs.
“What do you see, Grace?”
“Middle Angels, guides, neutral like Switzerland. As long as they’re around, Remi and Jenny should make it to their destination. But where are they headed?” I mumbled as my education kicked in.
Michael smiled proudly, as if he had something to do with my intelligence. “Jennifer is injured and has become overwhelmed by the child growing inside her,” Michael said, still staring up at the moving image.
“Sergeant Mullane mentioned a car accident?”
“In the midst of his Fall, and too weak to fly with Jenny, Remi decided driving would be a better option. The two were attacked and the car went off the road.”
I felt bad for smirking as I thought about poor Remi finally getting to drive Dad’s Maserati, then totaling it. “What happens now? How do I help them?”
“The Fallen will conspire to get to Jenny first. They want that baby, which will be most vulnerable to influence in its first months of life. If the baby turns out to be Fallen, we can forget about Remi as an ally.”
He should have stabbed me in the gut. The feeling was the same, the pain as great as if he had. “Why do I get the feeling there is more to this that you haven’t told me?”
Michael looked from the screen to me and said, “In less than twenty-four hours, Jennifer will die.”
I clutched my chest, unable to formulate a response. Remi was as good as dead.
Michael and I felt the rumble of Gavin’s summons where we stood. I’d forgotten to tell Michael about Gavin wanting to talk to him.
“Obnoxious, arrogant … I don’t know what you see in him, Grace!” Michael shouted through me. “He has the gall to summon you while you are with me?” Michael put his huge index finger through a nearby cloud, causing it to rise to about fifty feet tall, then rippled and multiplied it at least a thousand times.
The skies opened, unleashing blinding bolts of lightning that crossed the sky one after another, followed by thunder so loud I thought the earth would fall into nothingness. The wind pushed tears up and across my face, so that I had tears on my forehead.
With sweeping exaggeration, Michael closed and then separated his hands, parting the giant cloud so I could see clear down to the earth as if on a plane coming in for a landing. And yet, we hadn’t moved. There were people running from the black sky above them, screaming for God to save them. Evil, wicked, and demonic things flew above them, taunting and teasing. The things looked like serpents with wings and tails of fire. There were bleeding holes in the wings of the serpents that dripped down like rain on the people below.
Michael would never intentionally harm humans; that much I knew. He was sending a message to Gavin and me. That he could command even demonic beings with the simple touch of his forefinger. Awe-inspiring.
Gavin was struggling. I felt him as if we were somehow physically connected. Excruciating pain plagued him as he tried to reach me despite it. Gavin fought against the restrictive altitude, heading straight for us. I could tell by the look on Michael’s face that he both delighted in Gavin’s discomfort and admired his tenacity.
“Oh no!” Arcturus led warriors in pursuit of Gavin, who was weak and failing in strength. Mind open and intentions clear, Arcturus was ready to fight, ready to kill if necessary. My thoughts turned briefly to something he’d told me.
“If you’re ever in danger, Grace, if there is even a chance you may be in danger, I will come for you. I will kill for you. You know that, right?” Arcturus offered with what was meant to be a reassuring smile on the day I’d passed my exams. I wish I’d known he meant threats that included Gavin.
The cherubs had seemed so young, innocent, even vulnerable at times. But seeing Arcturus, ready to kill for me, I wasn’t sure. Could he? Would he attempt to kill Gavin knowing how I felt about him? If the Watchers or the thin air did not kill him first, could Arcturus, who’d spent hours with Gavin playing Rock Band, Wii Golf, and chess, kill him without a second thought?
One thing I did not question was Michael’s resolve. He would kill Gavin without asking my permission first or offering an apology afterward. Michael didn’t seem like the type to tolerate disrespect or Fallen who sought even a few minutes in the heavens.
Why would Gavin risk his life to try to reach these altitudes when he’d been barred from ever entering the heavens again? What could be so important that he would do this?
The heavens shook as Gavin neared. The rumble of hundreds of warriors heading toward him now was unmistakable, the light that shone from them nearly blinding.
There was nothing I could do, paralyzed by my indecision. To aide a Fallen seeking the heavens is death.
Gavin’s life was slipping away. Arcturus was closing in behind him, and the warriors closed in in front of him. Still, as weak as he was, he managed to outmaneuver them. A few seconds later, however, Gavin was simply unable to charge any faster. His mind became scattered, and images from his past, present, and future all mingled together as disorientation and confusion besieged him. I felt Gavin’s desperate attempts to keep his mind closed, but Michael, along with the other angels of light, were simply stronger.
My heart was breaking into a million tiny pieces. First the loss of Remi, and now Gavin seemed ready to die for me, and Arcturus was ready to kill him. I couldn’t do it. I could not let either of them do what they were about to—for me. I couldn’t fight warriors, and I couldn’t stand by and watch Gavin commit suicide. As the redheaded warrior caught Gavin’s ankle and raised a sword to slice Gavin’s foot, I did the only thing I could think of. I summoned Michael, Gavin, Arcturus, and Cerin to Nod. 
***
About seventy-five hundred nautical miles east of the Garden, Nod has its own functioning society, culture, and government ruled by Middle Angels. Located in the region of Eden, its exact geographical placement is hidden from humans. For angels, regardless of your affiliation, Order, or allegiance, you are allowed refuge in Nod, so long as you follow the rules.
Dense fog made it impossible to see in front of me, and I became unsure of my decision. “So glad to see you in one piece, Your Highness.” Cerin appeared through the fog, quickly adjusted her stance, looked suspiciously from side to side as if someone could have been listening, then lowered her head and volume. “I’m sorry. I was overcome with worry when you and His Highness dropped out of sight. There is grave danger. I’m afraid things may not end as you wish.”
“It’s okay, Cerin. And please stop calling me Your Highness.”
Arcturus, atop his horse, rode to my side. Dad followed, though I hadn’t summoned him. Arcturus smiled as he dismounted, then did something totally unexpected. He hugged me. The very human display caught me off guard, especially since he had tried to kill Gavin moments before.
The fog began to clear. A flood of gratitude washed over me in direct contrast to the anger I thought I’d feel. Still dressed in battle armor, Arcturus looked older, more mature and quite handsome.
“Thank you.”
“You never have to thank me, Grace. I will always protect you, even from yourself.” It was becoming very clear that the cherubs had little interest in human indulgences, video games aside. His ability to compartmentalize was astonishing.
“I thought your job was to teach me fighting skills,” I teased, hoping he would voluntarily tell me where Gavin was and if he was all right.
“I never said I would let you fight. I said I would teach you how,” Arcturus countered, serious and assured.
“Would you have killed him, Arcturus?”
“Yes,” he replied without hesitation.
“Where is he now? Is he okay?” I tried steadying my voice to seem in control.
“I don’t know. He may have been too weak to respond to your summons. He may be falling.” Arcturus turned his head slightly toward the sky.
“Like, you mean literally?” I panicked as my voice became high in pitch.
“Yes.” His voice was quieter.
I motioned for Cerin, who was in front of me in seconds, bowing and taking notes on what I wanted her to do. By the time I returned to Kheiron, she would have all of my supplies and weapons ready, taking care not to bring attention to herself or my plan. She bowed, excused herself, and was off.
I ran to Dad, who’d dismounted. “Neither Michael nor Gavin have shown up yet, which means there’s a very good chance that Gavin is dead, and if Gavin’s dead, there is a very good chance that Michael either killed him or is somehow responsible for his death. And, if that is the case, we’re as good as dead. All of us!”
“Well, I think at least one of your problems has been solved.” Dad nodded toward something behind me.
The massive iron gate screeched open as dust clouds swirled. Coyotes howled in the distance. Michael’s unmistakable figure walked through the thick fog and dust in our direction.
Above Michael, something, as if shot from a cannon, landed on the ground with a thud, disturbing the dry earth beneath it. The ground shook with the sound of bones breaking, then resetting, as Gavin landed with his wings—now a sad-looking and mangled gray with numerous holes—mashed beneath him.
I ran to him to find he was barely breathing. Michael grabbed me and pulled me up off the ground, out of Gavin’s reach.
“Wait, Grace! It could be a trick. They can’t attack inside, so they try here. Tongue of Truth, come forth and test this Fallen!”
That creepy old guy from Kheiron with the long blue hair appeared through the fog. I stepped back into Michael, who held me steady. I was not interested in being licked again.
The man opened his mouth, accenting the many wrinkles on his face, and a white dove flew out. The bird circled Gavin, who was writhing in pain, his limbs splayed at odd angles on the ground. My heart ached for Gavin. How could Michael just stand there and trust this tongue guy?
The dove sat peacefully on Gavin’s chest. Michael lessened his grip on me, and I tried to walk toward Gavin, who raised a hand to stroke the head of the bird. But Michael had only loosened his hold. He hadn’t released me.
Old creepy guy opened his mouth once more to reveal his many tongues. Out they popped, each one exploring a part of Gavin’s mangled body. My screams echoed in the air as one of the tongues grabbed at Gavin’s hair and licked it so hard that it pulled it out in clumps. Another tongue attached itself to his eyeball, then ripped it out of the socket before recoiling back into the old guy’s mouth. He laughed. The remaining tongues lurched forward to devour Gavin’s arms, lips, ears, legs, hands. Blood, bones, saliva, and organs splattered on the ground as the tongues ripped through him.
I couldn’t watch. Gavin screamed in pain, but no one helped him. I don’t know who screamed louder, me or Gavin, as he was being ripped to shreds, food for this disgusting creature. I fell to the ground, unable to lift myself back up as The Tongue of Truth demon recoiled his tongues and disappeared into the ground where he stood.
“Grace.” Gabe, my dad, pulled me to my feet. “He would have tried to kill you.”
I resisted his help, standing on my own despite the weakness in my body. I wanted to punch and kick Gabe. How could he think Gavin would have tried to kill me? And when had he become Gabe to me? When had he stopped being just Dad?
Just then, another “Gavin” came crashing to the ground in a heap. I turned to Michael, desperate for answers.
“It’s okay. They can’t perform that particular type of trickery on the fly. They must have been planning this for a long time.”
This time, no one stopped me from running to him.
“M-M-Michael. Please. Michael.” Gavin’s voice was weak and rattled, and I stroked his face. Liquid streamed from his nose and mouth. There was little life left in him.
I wiped his mouth with my sleeve. “Michael, please he needs to tell you something.”
Michael walked slowly over. He helped me stand, then placed a hand on Gavin’s chest. Gavin’s body rose off the ground to a few inches from Michael’s face. His limbs hung limp in the air beneath him, as tired and listless as I felt. Gavin whispered into Michael’s ear, then fell back to the ground, kicking up dust. When he landed, the sound of bones breaking pierced the thick air. Just as I started to drop my body over him to comfort him, Michael pulled me back.
“Gabe.” Michael seemed to assess Gavin. “Bring him to Raphael. Tell Raphael to fit him with a vest.” Michael turned and motioned to Arcturus. “Come with me.” Michael mounted, then rode off on a majestic and immaculately dressed white Shire that I had only then noticed. Arcturus followed.
While I watched them, I heard Michael in my mind. High Priestess Tia of the Virtues owes me a favor and has agreed to assist you. Go quickly.
How? Where?
Tia has made arrangements. Just. Go.
I turned just as Gabe began to carry Gavin upward. I had no idea if I would see either of them again.


A Slight Hiccup
One thing I was certain of was that Remi loathed the thing he was becoming, and he was not simply going to hand over his life or his child. He would fight to the death. With Jenny gone and Remi Fallen, the poor baby would be defenseless.
My only hope of getting to Remi before the Fallen did was High Priestess Tia, ruler of the Virtues, in charge of nature, science, and geography.
Back at the stables, Cerin had gathered up my supplies as instructed. Arcturus and Caius gathered their gear and readied their horses quietly.
I closed my mind to everyone when something occurred to me. I’d finally read Praefatio, and it did not mention a Great Battle. This occurred only in the humans’ book: the Bible. It said the battle would be fought between Michael’s and Lucifer’s armies, and there was something about a woman and a baby—
I dropped my katana. Panic settled into the middle of my chest, making it hard to breathe.
“You didn’t think we were going to let you face peril by yourself, did you?” LJ glided through the doors as if on those sneakers with wheels, landing beside me with a huge, overly satisfied grin on her face.
Still standing in the doorway, Emeria, in an unusually great mood, added, “Well? I couldn’t let my very own sister go off to battle with a few kids and some servants as her army. What kind of sister would I be? Besides, since it is I who will comfort Gavin when you die, I don’t want him blaming me for your death.” She entered the stables and circled me like a shark, her “I know a secret” expression pissing me off.
I should’ve put the Archangel smack down on her. Should have put her in her place. I wasn’t afraid to, just unsure of how best to handle her.
Who asked for her help, anyway? I picked up and sheathed my sword.
“I’d let LJ break the news of your death … no, maybe Cerin. She’s so humble. Gavin will appreciate the news coming from someone bowing and crying. Cerin’ll have enough sense to leave Gavin alone with his grief. After her last dutiful bow, she’ll leave the door open just enough for me to slip in and offer Gavin my considerable comforts. I’ll convince him, this time for good, that he doesn’t have to lose you. He has me.”
For some stupid reason, I didn’t punch her in the face. There was something about the way she was so confident in handling the follow-up to my death that made me think I should consider it a real possibility; my death, that is. No one knew what would happen to me if I were to be killed, my human body, bonded to my spirit because of the circumstances of my birth.
Unlike my dad, whose spirit remained intact when his human body was killed in the car crash, it was widely assumed that with no way for a permanently bonded spirit to escape a dead human body, my spirit would eventually die as well.
This exacting revenge thing was new to me. Other angels seemed to do it at will. Stepping on the foot of someone who was higher than you in rank seemed to warrant a banishing, lowering of rank, removal of feathers, servitude, or some other form of punishment. If you were really bad, you had to go and see the Thrones and be stripped of your powers and be relegated to no more than human. Ironic.
Tyler wore a smirk as he sauntered through the stable doors, seemingly imitating Gavin. But he was nothing compared to Gavin, and completely lacking in style, confidence, and appeal. Emeria slithered up next to him like the snake that she was. I placed the sword on my belt, grabbed a black hand wrap, and began wrapping.
“Welcome back, Grace, fresh from nearly getting Gavin killed. We have much to discuss. The union of a Fallen and a human is of much interest to our family. Your brother may have done the impossible without even realizing it. He may have given us the Fallen version of you!”
“Wait. No.” I spoke incoherent words. Tyler had rendered me speechless. Rather than try to rebut, I figured I’d see what information lay in Tyler’s mind.
Jumbled thoughts flew from his scattered brain. He blocked me, but I managed to get into places in his mind without him knowing. Just then, Tyler remembered an argument he’d had with Cupid, then quickly shoved it aside.
“Gavin is just fine. As for you, you’re delusional.”
“Do you deny that Remi has fathered a child with a human girl? Are you trying to convince me that there is no truth to this? The addition of a new little one would bring so much joy to our home. We’d welcome Remi with open arms. He could have whatever he wanted. My father would see to his advancement in the ranks.” The way Tyler talked, I could almost imagine a family trip to Target for diapers, formula, and wipes.
“I’ve just come from seeing Michael, and it appears that Remi and Jenny are on the run after being attacked. As for the unborn child, it would be better not to make assumptions. It could just as easily not be Fallen. I will not sit idly by while my brother’s attackers are out there.” I was surprisingly confident, not at all sure where that last bit had come from. I hadn’t even been thinking it.
Tyler’s eyes hardened. “I will look into it, Grace. I’m certain it was a simple mishap with Remi traveling with the human pregnant girl and all. Their scents are probably exaggerated with her being with child. Not everything is personal. Some things just are.”
“I don’t have time to debate it. Find the beings that attacked my brother before I do.”
I turned my back to him and addressed Cerin. Emeria huffed, and the two of them left. LJ burst into a fit of laughter. Cerin allowed herself one giggle as Caius and Arcturus joined in.
“Thanks for everything, Cerin. From now on, you will be free. No more serving me or anyone else. You are free now. You should only do what you want to from here on out.” Hugging Cerin was like hugging a cloud. Next, I turned to the boys.
“Arcturus, meet us at Nod. Find the safest route and leave us a trail. Caius, go with him, but keep your mind open and report on any intelligence you pick up. I give you permission to jailbreak minds and eavesdrop on the wind, trees, and wild animals.
Cerin, Caius, and Arcturus left me alone with LJ. We prepared our weapons in silence. “Before we go, can we talk?” LJ looked straight ahead at a pretend target, closed one eye, then shot an arrow straight across the room. It landed with a boing in the middle of a wall board.
“Sure.”
“Don’t take this the wrong way, but Emeria isn’t all that bad.” LJ flew to retrieve the arrow and was back next to me before I could respond. When I didn’t speak, she rolled her eyes and continued. “She’s meanspirited, extremely jealous of you, and rude at times. But, Grace—” Her voice begged me to look at her as she shot another arrow, this one hitting a field mouse between the eyes as he tried scurrying out of the barn. The shrieking of the mouse made me shiver. “She wants to be you. To her, you have everything she wants, for no good reason. She doesn’t want to take what you have; she just wants for the two of you to be equals, for her to have an equal shot. In her mind, she could just have easily been you. Isn’t that what being a twin is all about?”
“What?” I turned sharply in disbelief.
“What, what?” LJ looked at me like I was unnatural and bizarre.
I had heard the “who is Emeria” story from Emeria, Vivienne, and LJ. Until then, everyone had pretty much told the same tale. It made me wonder just how much of Emeria’s story was just someone else’s version of her story.
Emeria and I were given as gifts to my mother. We were equal expressions of love from The Divine One, and it was my mother who chose me over Emeria. That is the exact moment we ceased to be equals.
I grabbed LJ just as she was about to shoot another arrow and declared, “You’re a flipping genius!” This caused her to shoot the arrow into a ceiling beam.
And just like that, I knew exactly what I had to do to make things right for Emeria. The excitement threatened to bowl me over, but the plan wasn’t foolproof. If I screwed up even a little, well, I didn’t even want to think about what could happen.
I decided I would try one last time to convince Tyler to call off the Seekers and leave Jenny and her baby alone. A glutton for punishment, perhaps, but I had to try. From the stables, I made my way into the house, to his office, and knocked. He knew it was me.
“Come in, Grace.” Tyler greeted me with a smile and held my hand as he escorted me to his private sitting area.
One oversized black velvet couch faced a cobblestone fireplace with a roaring fire inside that seemed to grow fiercer upon our arrival. An enormous fish tank lined the entire alcove, providing additional light and color. The whimsical fish seemed to gravitate toward Tyler as they would when someone opened the tank to feed them, but he offered no food. He slowly made his way around the room, quietly greeting his beloved fish and I nearly bumped into him, meaning to plead my case.
As I opened my mouth to apologize for how I’d handled things earlier in the barn, Tyler silenced me with a sudden and deep kiss. Up against the one solid surface in the alcove, a door, he kissed me with an open mouth and aggressive hands, moving over my stomach, arms, shoulders, and then to my face in a coordinated effort.
My head reeled. He pulled away to look at me and fought me from entering his mind. But I was able to grab fragments. He was thinking of Cupid again, then Gavin. They’d argued. Then Lucifer. What?
“Grace, I’m not a monster, you know. I’m capable of great love. But you know that, of course.” His voice was low, soft, and for a moment, he sounded so much like Gavin.
I closed my eyes, and I could almost hear Gavin’s voice as Tyler pulled me in again closer this time, gentler. Tyler from Praefatio, the one who started all of this. What he could possibly want from me, I had no idea. I struggled beneath him, a little afraid. “I don’t understand,” I said.
“Have you ever asked yourself what your life would be like if Emeria had been chosen and not you, or if you and I were betrothed rather than you and Gavin?” he whispered. “I’m not a bad person. I merely want what’s mine.” Tyler kissed me softly on the mouth, then on the nose. I’m sure he had seen Gavin do that to me before. I had already heard this speech from Michael and was not impressed with Tyler’s version.
“Tyler, please don’t do this,” My voice was soft and pleading. I couldn’t afford to make him angry. In Praefatio he’d killed his wife, and I was not taking any chances. I wriggled free. Listening to his jumbled thoughts, I had almost felt sorry for him for the second time. “I won’t stand in your way. I just need to help my brother. Please let me go, and I won’t stop you from doing what you feel you need to do. I will turn over the child to whoever has rights over it. You have my word.”
Tyler looked at me suspiciously, searching my mind for betrayal or anything that would make him believe that he shouldn’t trust me. I quickly threw in some good thoughts about him, false memories of furtive glances when he was around, making him think there was an underlying attraction to him, jealous thoughts of Emeria, even some underlying doubt about Gavin and his true feelings about Emeria for good measure, not all of them lies.
“OK. I’ll go along with you for now. But if you give me one reason not to trust you, Grace, all bets are off. If that baby is Fallen, it belongs here at Kheiron—no exceptions.” Tyler offered his hand to shake, and I couldn’t help thinking I’d made a one-sided deal.
I held my hand up. “I have one request before I agree.”
Tyler moved closer to me now. I felt him wholly. He put his arm up against the door, covering my shoulder as he did. The smell of steel was fresh under my nose. Had I never noticed how much he resembled Gavin? How was that possible? He ran his fingers through his hair, changing the color to black like Gavin’s as he went.
It was hard not to look at him. I wiggled out from under his arm and moved over to the couch, shaking out my hair color to match Emeria’s. Two could play that game.
I heard voices coming from an adjoining conference room. I turned slightly, closed my eyes, and saw them. Tyler’s guests were awaiting his return—a witch, a sorcerer, and a grand wizard. For crying out loud.
He smiled. “What is it, Grace?” He spoke in Gavin’s voice, really irking me.
I flew up in anger, grabbing him by the neck, pushing him into the aquarium, shaking the fish and causing them to scatter to either side of the tank. My wings were fully outstretched as I squeezed his neck. I blew into his hair, growing it to the exact length of Gavin’s; then into his eyes, making them the exact color as Gavin’s; then kissed his mouth, changing his voice into Gavin’s exact tone. I threw him onto the floor with such force he could barely breathe as he landed.
“I don’t care how much you look, act, or sound like Gavin,” I said as he lay on the floor gasping for air. I straddled him and raised my hand over his face, making a mirror in the palm of my hand so he could see how he had been made into Gavin’s exact image. He stared in horror at the change in his appearance and my demeanor. “You will not involve humans in this.” I got up and walked away.
As he stood and regained his ability to breathe properly, he followed me and caught me by the arm. “What was that all about?”
“It’s time I started acting like an angel, don’t you think?”


Best Laid Plans
“Okay. Let’s go,” I ordered as I entered the stables, nearly dropping to my knees at the sight of Gavin leaning against Zion, his horse. His smile widened as I approached with a wide smile of my own. Caius, LJ, and Cerin busied themselves while we reunited.
Gavin’s embrace felt like warm apple pie and ice cream. I wanted more of it. I could have drowned in it. He laughed as he listened to my thoughts, and kissed me with more urgency. I became lost in a sea of sunshine, gum drops, and lemonade.
“Gavin,” I whispered as I pulled slightly away. “I’m so glad you’re okay. You are okay, right? Raphael took care of you?”
“Yes. Thank you. All healed and wearing a protective vest, compliments of Michael. Now I can go wherever you go without fear of dying.” He said it as if dying was funny. More kissing followed.
Gavin paused to run a hand through his hair.
With our supplies and weapons loaded and horses mounted, we left Kheiron, uncertainty hanging heavily in the air. Gavin and I headed northeast, and in that moment, I knew exactly how Frodo felt. 
***
I carried two Yoshimitsu tantō short knives on my hip and three razor-sharp Tachi Gunto full swords, two on my back and one on my belt. My short knives had ten-inch blades, which were great for decapitation, according to Caius. I wasn’t too keen on using them on another angel, but would have no problems at all defending myself or Remi if I had to. Especially against a vampire who was already dead. On my thighs, throwing knives in leg sheaths. Also on my hip, a machete, katana, Celtic dagger, and a pair of sai.
Gavin’s random and sometimes incoherent thoughts comforted me, saving me from my own. Every now and again, I’d hear someone’s thoughts I didn’t recognize, and he seemed to be on a totally different frequency than everyone else, with access to my mind.
Neither Gavin nor I were in a hurry to discuss all that had happened between Tyler and me, or what he almost died to tell Michael. Even LJ was tight-lipped and light on thoughts.
I focused on more pressing issues, like the single most important conversation I probably would ever have. Tia, High Priestess of the Virtues, had agreed to help me at Michael’s request. She had never before agreed to meddle in human affairs.
I was told that Tia did not usually grant audiences. I later found out that she had been known to have angels killed for asking for an audience. She lived in a walled city on Saturn where the very laws and secrets of nature and science were tended to. No non-Virtue had ever been allowed entry; certainly no human ever had. 
***
Gavin said he’d meet me after taking care of “something,” and I assumed his “something” had to do with Tyler. I was looking forward to some girl time with LJ, so I sent the cherubs up ahead.
We rode silently toward Nod, one hand on our horses and the other on our weapons. After about seven miles of riding, we found something strange in the road up ahead. LJ jumped down without warning and ran toward the large puddle-thing.
“Grace, do you know what that is?”
“It looks like a blob of water, and hair and eyes.” I unsheathed a sword, then climbed down from Ambry. She trotted backward for a bit and gave her mane a shake.
The bizarre-looking creature stood, but I had no fear of him. His skin appeared to be clear plastic with water for insides. He stepped forward and raised his hand to wave as the liquid inside him jiggled. And then he did something amazing. He bowed slightly, extended liquid wings spanning about twelve feet, and shook tiny water droplets from his body.
We all smiled politely as he spoke in the most soothing voice. “This is way different than I imagined. No wonder Virtues never come here. I’m Stone.”
As we stared from one to another, his clearish face began to take shape, with eyes set in sea-foam green. Stone flipped his wet water hair to one side.
“So, I’m not going to Saturn? High Priestess Tia has sent you here instead?” I now regret sounding so shocked, but at the time I didn’t know what he was capable of.
“Sorry to disappoint, but a human would never survive such a trip, even if she is part angel.”
“Oh.”
“I’m LJ.” Olivia stepped forward and offered the boy her hand.
He recoiled, squinting in my direction.
“It’s okay. She’s one of us.”
Stone looked past LJ. “Virtues do not recognize Fallens. And if Tia had known you were working with them, embracing them, I wouldn’t be here. So, if we’re going to make this work, you’re gonna have to ditch the Fallen.”
LJ cleared her throat.
“LJ, why don’t you just meet us there. I’ll work on cluing Stone in to how things are done here.”
LJ hopped atop her horse, which sported a newly braided mane of purple and blue, and rode off, taking her frustrations out on the poor thing.
“Is she serious?” Stone’s voice was high.
“She’s harmless, so be nice to her. Here on earth, we watch one another’s backs, Fallen or not.”
“Well, clearly you don’t need me. I guess I’ll be going, then.”
I couldn’t let him leave. It was my chance to help Remi and Jenny and their baby. “Wait. No. She’s leaving. But listen, Gavin and LJ are on our side.”
The clear water boy looked at me with sad eyes. “You don’t need them anymore. They are Fallen for a reason, Grace. They can’t be trusted. Even if they wanted to support you, they can’t. Their nature demands that they betray you. Why do you think Michael did this? Do you know what he must have given up to get this arrangement? No Virtue has ever left Saturn. Ever.”
Unease grew inside me. It felt like I was given a choice between excellence and the impossible. “Well, I trust them. And Gavin is on his way, so I hope you get over your issues before he gets here.”
Stone made a sour face. “I’ll do whatever you say.”
“Good, then you can start by apologizing to LJ when we get to Nod.” A sneaky smile crept across my face.
Gavin snuck up behind me, scooped me into a hug, then planted several soft kisses over my face, nose, and chin. Then he stopped and smiled a smug smile in Stone’s direction. “If I live to be a million and five. A Virtue, here amongst the heathens.”
Stone looked as if he could have punched Gavin. Clearly, Virtues had a great deal of restraint.


Let’s Ride
Stone flew overhead as Gavin and I rode Zion and Ambry toward Nod.
“How long will it take us to reach Nod?” I asked Gavin, knowing he had made this trip before. We were only a few miles out from where Stone had appeared in the road.
“About another three hours or so if we keep the current speed. Two if we ditch the water boy and gun it,” he said, trying to hide a smile as he kept his eyes focused straight ahead.
As I watched his profile, I searched his mind for thoughts of me, but there were none. I decided to stay focused on the visions in my own mind. They were coming faster now. One after the other, information flooding my mind.
A piece of clothing I recognized, my favorite jacket, the white bubble jacket with the faux fur collar that Gabe had given me two Christmases ago. Someone was in my room at Kheiron. The lights were off and they were looking for … no—they took it. What is that? A picture of me sleeping. I don’t remember taking that picture. Giggling. Sounds like Emeria. There’s a shadow in the corner. Wait. The police station. What’s Tyler doing at the police station? Wait. No.
“Gavin,” I mumbled aloud as I heard Tyler say his name. He handed Sergeant Mullane my jacket and the photo of me sleeping. What the heck is he doing?
“Grace, what’s wrong? What do you see?” Gavin asked as he rode Zion in front of Ambry, forcing Ambry to come to a stop. He removed me from Ambry and held me at arm’s length, staring into my eyes. I could see Gavin looking at me, but I was fully engaged in my visions even as I was aware of everything going on around me.
Emeria got into the bed and propped herself up on the pillow. “ … you think … enough?” she cracked sarcastically.
“Just … down … take … photo,” he said in an annoyed voice.
“Do you … think … going … ?” she asked coyly.
“It … my … future by … way… on … ” he stated with a fair amount of arrogance and certainty. It sounded like Tyler.
My vision was going by so fast this time I couldn’t make out the details. The speech was inaudible. It was like a cell phone conversation when the person on the other end was going through the beginning of a dead zone. The events were happening out of order, the images were clear, but I couldn’t be sure if they were things that had happened before, had not happened yet, or were happening right then.
“Sergeant Mullane, my name is Tyler Belial. I manage Gavin Vault.” Tyler smiled as he extended his hand to the officer.
“Nice to meet you.” Sergeant Mullane returned Tyler’s gesture with a hardy shake and a suspicious look. “If you can have your client come down and answer a few questions about the disappearance of Grace Ann Miller, I’m sure we can clear all this up,” he added matter-of-factly.
Tyler lowered his head and then raised it as if he’d suddenly thought of something clever to say. “Unfortunately, my client is away for the birth of a family member. But I’m sure that as soon as he returns, he will be more than happy to answer whatever questions you have.”
“Bladen,” Sergeant Mullane called from his office as soon as Tyler was out of earshot. “Get me a search warrant for the estate of Gavin Vault.”
Everything went black when the vision ended.
“I … I can’t believe it!” was all I could manage as I stared into Gavin’s eyes in complete disbelief. I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him to me. I loved him so much right then. “Gavin.” I pulled away. I could not bear to look at him knowing what I had to tell him.
“Yes, just tell me.” He lifted my chin, gently forcing my eyes to meet his.
“They think I was kidnapped. Even though I wrote the note, they think I was kidnapped!” I may have screamed.
Ambry let out a loud neigh. Zion copied her.
“Grace, what aren’t you telling me?” Gavin stroked my hair, then placed it behind my left ear.
“They think you did it—that you kidnapped me!” I shouted for sure that time, unable to stop the tears from racing down my cheeks as if there was a prize at my chin. The thought that anyone could think that Gavin could harm me broke my heart, and worse, the people behind this horrible lie: Tyler and my very own sister. I had to hide the truth from Gavin. I had to lie. I could not break him with the truth of Tyler’s betrayal.
“I love you so much. When we get home, I will take care of this. I promise I won’t let anything happen to you,” I assured him and hugged him tightly. He let himself give in and be comforted by my embrace, burying his head in my hair, inhaling, and kissing the back of my neck.
It was so bizarre and surreal, all of it. I felt responsible for all of the things that had gone wrong lately. Remi, Jenny, and now Gavin; maybe even Emeria. Everyone was perfectly content until I … became an angel.
Pulling himself slowly from my grasp, the look on Gavin’s face was hard to decipher. He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped, deciding to walk away instead. As the tears continued to fall, I followed him. He turned toward me, pushed me against Ambry, and kissed me so hard it took my breath away. Ambry bucked her hind legs slightly and let out another neigh from the force of Gavin’s and my weight. Gavin placed his right hand against her to hold us steady as he continued to kiss me—deeper than before—and closed his wings around us.
“Grace,” he whispered, nearly out of breath, then continued his rather delicious assault on my mouth.
“Yes,” I half moaned when he took a breath in.
“I know you love me and that you want to take care of me—but this has nothing to do with you. This is between Tyler and me.” He kissed my nose.
The breathing that caused the obvious rise and fall of my chest was rather embarrassing. As I tried to look down, he raised my chin with his left hand and kissed it.
“Let’s worry about Remi and Jenny right now. When we get home, we’ll see what we can do about your supposed kidnapping.” He moved closer to me so that our bodies were touching again. He expanded his wings, making a loud fluttering sound, then collapsed them around me again. “As much as I would love to stay here like this with you,” he said, running one hand around my waist and the other from my waist to my stomach, then slowly upward as he kissed me softly on my cheek, chin, and neck. “We have to go,” he warned me, whispering in my ear as he kissed my lobe, then all the way down from the back of my ear to my collarbone.
Yum.
“You always make me feel so good,” I blurted out without even thinking, totally realizing after I said it how it sounded, and how he was going to take it, being a typical guy. So much for stopping. I hated being so needy.
“Is that right?” Gavin smirked, pulling me even closer so that if there was any doubt about what was going on with either of us physically, it was gone now.
We had been this close before; I wasn’t afraid. I was just uncomfortable because of the immense pressure I was under and fact that we were not alone. It seemed Gavin couldn’t care less. Fallen.
Gavin watched for a change in my expression before letting me know that he felt the exact same way by pulling me in even more and holding me firmly in place. I unintentionally licked my lips as I considered a clever retort, but could not, in that moment, think of one.
“Do that again,” he said, not taking his eyes from my mouth and blinking slowly.
“Do what again?” I teased, thrilled to have found a secret weapon to use on him, immediately forgetting our audience and the tasks at hand.
“You know exactly what I am talking about, Grace Ann Miller,” Gavin asserted, making his voice half an octave deeper than it normally was, but somehow softer and lighter in texture. He placed his hand behind my head, just at the base of my hairline, his fingers dancing as if my hair was a stage. It was soothing and titillating at the same time, making me shiver. Gavin smiled with pleasure.
I reached up to kiss him deeply and repeatedly on his mouth, cheeks, and chin. I couldn’t get enough of him and nearly forgot what had brought us there in the first place. I felt intoxicated, overwhelmed, like I was not myself, and the choices I was making, though pleasurable, were not my own. He was completely bewitching, irresistible, and part of me wondered if it was something he was doing on purpose—or if that was just part of being Fallen.
Still, I kissed his closed eyelids, nose, forehead, ears, neck, and more of his mouth. I got carried away, forgetting everything. If I had not felt the water, I don’t know when or if I would have stopped. Appropriate, since in that moment I wanted nothing more than to forget everyone and everything and drown in Gavin Zachary Vault.
Raindrops hit my nose first, then my hair, which is a huge no-no for a girl.
“Sorry to interrupt, Grace, but we gotta go,” Stone urged me as he whipped his hair around, spraying water from above, mostly on Gavin, before lowering himself to the ground.
Gavin let go of me, lowering his wings, never looking directly at Stone. It was forbidden for Virtues to have contact with Fallen. Gavin was showing respect for Stone and a tremendous amount of restraint, both in letting go of me and not taking Stone out. I was proud of him.
Stone waited patiently against a tall evergreen. Technically, Gavin was supposed to ask permission to speak or do pretty much anything in my presence and in Stone’s. I suppose a Fallen would never have an occasion when he would come into contact with a Virtue, but in any case that was the order of things. The fact was, Gavin and I, a Fallen and an Archangel, would never come into contact except to battle and try to kill one another. We were mortal enemies. Our ancestors have been trying to one up one another for ages, since the first Fall. And Stone being there just complicated the whole deal.
“We’ll finish this when we get home,” Gavin said softly. He kissed my nose, then flew away. And when he did, my clarity returned.
I could tell from Gavin’s posture that he did not like playing second fiddle to Stone. He worked hard at humility. It was not a trait angels exhibited, and Fallen struggled with it even more. Let me know when you and Water Boy are done making waves, he thought as he took Zion and Ambry around for some fun.
Temper tantrum number one for today, I teased Gavin telepathically as he flipped his hair and rolled his eyes at me. I think he may have even flipped me the bird.
“Grace, honestly, I didn’t expect him to be so … civilized,” Stone conceded with a hint of sarcasm in his voice while flipping his hair again as he approached me. It was another surprising move considering his place in our order, which was above mine. I was supposed to go to him. “My orders from Tia are to be of assistance to you, so while I’m here, on earth, in your realm, I serve you,” he explained, noticing the wrinkle of my eyebrows. Virtues rarely concerned themselves with mind reading. It was beneath them.
Stone began his update. “We should reach Nod in about one hour. We need you focused, Grace, not distracted. Do you understand?” He ran his fingers through his hair, spraying droplets of water.
I laughed. His whole deal was just comical to me. An angel made of water.
“Grace.” He seemed annoyed now. “Would it be easier for you if I were in a form, a body, an animal so you could pet me like … a dog maybe? Would you … respond to me better that way?”
Gavin whipped his head toward me at the sound of Stone’s tone and scowled, sending Stone a warning that he would attack him if he continued. That Stone didn’t snap Gavin’s neck in that instant was out of respect for me and much appreciated. The last thing I needed was the two of them getting into a pissing contest.
“Okay, I think you should take on a form for sure. That’s a great idea, actually, because I don’t think Jenny will be able to handle seeing you like that, and better to do it now than in front of her. The girl has been through a lot. I have no idea what her … um … interaction with Remi has done to her … what condition her body is in … uh … yeah … form would be great,” I said about as eloquently as I could manage.
“Fine.” Stone ascended without waiting for me to say anything else. He took off so fast that I barely had a chance to add more of my very opinionated opinion.
I trust he won’t be coming back, Gavin thought as he moved himself next to me.
“Sorry to disappoint!” Stone called, having just read Gavin’s mind. I supposed Stone would be doing lots of things for the first time while on earth. He walked out of the woods wearing a black hoodie similar to the one I was wearing—only his had angel wings painted on the back. Cool. His long legs were tucked into black skinny jeans that ended with checker board high top Converse sneakers. He held a long sword and a black leather quiver with arrows at his side and a bow on his back. His slick black hair, in that familiar pixie style, looked wet, as if he had just washed it, and it was flipped to one side, covering just enough of his deep green eyes to make me excited for his next hair flip, when both eyes would be exposed at the same time.
“Freaking poser,” Gavin mumbled under his breath.
I jabbed Gavin in his side and ran to give Stone a hug. He was beautiful.
I think that’s enough, Grace. We have to go, remember? Gavin thought.
“No horse? We’re not allowed to fly. Well, we could but, we shouldn’t,” I said as we walked back toward Gavin, who had already mounted Zion.
“Nope. Riding with you. And I’m pretty sure I know the rules a little better than you, newbie. No celestial powers unless human lives are in immediate and eminent danger,” Stone answered with a song in his voice and a wide smile. Stone affixed a newly materialized longsword to his back, took my hand, and flew me over to mount Ambry. Before Gavin had a chance to protest, we took off as Ambry let out a loud neigh that, if I had to guess, could be translated to mean, “Hot damn!”
As soon as we were riding, my visions started again, taking me back to the police station.
“Well, it doesn’t matter now. The police have everything they need,” he said.
My head started to hurt as the vision sped up, then slowed down, as if someone was fast-forwarding it to the spot they wanted me to see.
There’s Tyler. Who’s he talking to?
“With Gavin gone, I’ll take over and make whoever delivers Gavin to the police for the kidnapping of Grace Ann Miller second in command,” Tyler summarized as he stood in front of about ten Fallen Angels. The room cleared. Emeria stepped forward with a baby in her arms. I gasped.
She handed the baby to Tyler with a smile. “What about Grace? You know he will do anything to save her.”
“Grace will seal her own fate with her arrogance,” Tyler retorted as he smiled brightly at the bundle in his arms.
My heart was racing by the time the vision ended. I held on to Stone for dear life. I tried to feel something other than rage, but couldn’t. It was silent for a few minutes. No animals, nothing.
I pleaded with my brain to send me a good idea. Praefatio. I grabbed it from my backpack and started to read.
And the High Priestess had paid a great price on that day to ensure the balance of power remained. The sacrifice of humans to famine, war, and flood for an Earthly period of seven years was inconsequential, for the expense of the rule of Evil would be far greater. As the first day passed to the second, dark forces gathered. And all that were Fallen conspired.
This was it. I needed to know what happened next, how to stop this, change things for Remi if I could. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it before. My life, all of our lives, depended on me reading further. But the pages were blank. Waving my hand several times like a lunatic did nothing to change it. I continued to flip and wave, desperate to find the answers, to know. Nothing. And then it occurred to me. Of course the pages were blank. It hadn’t happened yet. Coconuts.
I placed Praefatio back in my bag, equally enlightened and defeated. I could fix things for Remi and Jenny, but at what cost? Human lives? Famine? War? I wasn’t sure I was cut out for this.
Silence thick as tree trunks surrounded us. It went on like that for about thirty miles before I got used to it, even welcomed it.
Then, out of nowhere, I heard loud flapping noises, like a swarm of really large birds, thousands of them, not too far from us. A few minutes later, the sound of growling, hissing, and howling creatures, not animals, but something way more sinister. We were about to be attacked.
I closed my eyes so I could assess the situation more clearly.
“Tell me what you see, Grace,” Stone said as he slowed slightly so he and Gavin would be aligned. I realized then that Stone had been tuning in to my thoughts. I opened my mind fully to Stone and Gavin. They needed to see what I saw.
I could clearly see that two Fallen led the charge from the air.
“Keep going, Grace,” Gavin insisted, sounding as if he was in pain. I knew it was hard for him, especially with Stone there, to admit that his family was responsible for this attack. It was putting us in danger, and Gavin knew that Stone questioned his loyalty to me. Still, I went on.
“There are two black lions. In the surrounding woods, I’m tracking three vamps and two demonic shifters.”
“Stone, if I may be allowed to address you?” Gavin asked with a hint of sarcasm, flipping his hair, though it was unnecessary since it was being blown back by the wind.
These pretty boys and their hair. Oops.
“Sure, Fallen,” Stone replied calmly, but not before shooting me a look of disapproval over my “pretty boy” thought.
“The shape shifters have no powers, sent merely to scare the humans … er, Grace and Jenny. I can take the vampires easily, but … I will not fight Fallen. I will leave that to you and Grace. But I got your back,” Gavin concluded with an air of superiority, though superiority over whom, I could not tell.
“Thanks, Gavin. I appreciate your candor.” Stone sounded sincere.
“Grace.” Gavin turned to look at me. “What do you want to do?” He asked as if he was now taking orders from me. The sounds from above and behind us grew louder.
“What do you mean, what do I want to do?” I knew exactly what he meant.
“Grace, we’re about twenty miles from Nod. We’re not going to make it. We have to fight,” Stone declared as if fighting was fun.
“We should make it,” Gavin replied with confidence, as if he had been part of the original planning.
Stone shot a disgusted look at Gavin. “Yeah, well, your little detour back there gave them all the time they needed to catch up with us. Leave it to a Fallen to sacrifice the lives of millions of humans because he can’t keep his lust in check.”
Millions of humans? Wasted efforts? We hadn’t stopped for that long. And, for his information, we did not stop because we wanted to make out. It just ended up happening that way.
“Sorry, Grace, that’s all it took. You were supposed to follow the plan, exactly to the letter,” Stone apologized as he rode Ambry harder. “We’re gonna have to fight now.”
“Nothing is going to stop me from helping Remi. Keep going, to the gate. We have to get to the gate. We need LJ, Caius, and Arcturus,” I insisted.
“Grace, we won’t make it!” Gavin shouted as he shot an arrow through a shapeshifter darting through the wood to his right in the form of a white tiger. Zion never even broke stride.
“This is gonna be fun,” Stone laughed as he raced ahead of Gavin, who jaunted beside us as if kicking Zion into over drive. “Sorry, Grace, I need my own wheels,” Stone said as he spread his wings and suspended himself in the air between Gavin and me while we continued to ride toward Nod.
I grabbed Ambry’s reins as a huge horse appeared out of nowhere, matching Zion’s exact physical features and dress, minus the crest. “A companion for Ambry, perhaps, when this is over?” Stone laughed, looking over his shoulder as he mounted the new horse.
“Nice, Aqua Man,” Gavin teased.
“Grace, look out,” Stone yelled.
A vampire jumped up onto Ambry’s back. Long nails clawed into Ambry’s skin as the vampire reached for me and attempted to pull me off. There were two others behind him.
I pulled a short knife from my right side, then turned to my left and shoved the ten-inch blade into his heart as he jumped up. It was so gross. Blood poured in spurts at first from the site of the wound, then from his rotten mouth in a spray all over me. The vampire fell forward onto Ambry, nearly lifeless, legs dangling as we rode. I reached under him to pull my knife out. Sticky, hot blood covered the handle, making it impossible to grip. I wiped my hands on my pants and grabbed the knife, pulled it out, sliced his head off Fruit Ninja style, and then watched as his head rolled behind us. Freaking vampire bled all over me and poor Ambry before I shoved the rest of him off.
Two other vampires were hot on my tail. I was surprised the Fallen had played their hand so early in the game. I guess they’d assumed getting me out of the way left them room to sweep in and take Jenny’s baby, since Gavin wouldn’t fight them and they didn’t know Stone was going to be there.
They were gaining on us pretty fast. Stone grabbed one of his knives and threw it into a gigantic black lion that had materialized to his far left, stopping it immediately. Stone jumped down off his horse, which had yet to be given a name, and in one fluid movement beheaded the beast he had just impaled with the same knife.
“Just in case!” he shouted.
That seemed to make the vampires mad, so the girl came after me with a vengeance. This girl could not have been older than me and was pretty short, petite. But boy was she quick. She took to the air without wings and punched me square in the face. I was not expecting that.
Out of the corner of my good eye, I saw Gavin take out a shapeshifting black bear and a werewolf. Sexy, I thought to myself as Gavin smiled, hearing my private thoughts again.
Stone successfully battled two Fallen, another black lion, and two demons in about three and a half minutes. Super Virtue. I don’t know if we would have made it without him, since I had obviously been wrong in my original assessment of the number of Seekers.
That vampire chick had a chip on her shoulder and was determined to take it out on me. “Pick on someone your own size” and “never hit a girl” did not apply here. She ate humans. Well, their blood. She sucker punched me in the eye in front of my boyfriend and smiled. Unacceptable. I hadn’t hit her back—yet. I dismounted Ambry, landing quite gracefully on my feet, keeping my eyes trained on Vampire Chick.
As we circled one another, deciding how we were going to end our little standoff, we were joined by Vampire Boy, who stood slightly behind her, towering over her with his more than six-foot frame and surprisingly young appearance. And then I got why they were there. Tyler must have assumed the human girl would have a problem taking on vampire kids.
Everything okay, Grace? Gavin asked me telepathically, fearing the same thing.
Good, thanks. How are we looking otherwise? I asked, trying to sound completely in control.
Two demons at large, Fallen at the gate as we suspected. Last two vampires standing before you, Gavin replied with a smile in his tone.
“Why are you here?”
“Same as you,” said the boy vampire as the girl elbowed him in the ribs and rolled her eyes at me. She glided across the space between us, and I caught her neck with my left hand as I held my knife to her heart with the right. A gasp fell from her full, ruby-red lips. Her friend tried to rush me, and I threw her into him with such force that it knocked them both to the ground like dominoes.
“I’m going to save your life today because it’s obvious that you don’t have a clue. If you make me live to regret that decision, I will come after you. Do you understand?” I said in my best movie hero voice. I was pumped. Stone was right; it was fun.
“If they want you dead, they’ll kill you. We’re dead already.” The girl sighed as she unwittingly foretold her future and made a pun at the same time.
“I’d be happy to put you out of your misery now if you like,” I offered, feeling quite confident as I spread my wings and luminosity shone from me.
“Who are you?” the boy vampire asked, his eyes wide with fear and amazement.
“I’m Archangel Grace Ann Miller.”


PART FOUR
Closer to the Edge


So It Shall be Done
When we arrived at the huge, iron gate, there was a man with the most welcoming smile. Holy cow. It was Mr. Johnson from our street. The one Mom had called The Mayor. I was happy and confused at once. I hugged him anyway. It was good to see a familiar face.
Above us, dark clouds rolled by, and it looked as if the sky was going to open any minute and pour for days.
“Hi, Grace. Makes sense now, huh? Why Vivienne wanted me to watch out for you when you were a child? I’m high priest of Nod!” He hugged me, something angels didn’t really get into. Mr. Johnson released me and said, “The others are waiting for you inside. Come quickly, now. We have had unwelcome visitors all day.” He motioned at the dark clouds overhead, then waved us on as he rubbed ghost-white sideburns that extended down his cheeks.
He darted his clouded blue eyes left and right. As I followed his intense gaze, I could make out the red and yellow eyes of demons, but I was not afraid. We entered the protective gate, and it closed quickly behind us with a loud, reassuring clang.
Caius came running up to me, screaming, “Grace!” I was surprised by the human-like display of emotion and affection as he hugged me. LJ seemed more interested in Stone—her gaze moved past me to him immediately.
We continued on foot, walking the horses, and the people of Nod seemed oblivious to us. It wasn’t anything like I expected; I hadn’t had much time to look around last time I was here. Lights and wreaths were being hung, and as I passed them, it hit me. It was Christmas Eve. I had been so wrapped up in everything that was happening that I had forgotten about my very favorite holiday.
“Mr. Johnson, has Remi arrived? Is he OK?”
He considered my questions for longer than I thought necessary. They were yes or no questions.
“I will take you to Archangel Remiel. Aside from that, there is nothing more I can do,” he said, and then he did the strangest thing. Mr. Johnson turned around to face Stone and said, “Virtue, I pray thee. A horse, please.” He lowered his head in Stone’s direction, and for the second time that day, Stone materialized a horse out of thin air, this one a white stallion, which Mr. Johnson hopped on as if it had belonged to him all along.
“Shut. Up!” LJ exclaimed as admiration washed over her face.
“Let’s go, people. Mr. Johnson will lead the way.” I jumped on Ambry and positioned myself next to him.
Mr. Johnson led us through a small town that looked like it should have been a set for an old western TV show: small farmhouses spread out over a large area and a main street complete with a general store, pharmacy and doctor’s office, a trading post for mail pick up, and a church that doubled as a schoolhouse. Large satellite dishes were also visible, along with fiber optic cable wires from time to time. Bizarre. Except for the occasional historical tidbit or a neigh from one of the horses, we were all pretty quiet. I don’t think anyone knew what to say.
“Here,” Mr. Johnson said as he stopped in front of the blue-painted church. “The horses will graze out back. Aquus, you come with us.” He commanded the horses as we dismounted and they obeyed, except one.
Aquus, which was apparently the name of Stone’s horse, changed immediately from a horse into an angel that looked exactly like Stone, only probably about twenty pounds heavier, all muscle and wings that looked as if they were chiseled from rock. He pulled Stone into himself and they became one, no ascension like last time, he just changed like a shapeshifter, only way cooler, right before my eyes.
“Okay, what the heck was that?” I demanded, pulling Stone’s arm.
Gavin roared in amazement. “Nice!” he congratulated Stone, bonding over some stupid guy shifter appreciation thing. I thought they were gonna fist bump next.
“I’ll explain later. It’s what I do. It’s my purpose.”
“Yeah? And your name? It’s not Stone?” I demanded, angrier now as we walked up the steps to the church.
“Grace, we don’t have time for this,” Mr. Johnson advised me. “Stone Aquus is here to help you. He’s a warrior. You need him right now.”
“Well, how can he help me if I don’t understand all that he is capable of?”
Gavin put his hand on my lower back, calming me, but not nearly enough.
Mr. Johnson and Stone both stepped back as the door to the church opened. They saw it before I did. Before I could react, someone raised a hand to strike me. I crouched down, but it was too late. Sucker punched for the second time that day. I went down, disoriented, trying to get my wits about me, but all I could see was the ground, and not all that well. I blinked a few times and saw red drops. I was bleeding. I blinked some more and looked up. He was coming for me again.
Gavin grabbed the hand and twisted it, then grabbed the person by the neck with his other hand. Fallen. As I regained my stance, I could see other Fallen closing in around us, clearly intending to break the rules of Nod.
Reclaiming ground, I stood up, able to see a little better, and wiped the blood from my mouth. I grabbed a Tachi Gunto from my back, and the sound of the sword being released from its sheath gave me a charge. Then LJ ran up the steps faster than light, grabbed my sword, removed the wings of my attacker with it, and pushed him to the ground as I watched Gavin cringe. Had I hesitated?
“Sorry,” was all I could say as I watched Gavin stare in horror at the Fallen who lay in front of him, dark wings three steps below. I turned to LJ, who had a huge smile on her face. She held my sword like a true warrior, up in one hand above her head with her chest rising and falling quickly from the adrenaline.
“Very cool,” LJ acknowledged as she handed my sword back to me dripping with blood. “I prefer bows and arrows myself,” she added as she looked over at Gavin. She crouched down, placed her bow in her left hand and steadied it, removed an arrow from her quiver with her right, positioned it, and took aim at a Fallen. Fallen down. Gavin joined her, the two of them taking silent pleasure in the contest.
LJ flipped her thick brown hair from side to side as she reached again into her black leather quiver. She panned the area in front of us, waiting for other Fallen to come into view. Gavin braced, then took out a demon that had come into his peripheral vision. One on the left and another right after, just behind him. Anger, then hatred.
And demons smell pretty horrible. Think rotting eggs, stale tuna fish, and sulfur. Oh, and that’s before you kill them. When they die—the stink is amplified. Yeah, it’s not something you ever want to smell. Ever.
I watched the scene unfold as Stone Aquus, or whatever, cut off the wings of a Fallen he had been battling. As the Fallen’s wingless body hit the ground, Aquus flew over to an unsuspecting Fallen about to kick Caius in the stomach, raised his sword and shouted, “Ha!” as he lowered his blade and removed his wings.
A second later, Gavin flew past me, and I took flight behind him. He landed with his right foot on top of the Fallen he had just put an arrow in. It was a girl, probably about ten years old. He had to hurry since the arrow would stop her only temporarily. She would start to heal in a few minutes.
I removed the arrow and then gently clipped her wings. As a new human child she had to be lowered to the ground gently or the impact to her new body could kill her.
I raced to the top of the church steps and I waited for the remaining Fallen to show themselves. Something didn’t seem right. It was almost too easy. “I’m here!” I shouted. “You want me? Come and get me!”
Mr. Johnson appeared out of nowhere on the steps next to me. “Grace, let’s get to Archangel Remiel.”
Caius was gathering up the bleeding, weak, and disoriented. There was a slight breeze in the air, and I could still smell the stink of dead demons. Rancid. Caius mounted his horse, ready to dispose of the newly de-winged; unattended bodies were ripe for demon possession.
I kept my eyes glued in front of me, slowly panning from left to right, still waiting for someone to jump out at any time. A low fog had started to gather at the bottom of the church steps.
“Caius,” I shouted like war commanders I had seen in movies. “Find Marcus. He will take care of them. Tell him that I will visit soon and am in his debt.”
As Mr. Johnson took my arm to lead me into the church, a little boy came running up the steps. “Mr. Johnson! Mr. Johnson!”
Mr. Johnson turned to see the little boy’s horrified expression. I looked at LJ, then Gavin, who looked at each other, and then at me. They seemed to know something I didn’t. The little boy reached Mr. Johnson, whispered in his ear, and then stood horrified as Mr. Johnson decided what to do with the news he had just been given. It didn’t take long.
“Grace, we must go to Remiel now.” Mr. Johnson placed an appreciative hand on the boy’s shoulder, sighed, and led me into the church before I could say a word.
I tucked my sword away and followed him. I turned to see if the little boy had gone back down safely, but he was gone. Nothing but hundreds of huge brown rats running down the steps. Gross. I decided not to ask what the boy had said.
We hurried up the main aisle, past the pews and the pulpit, with Gavin, Stone Aquus, and LJ following closely behind us. I heard the flutter of wings and knew they had to be that of Fallen.
“Come on, Grace, the Angel of Death is on his way—we don’t know who he will claim,” Mr. Johnson insisted as I faltered just slightly, made lightheaded by the news. I could tell the Fallen were gaining on us, the sounds of their wings louder and louder in my ears. We were moving so fast that we were blurring.
“I’ll get rid of them,” Stone Aquus offered as he turned to go back and fight.
“I’ll go with you, Stone, Aquus, or whatever your name is!” LJ shouted as she turned to go with him. She seemed to have little regard for his status as a Virtue and more concern for him as a cute boy.
Behind me I heard punching, blades ripping skin, heavy breathing, and grunts. Oh God.
I hope they’re okay. I hope I don’t get them killed. Please don’t get killed because of me.
We raced through a door that was hidden behind the altar, then headed down what seemed like an endless flight of steps. We were at least one hundred stories underground, or more. I could no longer tell. I was getting dizzy.
Not now. This is not the time for visions.
Mr. Johnson was practically pulling me as Gavin pushed me forward from behind. My mind was a blur. I was having trouble standing up as we glided faster than I ever recall moving. I tried to push the vision from my head, but it was there, staring me in the face. It seemed to be a vision of the present.
“OOOWWWWWWW!” LJ screamed as the blade sliced through her left wing. I could feel her exact pain. I remembered when Gavin ripped that one little feather from my wing and shoved it in Remi’s mouth months ago. When a being is de-winged, when wings are cut completely from from your back, you literally become cut off from The Divine One, and you don’t feel it. But having someone slice a part of your wing off is like having someone slice your arm off. It hurts like hell!
LJ grabbed her quiver and tried to pull an arrow from it, but she was in too much pain. I was off balance; my equilibrium was jacked. I had to help LJ, but my body was being pulled down by Mr. Johnson. I broke free from both Gavin and Mr. Johnson and started to head back up as fast as I could. I was not going to let LJ get killed on my watch. I wouldn’t let her die for me. God, no. It was LJ. He was here for LJ—The Angel of Death. No.
I spoke to her mind. LJ, I’m coming. Can you hear me?
Grace. Stay where you are. It’s a trap, was the message I got back, but it was too late.
Someone grabbed my arm and pulled a sword from my back just as I reached the top of the steps. From the way he smelled, I gathered he was Fallen. I wriggled around to no avail as he succeeded in pulling me into a choke hold.
“Grace!” Gavin shouted as he reached me, horror tensing his entire body.
“I’m okay, Gavin. This Neanderthal is going to put me down, and I’m going to make a human out of him. Wanna watch?” I removed my short knives from my sides so slowly I hardly made any movement at all. The confidence came from out of nowhere. Doofus hadn’t even realized that I’d moved.
“Grace, seriously. He has your sword and your neck. Just do what he says,” Gavin advised me, unsure of how I intended to get out of my predicament.
“How about I make mere humans out of you both? They say it doesn’t hurt, losing your wings. But I’m certain I can figure out how to make it hurt,” I countered, keeping my eyes fixed on Gavin.
“Let’s not get carried away. I don’t want any trouble, angel,” Gavin conceded, bowing for effect.
“Then call off your brother and walk away,” I ordered, fully in command.
You are so hot when you give me orders and threaten to de-wing me, Gavin spoke telepathically, after opening his mind only to me.
“You two bore me. Either kill me or take my wings. I’d love to go to Eden with the rest of them, Your Highness,” the Fallen offered sarcastically, looking from me to Gavin with equal disdain.
“Sorry, buddy. No Eden for you.” I jammed my short knives into his sides, and he went down like a bowling pin behind me, releasing his hold on my neck. Darkness crept across his face. But I was not going to let him get off that easily.
“Sleep and never wake again.” I waved my hand over his eyes as they closed, and his body slumped. A slight hesitation came over me before I put my short knife through his once-angelic heart. The sound and smell were nauseating. I was surprised by how little life had been in him. I got up, flipped him on his side, cut off his wings, and placed his lifeless body flat on the ground.
I sent a telepathic APB to LJ and Stone Aquus: Whoever gets here first. Had to take down a Fallen. Burn him and make sure there’s nothing left for any demons who may be hanging around to feed on.
I realized Gavin had been staring at me, and I couldn’t quite tell what he was thinking. I was certain it unnerved him to see me take down his so-called brothers. I couldn’t worry about that. I headed down to look for Remi.
“Nice work, Arch,” Gavin teased me on the way down. “Impressive skills you got there. Should I be worried?” He did seem a little worried. Killing an angel was not something you saw someone do every day.
“Yes, you should,” I replied with a smirk, only half joking.


Last Impressions
At the bottom of the steps was a dark, open space. I could see well, compliments of my new state of being. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling in the center of the cavernous area. Two massive-looking beings that appeared to be carved out of stone stood guard in front of a wooden door that seemed relatively small. Gavin and I approached the door; they remained motionless.
The door opened right before I could knock. An exhausted-looking and shirtless Remi greeted me, nearly knocking me over with the biggest hug. He buried his newly buzzed-cut head in my hair, sobbing, shaking and holding on with his life.
“It’s okay, Remi. Everything is gonna to be okay,” I whispered, and noticed he smelled a little less sweet. I stroked his newly fuzzy hair and turned my nose away slightly. He needed a shower big time.
Taking his hand in mine felt like old times as we walked together into the room where he and Jenny had been staying. Gavin attempted to follow.
“You stay here,” the guard closest to the door mumbled, not moving at all. His “I can go where Grace goes” vest wasn’t going to help him now. I felt bad, but this wasn’t about him. I think he knew that.
Before I stepped into the room, I touched the being closest to me on his huge arm. It was as if he came to life as he arched his back and then bowed slightly, offering what could have been a smile. The sound of rocks rubbing against one another was loud in the expansive space.
“Guard? What happened to Mr. Johnson?” I looked around the open area, hoping to see a familiar face, but even Remi looked like a stranger to me.
“Mr. Johnson has returned to his post, Your Highness. He says neither you nor the Archangel Remiel requires his services any longer. He asks that the Fallen One remain outside.” The guard moved back into place, still keeping a close eye on Gavin.
I took one last look at Gavin, hoping that my reassuring smile would be enough. My family needed me. Gavin nodded and mouthed, “I love you,” just as Remi pulled me inside and closed the door behind us.
“Want something to eat, drink?” Remi offered, as if I was visiting him and Jenny at their new marital home for the first time. He seemed agitated, yet was acting like this was the most natural thing in the world. He had to have known what we had just been through to get to him. There were Thrones guarding his room. Jenny was about to give birth to an unknown being. Gavin, a High Fallen, was just outside the door. People were trying to kill us. This was not a social call.
He plopped down on one of two couches in the room. One faced a fireplace, and the other, a flat screen TV. He sat down deep into the cushions as if he intended to stay there forever. I suppose it was as good a hiding place as any. All he cared about was keeping Jenny alive. And I guess now, after everything, he could if he really wanted to. Things were different today, not like they were in Tyler’s day. No one had to die.
“No thanks,” I refused, still standing, looking around, anxious to see Jenny, and trying to shake the thought of Remi turning Jenny into a vampire from my mind.
Remi’s eyes darted back and forth from the TV, to the door, to me, and back again. The TV was off.
“Are Mom and Dad here?” I asked, switching my weight from one leg to the other impatiently. Remi’s demeanor was unsettling.
“Dad was here. He’s gone now. Michael was here, too. Even Raphael and Marcus, my dad.” Remi seemed proud to go down the list of prestigious visitors.
“Remi,” I started, but was unsure of what to say, so I decided to sit before continuing. “What does Jenny know about what’s happening to her? To you? What are you going to do?”
Remi’s right leg shook, fast and constant like a drug addict’s. He had bags under his eyes and looked pretty beat. The light that used to emanate from him was almost completely gone. Almost.
“What were you thinking, Remi? I mean, it’s clear what you were thinking.” I wasn’t helping at all.
“Seriously, Grace!” Remi shouted as he stood up, then fell involuntarily back onto the couch, too weak to act out. “You think I don’t know how badly I screwed up? How screwed up I am?” Tears streamed down his caramel face. “These freaking shackles!” Remi grabbed at his ankles, but I didn’t see anything.
“Listen to me,” I instructed him. I moved over to the couch where he sat. “We don’t know if the baby is Fallen, for God’s sake. Even still, we have to protect it, and we know now that we can’t keep the baby here. The Fallen don’t respect Nod as a neutral place anymore. We need to take the baby to the Garden. You can stay here, or you can move to Kheiron with me. Work with me, Remi, I’m thinking out loud here.”
Remi sat, rubbing his ankles. “What about Jenny?” he asked suddenly.
“Ahhhhh!” Jenny screamed from the next room as if being stabbed.
Remi stood up, then tried to run toward the room where Jenny was. It broke my heart to see him in this condition, fragile and weak as he struggled to take the necessary steps to reach her. His feet seemed glued to the ground as he walked, pulling, and a seemingly immense effort was needed to propel himself forward.
“Jenny, babe, are you okay?” Remi asked as he made it to the door to the bedroom at the end of the hall, struggling to breathe.
“Ahhhhhhhh!” Jenny let out another louder, longer blood-curdling scream as she crouched forward, grabbing her stomach in pain. Her legs were spread wide and her feet pressed firmly against the palms of Vivienne’s hands in a surreal scene, since there was no visible sign of pregnancy.
“Mom,” Remi and I said at the same time. She was delivering Jenny’s baby. Dark brown bruises encircled by purple, then black and yellow, covered Jenny’s body in a pattern that seemed odd at first, but was no doubt from the being growing inside her. When I looked closer, I could have sworn it was in the shape of the Big Dipper.
I grimaced at the sight of her. Remi hurried to her side to cover her from my judgmental eyes, but the damage had already been done.
“Push,” Mom instructed Jenny calmly.
Jenny’s face was pale, almost green. It was as if someone had doused her with a bucket of water. Her mangled hair was dripping into tiny individual pools on the floor. If I didn’t know it was a birth, I would have sworn I had walked in on an exorcism. The room smelled slightly of metal. Remi paced back and forth as a few grayish-white feathers fell to the floor.
“It’s okay, Jenny. You’re gonna be okay,” Remi lied as he wiped her forehead with his hand. He breathed on her and cooled her, drying the skin on her face.
I stayed near the door as I watched Vivienne work with Jenny, contemplating the fact that Remi was not the least bit sad for what he had done. My mind was working overtime trying to figure this out.
“AAAGGGHHHH! OOOOOOHHHHHH!” Jenny screamed as she lunged forward, grabbed her knees, then immediately fell back onto the bed, exhausted.
“Good job, Jenny. You have a beautiful baby boy!” Mom exclaimed as she pulled a tiny ball of slippery, bloody, yucky mess from Jenny’s insides. Gross. Vivienne cut the cord and wrapped the baby in a blanket from on a table nearby before walking over and handing him to me. “Uh, Mom. Don’t you think Jenny or Remi want to hold their baby?” I whispered as I looked over and saw Remi bent over Jenny. He covered her with his body.
“Babe, it’s a boy,” Remi informed Jenny as he held her head in his hand. She looked worse than she did before. She was starting to turn blue, even as she forced a smile.
“Is … is that … that Grace?” she managed through chattering teeth, turning her head to me. That she had any energy at all was astonishing. Her entire body shook uncontrollably. “I’m so-o … c-c-c-c-co-o-col-old.”
In the far corner of the room, a huge, black blob appeared on the floor, and at first I thought perhaps I was seeing things. I hugged the baby to me.
“Remi, you need to go now,” Mom said as she noticed it too.
“I’m not leaving. Let him face me,” Remi challenged Mom. “Get Gavin in here. He can turn her. I won’t lose her!” he shouted as he hunched over Jenny.
The blob was getting larger and taller. I clutched the baby closer to me, and he looked up at me and smiled. He was so cute. His smile widened. Freaking kid was reading my thoughts. Bad, angel nephew.
“Jenny, Remi. Have you decided on a name?” Mom’s speech was fast—as if the mob was chasing her.
“Jenny, babe. Stay with me. What do you want to name him?” Remi tapped Jenny on the face the way I’ve seen people do in movies to get someone to pay attention. More tears.
“Ni … Nico,” Jenny managed as a single tear slid down her cheek. Her body seemed wasted.
The blob from the corner evolved into a figure, a male person who stood tall. He spread white wings that spanned about eight feet across and a second set of black wings under those. After a quick pan of the room, he cleared the distance between us and bowed.
“I’m here to attend to the death of Jennifer Carolyn Larson. I’m Zane,” the amazing being who’d appeared out of the floor asserted.
Tears dropped quickly down my cheeks as I realized who he was. Zane was there to take Jenny’s soul from this world.
“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” Zane addressed me as a smile lit his entire face from his golden hair to his exquisite chin. In that moment, I understood the light people often recalled in near-death experiences. It was him, Zane. He had come for them, but for some reason, he’d let them stay.
Coconuts. “Mom, will you take your … grandson for a minute and let me have a moment with Zane?” I asked, handing baby Nico to Vivienne before she could answer.
I noticed her take a snip of his hair. Mom shoved the snippet of baby hair into my jeans pocket and said, “Grace, you are our hope now. Do what your intuition tells you—no matter what the cost.” And with that and a smile, Mom was gone. The last thing I heard was a “coochi-coo” before the door closed, and she took baby Nico to Eden. She hadn’t let Remi or Jenny hold him, and they hadn’t asked.
I turned my attention back to Zane. I was gonna need to wow him with a story the likes he’d never before heard.
“I guess you must hear this kind of thing all the time,” I started as soon as the door closed after Mom, not exactly impressed with my own opening. I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. I needed more time to think.
“Grace, Jenny’s already dead. I can’t bring her back. I’ve only stayed to hear you out because you’re Michael’s daughter and are betrothed to Lucifer’s son. No one wants to be on the receiving end of the wrath of either of those two. Tell me, what is it you want, and I’ll do what I can,” he offered in the sweetest voice, obedient and ready. He tucked his hands into navy boot cut jeans, pushing his black pea coat aside as he did.
I barely heard anything beyond “Lucifer’s son” after I mentally tripped over “Michael’s daughter.” The room was spinning around me. I felt like Neo when he finally realized he was The One. So this was the big not-so-secret secret. A double whammy—Michael’s daughter betrothed to Lucifer’s son. I was the big dork that had been walking around like a complete idiot this entire time, thinking one thing about myself and being only half right. Everyone, even Zane, the freaking Angel of Death, knew, and no one thought to tell me.
I felt like I was spinning, no, standing still, and every conversation I’d had over the last few months was spinning around me. Lies, half-truths, innuendos, miscommunications, smiles, slights, bullshit, and righteous indignation. I closed my eyes and took it all in—the truth of it—my truth.
And then I knew it like butterflies shaking around in my stomach trying to free themselves, flying straight up to my mind whispering into my brain what I should have seen all along.
I got it right then—my purpose—why I had to live on earth as human. The Divine Plan to stop the Great Battle, or at least level the playing field, was born (pun intended) with me. The idea was to make the kids of the players fall head over heels in love and marry—Romeo and Juliet style—only this time, they couldn’t die. Wait until the humans got a load of this.
So basically, I had the power to blow the entire thing out of the water. That’s why people wanted me dead, or they were walking on eggshells so as not to upset me, or they were catering to me, bowing to me, breaking into my room and trying to kill my friends and family. Claro.
With Remi a Fallen, my loyalty was even further compromised. Gavin, the son of not just any seraphim but the Seraphim—the first Fallen Angel, adored above others by God.
The more I considered all of the possible scenarios, the worse I felt. “A-ha” moments and smacks upside the head along with feelings of betrayal, empowerment, and disgust made for one messed up me. I nearly forgot where I was and what I was supposed to be doing.
“Grace, control this Fallen before I’m forced to end his life!” Zane shouted, his voice echoing in the walls.
Gavin? Oh God, not again.
I snapped back to the reality of what was going on to find Remi choking Zane and screaming, “I’ll kill you. Bring her back, you bastard. She’s not responsible for what I did. Bring her back. You can bring her back. You didn’t have to take her. Bring her back!”
I flew into the air and grabbed Remi, pulled him off Zane, and caught Zane’s arm by accident. In that moment, I sensed the restraint he had exercised for Remi’s sake and sent a very heartfelt thank you to his mind. Had he responded by trying to push Remi off of him, Remi, in his weakened state, would likely have been killed by that simple act.
As Remi and I landed in the corner next to Jenny’s bed, I bowed his head between his legs so he wouldn’t have to witness Zane removing Jenny. “Stay here and don’t move.” It was then that I saw the shackles Remi had complained about earlier. They were open, but I closed them as I kissed his head and then moved to stop Zane before he left with Jenny.
“Grace, what will you have me do? I am not the one who can make that decision or perform this particular miracle,” he offered as kindly as he could under the circumstances.
I didn’t need to think too long. I’d known what I would do if this moment came since the stables. “What if I had an Angel in desperate need of a body to inhabit? How would that work?” I asked in a low voice so Remi wouldn’t hear.
“Absolutely not!” Remi shouted as he stood up, stumbling, then bracing himself against the wall as he caught sight of Zane carrying Jenny’s limp body. Her spirit had not yet awakened in his arms. Taking a deep breath he continued, “Grace, please.” Remi was crying again as he struggled to remain standing. “It would be too much for me, Emeria in Jenny’s body. Please, don’t do this,” Remi pleaded, collapsing into a fetal position on the floor.
My heart was breaking. I cleared the air between Zane and me, making my decision as I went.
“Zane,” I offered as I took a deep breath, placed my hand on his arm, and looked Jenny over as he held her. “I want my sister to have Jenny’s body.”
Silence except for Remi’s sniffles.
“If no one knew that Jenny’s spirit was actually freed, we could convince people—her parents—that Jenny was still alive. They wouldn’t have to suffer.” I was doing this for the Larsons as much as I was for Emeria. It was the least I could do considering what Remi and I had done to them. And Remi, he would come to appreciate it in the long run. He just couldn’t see it at the time.
“Yes,” was all Zane said, and I could tell he wanted to say more, to disapprove. It was not his place.
“Then it’s settled,” I decided, and added, “Emeria will have to bind to the body before it turns, though; you know she was bitten.”
Zane looked suspiciously over toward Remi, then back at me. “No, I wasn’t aware of that. I don’t get much info about the circumstances. Just a name, location, and a general description—oh, and a scent,” he added at the last minute.
“I can’t go into details, but the only reason she hadn’t turned was that precious baby inside her—the Archangel part,” I continued as if talking to a school friend about what I had gotten from the mall.
“So you want the body? Are you sure?” He raised an eyebrow, then lowered it.
“I will allow Emeria to be bonded to the body forever, if she agrees to it.” I was thinking out loud, rattling off orders, instructions for everyone who was privy to my mind.
I was following my heart like Vivienne advised, and it felt good. I finally felt like the Archangel everyone said I was: clear, in command, and assured.
“Jennifer will never be able to return to the body she was born in. You know that, right?” Zane was steadfast and barely moved.
“We will deal with that when the time comes—if the time comes.” My voice was a little harsher than I expected, and it seemed he got the message as he began to back away, but I started to speak again and he stopped. “Emeria must agree to live her life as Jenny Larson, the daughter of Victoria and Kenneth Larson, an angel, but stripped of celestial talents. Remi will be her charge, responsible for keeping her in line, and if he agrees, there may be a chance that he can remain—as he is,” I managed as the last part took me by complete surprise.
I hadn’t considered it before, and neither had Zane or Remi. The reason Remi hadn’t Fallen completely became clear to us all. Remi’s son, Nico. There was no way to tell what type of angel he was. Now that he was here, what he ultimately turned out to be—Archangel, Fallen, human, or something entirely different—remained to be seen. And when he did display one heritage over another, we would need to be ready. Remi could stay as he was—half-Fallen—or choose a life that was completely devoid of goodness. I supposed time would tell.
For the time being, Emeria would have a body and would be with Remi as Jenny Larson, and at least on the surface, everyone would be happy.
LJ, please find Emeria. She’ll take this better coming from you. The body will remain here so Remi can be present for the bonding. Arcturus, come. Gabe, alert the Cherubim at the southern gates of Eden to lower their swords and ask Marcus to meet Caius and Arcturus there, I instructed everyone telepathically.
Everyone seemed receptive except, of course, my sister. Emeria tried to block me at first, but when she heard there was a body for her, she was more amenable. As I scanned her mind, I found that she was excited about the prospect of a baby and a relationship with Remi. I had had no idea.
“Zane, thank you for helping me think this through,” I said as he released Jenny’s spirit from her body by placing his lips on hers and inhaling deeply. He’d taken to the air as he did and was at least two feet off the ground, hovering. I had never seen anyone free a spirit before and wondered if I could do it. It seemed like an immensely sensual kiss between a couple.
He smiled at me when he was done. “You probably could, Archangel Grace Ann Miller. Once you’ve fully ascended, anything’s possible. You’ll see.” There was laughter in his voice, a lightheartedness that made me think there was much more to him than just death, as a shadow passed over his face.
Jenny looked as she had before only lighter, translucent, and floaty, suspended above her own lifeless body. Not wanting her to see, I took the body from Zane’s arms. A body without a spirit is remarkably light, so I flew easily over to the bed, placed her body on it, and covered it with a sheet.
“I’ll take excellent care of her and let you know personally when she’s ready,” Zane offered before disappearing into a bright light in the center of the room.
I held my hand to my chest as I watched Jenny. It was the last time I would see her for some time. I would make a case for her to be granted Divine Repurposing—if she wanted it. Jenny would have the chance to start over, with a new life, born in a new body. Birthing an Archangel would afford her this special right.
For the first time I felt like I knew why I had been chosen. The Larsons would get their daughter back. Remi and Gavin would no longer be at each other’s throats. Best of all, I no longer had to worry about Emeria’s designs on Gavin. She would be living with the Larsons and betrothed to Remi. Everyone won.
Remi slumped in the corner, awaiting Emeria. I knew that no amount of hugs, reassurance, or parting words was going to alter the state he was in. He had to come to terms with his actions, his loss, and the future he had once dreamed of for himself, Nico, and Jenny. He had to accept Emeria into his life as a blessing or a curse, and he had eternity to grapple with the what ifs.
I kissed his buzzed head as I left, letting all the love I felt for him leave my heart and escape through my lips as the kissing sound reached the air. I made a heart shape around Remi with my index and middle fingers on both hands, from his head to his feet, hoping it would be enough.


Praefatio
Book 1, Chapter 72
And his was the brightest of lights then, a time when nothing mattered more than the happiness of his sons and the service of his master. Adored and admired by those who knew him, he was unmatched in talent, intellect, and beauty.
But his days of glory would be short, as the time came when pride took over his being. And when his own sons would not stand with him, he felt the sting of betrayal as he was cast out and away from them forever.


Do They Know it’s Christmas?
No one spoke on the way home. The sound of hoofs on pavement echoed in the air. We took a back, windy road that seemed to twist into forever. Enormous evergreens filled with ominously quiet black birds lined the path. The normally jovial cherubs seemed pensive, almost solemn. An overwhelming sadness enveloped me, there in the silent corridor.
I alone carried the weight of Jenny’s death, Remi’s descent, and the de-winging of angels, however dark. Filled with remorse and contemplating the cost of my negotiations with Zane, the words a life for a life pushed their way into my crowded head.
LJ’s voice sliced through the thick silence. “You can’t just go around changing everything. The Order, the way things are. Maybe you’re taking things too far, Grace.”
I started to speak, then stopped. Only hours ago, LJ had seemed to be having fun kicking ass and taking numbers. It had never occurred to me that she’d been in disagreement with my decisions, despite her active participation.
“LJ.” I paused, afraid to accept that LJ had followed me into battle against her own kind, and that support now made her a target. “I realize I have taken some liberties and made some changes, but everything I’ve done has been in the best interest of all concerned, including you.” I paused again before going further, since the last part was only true indirectly.
“I get it. You’re Michael’s daughter; you’re marrying Lucifer’s son, a super special untouchable angel. But can you really go around doing whatever you want? It’s going to catch up with you. You’ve been lucky so far, but I’m not sure you will be next time. You’re pissing some really important people off. ” She brought her horse to a halt.
I did, too, and turned my full attention upon her. For the first time since I’d first laid eyes on her, LJ looked weak, afraid.
“I just want you to know that I worry about you, and by extension myself. You’ve been an angel for all of five minutes, and you’ve gone from not even knowing what Praefatio is to de-winging Fallen. That is gonna put a few people out. It’s gonna make things really hard for me, too. You think they’re gonna welcome us back to Kheiron with open arms?” LJ looked down at her blood-stained hands. “I just want you to know that no matter what happens, I got your back.” Then she said something completely unexpected. “I just hope you have mine.”
I hated that she questioned my loyalty.
Stone approached. Thank God.
“LJ, if I may have a moment alone with Grace.” Stone Aquus dismounted his horse, flipped his pixie hair, and then reached for my hand.
Ambry backed up a little. I dismounted and took Stone’s hand as Gavin and LJ’s disapproving thoughts shot in my direction like daggers.
“Fly with me,” Stone said before extending beautiful iridescent wings and pulling me up into the air with him. When we had ascended to about two thousand feet, Stone returned to his plastic-filled-with-water state. It was beautiful to watch the reflection of the stars and the moon through the water shimmering off him. I looked down to see everyone watching from the ground even though they knew they should mind their own business.
“Thank you for showing me your world, Archangel.” Stone smiled as he bowed. “It has been my pleasure to serve you,” he continued, as if in a hurry. “I will keep my mind open to you always and will come whenever you call. Oh, and next time, can we take cars? I’ve never been in one.” He touched my face from my eye to my cheek. Then he ascended so far so fast that I could no longer see him.
Next time? Is he nuts?
My wings slumped from sadness and pain. An aching invaded my body, lighting a fire to my nerve endings and pulling me downward. I managed to land without incident, but my wings hung low.
“I might actually miss that guy.” Gavin sounded sincere.
LJ’s eyes were fixed on the night sky in the same spot where Stone had been. Venus twinkled above. “He didn’t even say goodbye.”
Snickering like two preschoolers, Gavin and I hopped atop our horses. But the reprieve was short, and I labored to find the strength needed to handle Ambry properly. Gavin moved closer, replacing LJ at my side.
She’s kidding, right? She does know that a Virtue cannot even look at her? Gavin thought as we rode in silence. His intense smile unnerved me. How he managed to look so good after all we’d just been through was a mystery. I returned the gesture, unwittingly savoring how delicious-looking my boyfriend was. His smile widened; his confidence brimmed. Then Gavin sent me his own thoughts.
“Gavin!” I scolded him, embarrassed because he’d left his mind open to everyone.
“I can hear you, you know!” LJ growled from up ahead.
Gavin’s laugh echoed through the darkness. Owls and crickets chimed in as we passed. We continued on, the cherubs still speechless, and Gavin’s mind open to us all. His thoughts turned to all the things he wanted to do when we got home. A new album, international concert tour, a new home for us, and what? Cut his hair? Blasphemy.
Finally, we reached the road that leads to Kheiron. It was awash in fog so dense, we couldn’t see in front of us. At night, no light was cast on the massive mansion at all. Arcturus once said, “The moon would never waste the sun’s reflective light on that place.” Kheiron was not only Gavin’s home, but a sanctuary for dark, exiled, and orphaned beings. If you had no place else to go, Kheiron welcomed you.
A strange light grew brighter as we got closer to the property, one that seemed to come from the estate itself. Gavin and LJ’s knowing smiles grew, and, in unison, we increased our speed upon approach. At the entry gate, we stopped as we always did and were greeted by two twenty-five-foot tall winged gargoyles perched atop the brick-footed columns on either side of the freshly-painted black wrought-iron gate.
“Your Highness,” Nine said as he jumped down to greet Gavin, bowing, then immediately saluting. All one hundred and forty-four of the resident gargoyles had ID numbers tattooed onto their right shoulders. Nine stood at attention, waiting patiently for Fourteen to join him in front of their commander and master.
As I stepped forward, Fourteen smiled, jumped down, and bowed.
“Merry Christmas, my Lord.” Each gargoyle set to opening the massive gate. All I could think of in that very moment was, I hope I never forget the day I saw a gargoyle smile.
As we stepped through the gates, the part of the estate where the house sat glowed like a winter wonderland created from a fairy tale. As far as the eye could see, thousands of snow-covered trees set the background for the majestic castle Kheiron. Sixty-four Christmas trees, all decorated just like the one at Rockefeller Center, sat on one side. The same number of bedecked trees sat on the opposite side of the walkway, which led to the grand entrance.
Thousands of tiny white lights outlined every angle, curve, window, door, and archway of Kheiron. Guarding each step was a fifteen-foot tall nutcracker soldier dressed in red. Each bowed as I approached the step he guarded. I jumped back and laughed a high, nervous laugh after the first one moved. At the entry door, on either side, were twenty five-foot tall nutcracker soldiers dressed in blue. Gavin watched my face light up as I took in all that had been done to transform Kheiron into this amazing spectacle. I inhaled deeply.
We were greeted by a one-hundred-fifty-foot Christmas tree taking up nearly the entire thirty-foot foyer, elaborately decorated with blue and white accents. At its top was Proxima Centauri, on loan from High Priestess Tia herself. I wondered if anyone would notice the nearest star to the sun missing.
“Ah, Grace, fresh from saving us from ourselves. Merry Christmas,” Tyler chortled as if he was the happiest person in the world. As if we hadn’t almost killed one another earlier. Tyler stepped forward and pulled me into a long embrace. He let his lips linger on my cheek. Gavin lowered his head at the sight of it.
“Grace, my father would like to see you,” Gavin stated with as much excitement as he would use to introduce me to his oral surgeon. He wore the look of someone about to have knives, needles, and pliers in his mouth.
“Yes, and you better hurry while he’s in a good mood,” Tyler added, releasing me.
I was not ready to meet Gavin’s dad. Seriously, I needed a shower and fresh clothes. I had been fighting demons and other grossness. Whatever happened to making sure I had human comforts?
“You might not want to keep him waiting,” LJ chimed in from behind me.
Touch a hair on her head and I’ll kill you myself, I threatened Tyler telepathically, smiling as I did.
“Deviously beautiful,” he replied aloud. He took LJ and led her to his office.
I started after them, but Gavin restrained me. “She has to account for her actions, Grace. We all do. Just let it go. LJ can take care of herself.”
I looked behind me, hoping to see Caius and Arcturus, but they weren’t there. “Where are my cherubs?” I didn’t mean to sound accusatory.
Gavin pulled me into a brisk walk past what seemed like twenty doors all leading to God knows where before stopping abruptly in front of one. No guards or servants attended the entry, conceivably because no one dared enter without an invitation.
His very name struck fear into the hearts of most humans from the moment they were old enough to speak it. He was known to them by many names, Lucifer, the devil, Beelzebub, Satan. One thing they knew for sure, they never wanted to meet him, ever. I was perhaps the only human in history eager to meet Lucifer, the very first Fallen Angel, father to my boyfriend, and perhaps the only person who may be able to put an end to the fighting among the members of our kind.
Hmmmm. I had just referred to myself as human. Bad Angel.
Gavin stood in front of the door to his father’s quarters with his head slightly down. “I’m sorry I never told you. I guess the proper human emotion would be embarrassed. I didn’t want you to think I was like him.” Gavin searched my eyes for an answer to the question he had not yet asked.
“I forgive you. You’re not your father, nor am I mine. Our obligation is to one another, that’s it. I love you, Gavin Zachary Vault!” My laugh didn’t come as easy as it should have. “Is that even your real name?”
“Yes. Well, not the ‘Vault’ part.” Gavin kissed my nose. He began to pull me closer, but I pulled away.
“He’s waiting for us. I don’t want to keep him waiting.” From all I had read about him, he seemed to have a bit of a complex.
Gavin smiled at my thoughts. “You humans and your Bible,” he mused. “And, Grace?” Gavin’s smile was devilish. 
“Yes?”
“You look and smell amazing!” A smile lit his entire face.
Light scents of vanilla and chamomile filled my nose. My skin felt soft as I ran my hand along my arms, then reached up to feel seemingly newly washed and conditioned hair. “What have you done?”
Gavin had dressed me in a black, pink, white, and green plaid patterned dress. I ran my hands along the black waistband with lace-up detailing. It reminded me of a corset the way it hugged my waist tightly, giving me an hourglass figure. Black bow accents lined the skirt hem, making it very girly-girl. I laughed when I realized I was barefoot. Upon inspecting my hands, I found scarlet nail color painted upon the nails of each finger from thumb to pinky.
A sheepish Gavin kissed my cheek. “Sorry. I don’t understand women’s shoes.” His breath was warm on my face.
“Awwww. You did great. Let me get the shoes.” As soon as I thought it, there they were. The cutest open-toed black platform sling-backs from one of the magazines LJ had brought to my room. The platform part was pink with black skulls.
“Ready?” Gavin teased with a smirk.
“As I’ll ever be.” And I actually meant it.
I reached for the door handle. Before I could turn the knob, Gavin placed his hand over mine, stopping me.
“You know it won’t be easy. My father isn’t easily charmed. He will be upset about the killing of Fallen. I don’t know what he will do.”
Now he freaking tells me.
He opened the door and I immediately started falling at four thousand seventy-five miles per hour. Angels sensed speed among a million other things. There was a tangled mess of hair about my face. The lower I fell, the colder it became. Disorientation befell me as an overwhelming sense of despair filled my lungs.
It was as dark as if my eyes were closed, and I felt as if the space there was neither gas, nor liquid, nor solid, but some other material altogether foreign to humans. I struggled to breathe in the unknown space, my chest tight with fear. Hands, no. Hands and teeth. Wait. Hands and teeth and fists assailed me in a relentless and violent attempt to get my attention. Desperation and desolation crushed my shoulders and chest with great force. My eyes felt as if they would bulge out of my head, like they were being pushed out by fingers digging into my skull and pushing them forward. Hot liquid dripped from my nose, and as I tried to inhale, I began to choke. Hands around my neck squeezed progressively harder, and I could feel the life leaving me, as if willingly. I knew then that I belonged to some other realm, that I was in the presence of a great and determined evil. And then, just like that, it was if an ice cube had been placed in a furnace.
I stood, amazed that I could, and that my breathing had returned to normal. The pain in my head and chest lingered, but there didn’t appear to be lasting effects from the attacks. I waved my hand in front of me, making waves of fire, yet my skin didn’t burn.
I walked from the darkness into a sudden, overpowering, and tremendous light. Afraid my corneas would burn, I squeezed my eyes shut and covered them. Slowly, I reopened my eyes. My legs weakened as the images came into focus.
Before me was a replica of the Garden of Eden. But something was wrong. Everything was exactly like I remembered, but like its architect had seen it through crazy glasses. The flowers were crazy neon colors, the stream ran backwards, and from the trees hung strange looking fruit like none I had ever seen. Giant round things with purple spikes all around hung from branches as if no heavier than a cotton ball. Animals that were some demonic looking version of at least three species pranced around unnoticed. In front of me, two of them who looked like a gazelle on top, but with the face of a rodent, frolicked on legs that should belong to a giraffe.
On a nearby patch of orange grass, angels, about twenty, were intertwined with, on top of, under and twisted into a large slow-moving heap of wings, hands, legs and mouths. One, a girl who looked about my age looked up as I gawked, winked, and licked her lips suggestively before licking the face of the girl angel on her right. I turned away, embarrassed by their activity.
“Welcome to my home.”
A striking child of about six stood in front of me. Platinum blond curls swayed in the hot breeze, like magnolia trees in a Georgia summer. Eyes as green as peridot peered at me from beneath scrunched brows.
The boy offered his hand, and his eyes sparkled. Something clicked for me when I saw his eyes change to blue. It was Lucifer.
Unafraid, I stepped forward into the thick fire air, awash in hues of yellows, reds, blues, and oranges. Little devil, I thought, and marveled at the lack of burns on me, despite it being hotter than a million ovens.
“Thank you.”
I took his hand. It was the same temperature as the fire air. Curious. The unexpected place filled me with the urge to act as I would not normally have. I picked the sun-kissed boy up into my arms, something I’m sure no one has had the courage to do previously, or ever will after hearing what happened next. “Is Gavin here?” I did my best to remain calm, appear unaffected, as I steadied Lucifer in my arms.
“Piggy back?” he asked in a voice I could not resist. I probably would have given him daggers to juggle had he asked.
I hoisted him onto my back as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and using his mind, he led me through the orgy of bodies strewn across the grass, and past three dead trees and up a pathway leading to the only house for miles around.
We entered the large, ornate Mediterranean-style house.
“Oh, the boys are around here somewhere. Shall I summon them for you? You will not be able to communicate with Gavin, or anyone for that matter, down here. Did he not explain this to you?” he offered as he tightened his grip around my neck.
The boys? I kept cool. “I was asking because I was kind of surprised to hear that Gavin had a father, considering how angels are born and all. I mean, his mother, their mother, she must be human or Fallen right? I mean, how come no one speaks of her?”
“My son does like his secrets,” he snarled, flipping his ringlets behind my back. “In the meantime, let’s discuss business,” he said as he jumped down.
“Business?” I asked, dumbfounded. By the time he was in front of me, he had aged to around twenty-five and was drop-dead gorgeous—like, hot gorgeous. So much for staying one step ahead. Lucifer 1, Grace 0.
“What are your intentions toward my sons?” he asked plainly, ignoring the affect his change had on me. I really had tried to close my mouth.
“I’m not sure I understand,” I managed, searching his face for answers. His grownup hair was wavy with a hint of the former ringlets, though still golden blond.
“Gavin is a fool. But you know this already, since he did go after your twin sister.” Light danced behind his eyes. My stomach soured. “He is willing to give up his birthright to be with you, and Tyler is too blinded by hatred and jealousy to think straight. He’s so busy trying to one-up his brother, he can’t focus on what’s most important, getting rid of the real threat and taking back our rightful place; no offense, of course. But now that your brother is one of us, maybe things will change.” He smiled the sweetest smile ever.
“Luc—”
He stopped me with a wave of his hand before I could finish. I began to swallow my own tongue and watched as Lucifer orchestrated it with the movement of his index finger. Sounds of my own choking echoed in my ears. I grabbed at the air, hoping to find someone to help me. But Lucifer just talked at me, ignoring the fact that I was going to die. I sank to my knees.
“I can be very reasonable when it comes to business, and even more so when it comes to my sons. Michael has given his blessing for the two of you to marry. Yes. He came to me. It’s the least he could do since Gavin nearly died asking for his permission. Silly human tradition, but Gavin thought you would appreciate it.” He paused, letting that one sink in. “I rather fail to see the point since your marriage does nothing to change things. I will have my throne in the heavens; I will take even more angels for my army, and there is nothing anyone can do to stop me—not you or your sorry father. My collection of new soldiers has already begun to grow. Lex is doing a fine job, don’t you think?” Lucifer lowered his hand.
Suddenly, my choking fit was over. My breathing was still erratic, but my mind was reeling. Lex was enslaving angels under Lucifer’s command. How could Dad think I could stop it? And Gavin? Wants to marry me?
Darkness passed over Lucifer’s face, threatening to ruin the small bit of happiness that welled inside me at the thought of Gavin wanting to ask for my hand in marriage.
“I will agree to this … so-called marriage. But I am warning you, angel.” He paused, and I swear I saw smoke behind his eyes. “You are not to give birth to a child. I will not condone the birth of such a being. I will not tolerate the proliferation of a new race of angels. Disregard my request, and I will retaliate. Neither you, nor Gavin, nor that abominable offspring will be safe.” He smiled as he said the last part.
“You can’t ask that of me. It has already been ordered … by … God,” I said with tears in my eyes. I hadn’t known any of it until it came out of my mouth—something that seemed to keep happening.
Lucifer spat pure anger and disgust. “I don’t answer to your God. Or haven’t you heard?” He cleared the space between us, becoming even more attractive as his anger grew.
Tyler appeared beside his father. “You want everything, don’t you, you selfish little—”
Gavin showed up and shoved Tyler to the ground. He then punched Tyler in the face repeatedly as blood littered the once pristine travertine floor before Lucifer shouted, “Enough!”
Tyler was beside his father again, laughing as he wiped blood from his swelling nose. Gavin moved next to me and placed a protective arm around my waist, the battle lines clearly drawn.
“Gracie,” Tyler teased, just like Gabe would have said, as blood dripped from his engorged nose. “We don’t want there to be any ‘oops’ moments, if you know what I mean.”
“Keep talking and I’ll rip the tongue from your head, you vile excuse for a brother,” Gavin raged through clenched teeth. Blood colored his face crimson.
“Please, Gavin,” I said as I saw a faint, fuzzy vision of me talking into a microphone. The vision disappeared quickly. It was a bizarre thing for me to see given what had just transpired.
“So is everyone clear on what the rules are from now on? Play nicely, children, and we should all be fine,” Lucifer advised.
“Father,” Gavin begged. He moved forward to reach for Lucifer, who stepped back out of his reach. It was clear that Lucifer’s mind was made up and who the preferred of his sons was.
In an effort not to overstay my welcome, I figured I’d make the first move toward peace. “It was nice to meet you.” I offered my hand for Lucifer to shake, but Gavin took it instead and started to move us toward the exit.
Lucifer was in front of us by the time we got there.
“While our family may be somewhat dysfunctional, it is all we have.” He took a strand of my hair and placed it behind my ear. The warmth of his fingers felt like fire on my skin. “I hope you know I truly mean it when I say that I am pleased to welcome you, Grace Ann Miller. You will be my brightest star.” By the look on Lucifer’s face, I knew he meant it. He was, after all, a being of great pride. He took my hand, raised it to his mouth, and kissed it, letting his lips linger on my skin longer than necessary.
“Thank you very much.” I blushed and took my hand back as Gavin and Tyler both shot him a disgusted look.
“Oh, and one more thing,” Lucifer added as Gavin and I started toward the dark exit.
“Yes, Father,” Gavin said, turning to look at his dad.
“Don’t mistake my kindness for weakness. I will not tolerate the killing of our people. I expect you and Grace to leave Kheiron in the morning. I cannot afford to have it said that I am feeble in attending to the transgressions of my sons,” he directed us.
Tyler smiled, putting his hand on his father’s shoulder. “Oh don’t worry, father. I have already made provisions for their departure.”
“Of course you have, son,” Lucifer said. He nodded to Gavin and me, giving us permission to leave.


Unhappy Ever After
I really believed that giving the Larsons their Jenny back was the best thing for them, even if it was a lie. And yet, no amount of bubbles or hot water could absolve me of the crushing guilt that threatened to take the breath from me.
Instead, the bubble bath reminded me of my humanity as it soothed the aches and pains I hadn’t let myself feel until then. The hot water and jetted tub worked tirelessly to repair the damage done by all I had been through in the past few days. Complete exhaustion befell me, in my mind, body, and soul. I closed my eyes and sank deep into the water.
Giving in to thoughts I had been afraid to think since this had all begun, my mind wandered. Of my birth mother, I knew only her name. The rift between Gavin and Tyler weighed heavily on me. Now that Gavin and I could no longer live at Kheiron, we had no real place to go. And his dad scared me to death.
Then there was Remi. What would become of him? Nico was the most important thing to come of his betrayal. I needed to protect Nico at all costs, even it meant protecting him from his father, and that would make me Remi’s enemy.
How to protect the Larsons from the two Fallen living under their roof? I had no clue. Whatever happened would be totally on me, and there was nothing I could do about it. I sank deeper into the water.
Then there was the issue of enslavement of the Lesser Angels. I promised Michael I would find Lex and bring him to justice. But I only did so to get him off my case. I hadn’t the slightest idea how I would go about doing that. Seriously, selling angels into slavery and helping build an army for Lucifer? What was I supposed to do about that?
And what about Jenny’s spirit? Zane had planned to release it, since she’d died due to engaging a celestial being. She’d need a body since hers was bonded to Emeria. Could Jenny ever forgive me? What was I thinking?
Above all else, I needed to talk to the Larsons so they knew I was in fact alive and well, and had not been kidnapped as the police suspected. I could’ve just picked up the phone, but an in-person visit would’ve been the best way to handle it. At the time, I didn’t think one more day would make a difference. Boy, was I wrong. Again.
“Are you okay, Your Highness?” I heard Cerin’s muffled voice. She was holding a towel and a bathrobe, wearing a terrified look on her face. I thought she’d be gone by now.
Then it occurred to me, what had her so out of sorts. I’d been completely submerged the entire time. New skill alert. Apparently I could breathe perfectly fine under water. Watch out, Percy Jackson.
“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I assured her as I emerged. I’d forgotten to retract my wings before entering the bath. They hung soaked and heavy off my back, dripping water onto the floor.
“You’ve been in here for quite some time,” she said, worry still clouding her delicate face. I flapped my wings dry, spraying water everywhere. Cerin was not the least bit unnerved. She merely covered me with the towel and began cleaning the puddles I’d made on the floor.
I moved to the makeup table as if I’d lived at Kheiron all my life. “Cerin, why are you still here?”
She moved behind me and took a brush to my hair. “Because you need me.”
“I can brush my own hair,” I insisted, despite leaning back into the soothing gesture.
“Indeed you can. But just because you can do something doesn’t mean that you should.” The tone of Cerin’s voice implied she wasn’t talking about hair brushing. I reached back and took the brush from her hand.
“Thank you, Cerin. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”
She stepped in front of me. “Before I leave, Mr. Vault has made plans for the evening. He asked me to give you this.” Her words crushed me as she handed me the consolation prize—a small red box bound with a white silk ribbon.
My hands shook as I untied it. As ribbon fell to the floor, I removed the lid from the box to expose a platinum key. On the small note card, written in beautiful calligraphy, was “A.G.A.M.”
“Cerin, what is this?”
“Your Christmas gift … I suppose. Come on, let me at least help you dress.”
She led me to my closet and began thumbing through clothes. Cerin kept returning curiously to the same white cowl neck sweater and dark blue jeans. It was as good an outfit as any, so I complied with her unspoken wishes. She pulled my hair back in a ponytail, a style I never would have chosen on my own, securing it with a diamond-accented snowflake comb I’d never seen before. White leather boots completed the outfit she called “festive” as we stood in front of the full-length mirror.
“I don’t know, Cerin. What am I getting all dressed up for again? I’m really tired, and to be honest, I was planning on just spending some alone time with Gavin. If he’s not here, then I’m just gonna turn in. I’m beat.”
“And ruin that perfect outfit? You look like a million bucks, as you humans say,” Cerin said, then cowered in the corner.
“It’s okay, Cerin. You can call me human.” I offered her a smile, but she continued to stare at her wispy feet. “You know what? I think I’m gonna just go for a ride, clear my head. Ambry has a way of making me feel better.”
“The fresh air will do you good,” Cerin exclaimed from behind me as she fixed an out-of-place hair. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to her flitting around the room, mostly unnoticed. But now that she was leaving, I feared I would miss it the most of all.
“Thank you, Cerin.” I turned and hugged her to me. I considered flying out the window and to the stables, but chose instead to leave through the door and down the steps—like a normal person. 
***
The entire population of Kheiron was celebrating Christmas. Fallen Angels celebrating Christmas was a sight to behold, as they deliberately separated themselves from other dark beings to bask in the glow of the light of their Father. They danced, laughed, and exchanged gifts like humans, only it seemed to have much more significance. They appeared genuinely hopeful and alive for the first time since I’d arrived.
When I reached the stables, they were unusually quiet and odor-free. Someone had decorated the interior with tiny white lights that hung from the ceiling in a wide X pattern with a large, round, white rice paper shade hanging from its center. My stomach did somersaults, forcing me to question the last time I’d eaten. And then I started feeling lightheaded. I couldn’t recall the last meal I’d had.
“My God, you’re beautiful.” Gavin smiled as he walked toward me from somewhere out of nowhere. He was clean shaven and dressed in a crisp, white button-down shirt and dark trousers.
I wanted to curl up in his arms, eat, and sleep. I started to wobble a little.
Gavin raced over and caught me as I fell into his waiting arms. “So beautiful, so human.” Gavin leaned forward to kiss my mouth.
I had just enough strength to kiss him back before the dizziness set in. “I need to eat something.” My voice came out in a breathless whisper.
Gavin released me slowly. He pulled a cell phone from his right pocket. “Cerin, please bring Grace’s dinner.”
Before I could blink three times, Cerin and two other Lesser Angels appeared carrying a covered tray, a vase of tulips, a pitcher of tea, a blanket, and something in a covered box. They lowered everything onto the blanket that had already been laid out beneath us, and then left.
Gavin took my hand and helped me to the floor before pouring me a glass of iced tea. What else could I do but smile? He’d thought of everything, including a vase of my favorite flowers: white tulips, thirty-two of them.
Gavin watched as I filled up on steak with mushrooms and red wine sauce, broccoli, couscous, and salad. I knew when certain things pleased him by the way he smiled, played with his hair, or touched his lips. I allowed myself to relax for the first time since this had all started, and just enjoyed the sound of his voice, the pleasure of his company, the tastes and textures of my food. When my mind wandered to thoughts of after dinner, I allowed it, despite knowing Gavin was probably listening.
“How was your dinner?” Gavin asked, staring at me as if it were his turn to eat.
“Wonderful. Thank you.” I pulled him into a deep kiss. It had felt like forever since we’d been alone. He rubbed his nose against mine, then tilted his head and kissed me as if he’d been waiting to do so for a long time. It was like drowning. My ears began to clog and I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. The pressure of being me had returned, along with all that stood between us. I pulled away.
My encounter with Lucifer had not gone as planned. Besides that, I needed to explain about Tyler, and I wanted to understand what had happened with Gavin and Michael. I wanted to discuss our future, to thank Gavin for my gift even if I had no idea what it was for, to ask for help with Remi, to talk to him about Emeria, and to ask him not to cut his hair.
“Your father, Lucifer. I don’t understand.” I didn’t think I needed to say much else, and I was certain that wasn’t the first time someone had ever said that to him.
Gavin’s twisted eyebrows were no match for his heaving chest.
“It wasn’t supposed to be this way,” he said, as if remembering a happier time. He leaned back on his elbows and closed his eyes.
“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” I reached for him, but my hand only touched his side, and it seemed to startle him. He sat up.
“When my father was thrown out, it nearly killed Tyler and me. We were alone. We couldn’t go with him. The elders wouldn’t let us, even if we’d wanted to. We didn’t belong out there, so we stayed. Dad felt betrayed. Who could blame him?” That last part was nearly a whisper. “And then my idiot brother made things infinitely worse. He’s got the same pigheaded, stubborn streak as my dad.”
“But you were just kids then.” I saw the whole thing in my head while he spoke. I was sure it was a memory. Tears pooled, then fell from my swelling eyes. I reached for him. In that moment, I realized that Lucifer had what he’d wanted from the start: two Fallen and by his side. Only problem was they never wanted any of it. “I’m so sorry, Gavin.” And then something occurred to me. Perhaps Lucifer was the one who had orchestrated the entire thing.
It became clear why Lucifer despised me so. Gavin chose to Fall because of me and not him. And it also became clear that I could never measure up to Gavin’s love or Lucifer’s hatred.
Gavin sat forward and leaned close enough that I felt his breath on my neck. He let his lips brush my skin once, then again slightly harder. My breaths came in uneven bursts, forcing themselves from my thumping chest. Placing a hand on my neck, and letting his palm come to rest on my collar bone, Gavin took my trembling lips in his in a kiss that began softly. Seconds passed, and the kiss became all-consuming, as if we had been kissing with our entire bodies, minds, and souls. I let the fire between us melt away all that I had wanted to ask him.
Gavin turned his attention to my neck for what seemed like a sweet eternity before moving to just behind my ear. “You feel so good.” He pulled me in closer, slipping his hand under my sweater right below my ribs, causing a sigh to escape my lips and an arch in my back. Gavin’s response was not as subtle.
I felt like one of his string instruments beneath him, his hands caressing the skin just under my bra. He watched me as he did. Watching him watch me was as intoxicating as it was beautiful. His hair glistened against the twinkling lights above. Even though he was Fallen, he emitted light. And there was something about him that left me speechless when I looked at him.
He steadied my head and returned his mouth to mine. I hadn’t realized how much I hungered for him, to feel his lips on mine. 
***
I lost my train of thought. I became flustered, realizing I had been sharing intimate details of my time with Gavin with complete strangers who wanted to see him imprisoned. They would stop at nothing to make sure that he spent the rest of this life behind bars. And then, they would come for me, after they forced me to testify, to make false statements, they would lock me away forever so no one would know what they did. 
But Seargent Mullane would never do that. He was Dad’s best friend. He was like my uncle. He would never do that to me. He would never allow Gavin to be railroaded. I don’t think. I continued my statement despite my reservations. 
***
Always the gentlemen, he did not allow me to meet his kiss by raising my head off the floor. I listened to his intentions in his mind while he slid himself on top of me with a sudden sense of urgency and longing. It felt as if he was pulling me into his aura, to become one with him.
Gavin removed my sweater. “God, you’re beautiful.” Gavin’s eyes held a wildness in them that frightened me.
I touched his face, and immediately, I felt as if something was pulling me away from him, as if I was falling. He seemed to be getting farther out of my reach.
He placed my sweater on the floor next to me. “Are you okay, Grace?”
I wasn’t okay. My head was hurting; a little at first, then almost unbearably in just a few seconds. But Gavin had moved on, to my ear, planting short breathy kisses there.
“Gavin.”
He looked down at me, from way up there. “I’ve waited my entire life for you. Do you have any idea how much I love you, how long I have loved you?” He was nearly out of breath.
I shook my head back and forth. “No!” I blinked my eyes to try to make the pain stop. I reached for Gavin, to keep him with me. It felt like I was being pulled, no, sucked, into a black hole at a horribly fast speed, faster than my body could stand. It was crushing my head from the sides. Fighting was futile. My ears clogged completely, and Gavin’s words came out muffled and garbled. Thoughts and voices invaded my head from miles around. They were like someone swiftly changing stations on the radio. In between stations was loud, white noise. Parts of my consciousness, my awareness about who I was, was being shut down like a machine, one switch at a time.
“Grace!”
Gavin pulled me to him, but I pulled away. I didn’t want them to take me. The pain in my head worsened. It felt like my personality, my essence, was being drained. Something was sucking thoughts, visions, sensations, and emotions out of me. I tried to get Gavin’s attention, to get his help. He misunderstood.
She was staring at me like I was some kind of freak. What am I doing here? The kids outside are protesting. I stand, but I can’t move like I want to. Shackles? They don’t believe me! Gavin? I’ll tell them everything. They have to let you go. They’ve reached a verdict.
Gavin tried pulling me to him again, but I stood up and screamed, “No!”
With only my bra, jeans, and boots on, I ran out of the stable. The sound of my own screaming and my boots crunching the snow beneath my feet filled the air, echoing back at me like a sick taunt. I ran in the dark, unable to see more than a few inches in front of myself. Someone was chasing me. My head exploded in ripples of pain, and I fell to the ground. All I could do was hope whoever was chasing me wouldn’t be able to find me in the pitch-darkness.
“Help! Somebody help me, please.” After a few minutes of being out in the December snow, nearly naked, I thought I might die out there.
“Grace! Grace!”
I stumbled to my now-frozen feet and began running, albeit slower this time.
I ran, not away from him, but toward relief from the pain.
Blinding lights fell upon me. Dogs, five of them, surrounded me, barking incessantly at me, as if they’d found what they had been searching for.
“It’s her. Good Lord. Somebody cover her up! Put the cuffs on Vault.”
I didn’t hear anything after that.


For My Own Good
The room was different, brighter. Was it daytime? Had I been talking all night?
I pushed the microphone away as I leaned forward, placing my head in my hands. The aching in my head was gone. Gone too was the fly I’d made friends with. After stretching, I stood and sighed a long sigh. It felt good to move around. I had no problems moving now, and walked toward the camera and looked directly into the lens.
“Hello? Anyone there?” I tapped on the two-way mirror. “Officer Bladen? Mom?”
“All right, Grace, this is how it’s gonna go,” Sergeant Mullane instructed as he entered the room. I turned to face him. His abruptness was foreign to me. He had always been so nice, kind, and supportive. Now? He was kind of annoying.
 “We are going to remand you into the custody of Phelps County Psychiatric. They’ll do a complete evaluation within the next thirty days.”
“What? You’re kidding, right? Where’s my mom? She’ll confirm everything I’ve said. I’m not crazy.”
He couldn’t look me in the eyes. “Grace, you can’t just come in here after being missing for weeks and claim it was all a ruse because you needed to hide from demons and dark spirits. And do you remember how we found you? Half-dressed, screaming for help, and running from Gavin Vault? Then you come in here telling this story—and what a story. I owe it to a … to your father to take care of you. He’s no longer here to do it, and now that responsibility falls to me.” He tried to explain himself, but I sensed something more in his voice.
“I saw you talking to Tyler Belial. I know you set Gavin up.” My tone was way more obnoxious than it needed to be. It probably bought me a few more days at PCP.
His eyes bulged as he took two steps back. He scribbled something onto his little notepad. When he looked up, he seemed scared. I knew that he knew that there was no way I could have known about his little exchange with Tyler. I moved closer to him.
“Grace, it breaks my heart to see you like this, protecting that animal. I want to see you get the help you need, and maybe one day put this behind you. You may even be able to go to college like you planned. Don’t you think we should put this behind us?” Sergeant Mullane reached out to take my hand, then pulled it back abruptly as if I had burned him.
“I’ll never turn my back on Gavin! And as for Remi and Jenny, I just saw them two days ago. They’re bound to show up.” I walked over to the chair and sat down.
He shook his head, making no attempt to move toward me. “Remi and Jenny are right outside. They’ve been waiting to see you.” He mumbled garbled police mumbo-jumbo into his radio and left the room.
I was grateful he hadn’t noticed the shock his declaration had ignited. He had to be calling my bluff. There was no way Remi and Jenny were outside.
“Hey, sis.” A refreshed and handsome Remi greeted me as he blew into the room, taking my breath away. He was not the broken boy I’d seen last. Smiling and with open arms, he pulled me off the chair into a hug. “Now it’s my turn to take care of you,” he whispered in my ear.
“But how?” I asked in disbelief. I staggered away unintentionally, falling back against the chair.
Suddenly cold, I pulled my sweater sleeves down over my hands. Remi crouched down next to me. For a moment he looked almost like my Remi.
“There’s nothing you can do,” he summarized. “It’s done.” He stood up, and I realized what he meant.
I raised my head slightly to see Jenny enter the room. My mouth fell to the floor as I remembered Jenny was dead and I’d given her body to Emeria. The coldness in her eyes confirmed it. Emeria in Jenny’s body circled Remi, her icy smile chilling me further as she ran her hand across his back.
“My God.” The realization of what I had done threatened to undo me.
“I’ll get you out of here, but you have to cooperate. No more of this angel nonsense. Just do what they tell you, okay?” Remi sounded sincere; something in his tone shook me with fear. “Just tell them you’ve been distraught over Dad’s death, and they’ll call it post-traumatic stress. Tell them you made everything up. Tell them you found Gavin’s address online. You’re good at computers, so they’ll believe you. Say you managed to make it onto his property, and he tried to have his way with you. Or better yet, tell them he invited you, after the two of you talked online about the Rock-N-Writing contest. Tell them that Gavin contacted you and you went there and things got out of hand and you lost your nerve and he got mad.” Remi seemed to gain more momentum as he compounded the fabrication.
“What? Remi are you insane? Are you listening to yourself? You want me to tell them that I stalked Gavin online and he tried to rape me? Don’t you know they’re listening to every lie that comes out of your mouth?” My head began to hurt again.
“You’ll go back home with me, Jenny, and the Larsons, finish school. Everything will be okay. You’ll see,” Remi surmised, convinced, reeking like he was spiked with extra Fallen juice.
“Don’t you mean Emeria?” I spat through clenched teeth.
“No, I mean Jenny.” Remi’s correction felt like a slap to my face. I’d broken my own rule. “And so do you.” Remi put his arm around me. The smell of metal moved into my nose as if it belonged there.
I shoved him off. “What about Gavin? I can’t just leave him to rot in jail for lies!” I shouted.
“Gavin’s a big boy; he can take care of himself,” Emeria said from over Remi’s shoulder. I wanted to punch her in the face. I should have. I was already at the police station.
“How do you know? Have you been to see him?” I accused her.
“Why would I visit the creep who attacked my sister?” Remi couldn’t be serious. Though, he certainly looked and sounded serious. “And you’re right. They are listening, but they can’t hear angels speak. Unless we want them to, remember? And you, my dear sister, aren’t strong enough now to do anything other than what I tell you.”
“Why are you doing this?” I never imagined he would turn on me. I couldn’t believe what was happening. I’d unleashed two crazy Fallen on an unsuspecting and undeserving world, my brother and my sister.
“Remi’s trying to save you,” Emeria barked, stepping beside Remi and placing her hand on his shoulder. He reached up to take her hand in his. “And, Grace”—Emeria leaned toward me trying her best to mimic Jenny’s voice—“please stop telling people that Remi got me pregnant and that I died, for heaven’s sake. It’s no wonder everyone thinks you’re crazy.” She chuckled before grabbing Remi into a vile and sick kiss.
That was all it took. I ran to the door and bolted from the room. My eyes filled with more tears as I ran, near-blind, trying to find a bathroom before losing it in the hallway. They made no attempt to whisper. I could hear them all around me as I ran past Peak’s finest and other assorted guests of the police station.
“She really is crazy.”
“Look at Angel Girl fly!”
“ … like Gavin Vault would want that … ”
“Ugh … gross.”
“Some Angel.”
“Looks like she’s gonna hurl!”
I found the bathroom just in time, pushed the door open, and locked it behind me. I tried to drown out the sound of banging coming from the other side of the door. Three deep breaths steadied me briefly. The more I thought about everything that had happened and how things ultimately turned out, the sicker I felt. I slid down the door onto my butt in a sobbing ball of mess. Gross public bathroom. At least it was empty.
Remi was right; there was nothing I could do, at least not from in here. Emeria was even more right: no one was going to believe me. By broadcasting our existence to the world, I had sealed my own fate. I’d broken the cardinal rule of angels: Never reveal oneself to humans without divine cause. My reason? A futile attempt to defend my boyfriend.
Tyler and Emeria had planned their revenge perfectly. I’d played right into their hands. All I had to do was open my big, stupid mouth. They knew I’d try to save Gavin, and that everyone would think I was crazy in the process. Remi and Jenny? Just icing on the cake.
The crushing reality of what I had done, my actions, self-righteous behavior and judgments made since ascending to the greatest responsibility I had ever known, came crashing down on me like a tower imploding.
Two of the consequences of my actions had just shown up, sending me running from the room to lock myself in a public bathroom. Clearly I was not prepared.
The aching moved from my head to my heart, and then to my bones. It hurt to breathe. It hurt to be. Being Grace Ann Miller hurt.
They kept banging and asking if I was all right, and when my sobs became louder, they threatened to kick in the door.
Tears mixed with snot ran from my face, down my neck, and onto my on-loan sweater. I rocked back and forth in a ball on the floor, recalling the events that had led me here. I pulled my hands over my head to drown out the noise from the other side of the door.
Overcome, I succumbed to the weight of the truth, and then as if pushed, fell over onto the floor. My face slammed into the hard tile. The coolness against my skin reminded me of my humanity more than the pain of my cheekbone breaking. As I lay there, the smell of urine, feces, and other disgusting things permeated my nostrils.
Totalflippingblackness.
I think I was floating above the floor, looking down at my own body. Panic engulfed me at the sight of blood pooling around my face before I assessed it as just a broken nose and cheekbone. Dreams, visions, or hallucination flooded my brain. Looking down at myself, I could see the images floating around in my head on the floor. People running, dead people—tons of them lined up in ornate caskets in the street, thousands of emaciated angry protesters, screaming, crying for food.
Then the images changed. Remi, filled with rage and charging toward something unseen. Nico, lost in the middle of the ocean. More screaming. Long lines of people. Children. Sign reading Food Ration Line. So hot. The room was so hot, there were heat waves coming off the floor. Sweat dripped from my body onto the floor, mixing with the blood. Hurricane damage for miles. Dead farm animals, trucks atop houses that had been destroyed, Cerin talking to Lex, only she looked nothing like Cerin. In a courtroom, the bailiff hands the judge a note. I can read what it says. The jury has reached a verdict.
“You’ve come back.” I uttered the words in disbelief at the same time that the door to the bathroom swung violently open. It hit me in the back with force. Blood came shooting out of my nose. I landed back in my body, which was still in a heap on the floor.
“Come on, sweetie, you’ll be able to rest soon,” was all I heard as The Voice picked me up off the floor, then led me to the sink. Blood poured down the front of the sweater, and I did nothing to try to stop it. The kind woman washed the blood off my face, touched her gentle hand to my nose, then to my cheek, instantly resetting them, then led me by the arm out of the station into a car waiting at the curb.
She opened the door for me and said, “I brought you something.”
I took the book from her hand and may have mumbled “thanks” before getting into the car.
“I hope you like it.” She started the engine, took the wheel, and drove off. There was a song in her voice.
I inspected the book, a paperback like the kind you find at the grocery store. I put it on the seat beside me.
I had no idea how long the ride would be, or where we were going, so I picked up the book and began to read.
Grace the Archangel, born of human, Seraph, and Archangel, was fashioned by The Divine One, for His own purpose. Bonded to human form yet immortal, the Angel is highly favored and destined for greatness. She will encounter many obstacles as her nature is tested.
A multi-purpose High Angel of light, she is a warrior, capable of great destruction. The most unique of all Angels ever to exist, she will find favor with man and bring peace to celestial nations.
“Gaining in power, knowledge, and ability over time, Grace’s unique talents and untold power will be hampered only by her humanity, unless or until she can find a way to overcome and distance herself from that which would fetter her success. In these pages are the stories of High Archangel Grace Ann Miller (as will be her human name), written by the hand of her own thoughts, heart and actions, and blessed by the Almighty, himself.” 
***
I must have fallen asleep, because I hadn’t heard the car stop or the door open. The paperback lay next to me as if I hadn’t read it at all.
The woman stood there, waiting with a smile on her face, holding the door for me for whenever I decided to actually exit. I thought of Cerin.
Once inside, I was brought to intake, then shown to my room. The woman who’d rescued me didn’t say goodbye. Only pushed the paperback under my jacket, smiled, and drove off in her car. 
***
The days blended together, and the nights were even worse. Sleep evaded me, despite the Ambien prescribed.
My highlight of the day was Group. We had to sit in a circle and talk about what brought us to the facility and what we hoped to get out of being there. Seven of us, aged twelve through sixteen, brought together by insanity.
Mr. Rocket (totally flipping serious), my Group counselor, suggested that perhaps I had some deep-seated trauma that caused me to make up such a, and I quote, “vividly imaginative story of great shock value.” Further, he found (his official finding) that my use of familiar people and family members in my “rather self-indulgent and somewhat egotistical fantasy” made it likely that my “complete break from reality” was not as bad as it could be. He added that it was “likely that with time and treatment, she could make a full recovery. It’s also possible that we could lose her to this imaginative and dangerous world altogether. I believe the choice is hers.” He actually said that when the hospital director asked him what he thought of my chances. Oddly, he also said, “There’s a strange light that shines from that one. She’s a unique individual.” I think he had meant to whisper the last bit, but I’d heard it as clearly as if he had said it over a loudspeaker.
***
Weeks passed, and I was unable to communicate with my angel friends or enemies. I’d not been attacked, and even Remi and Emeria in Jenny’s body had obviously given up on me. No one came to visit. I’d begun to think as Mr. Rocket and my other Group mates thought. Perhaps I’d made the whole thing up.
TV and radio were off limits, as was the newspaper. There were constant updates on the charges against Gavin, and they thought my seeing him or hearing his name would send me over the edge. At least that’s how Wanda put it. She was the only one I spoke to. Her penchant for “keeping it real” was refreshing. She also happened to believe that she was a descendent of the ruler of the planet Mercury, cast down to Earth for forming an army to defeat her uncle, the king. Who the heck was I to judge her?
I couldn’t even go outside since the facility was across the street from the yard where the guys in lockup spent a few hours each day. It truly sucked being me.
“You know why they don’t let you out, right?” Wanda passed me a french fry and smiled. I didn’t even have to answer, ’cause I knew she couldn’t wait to tell me. Her left dimple was twitching.
“Why is that?” I grabbed the fry, drowned it in ketchup, and popped it into my mouth.
Wanda glanced quickly over my shoulder, leaned in toward me, and whispered, “’Cause Gavin Vault is over there. You might see him and fling yourself at the gates!” She wailed.
I couldn’t believe she was actually laughing at me.
“I’m not laughing at you,” Wanda said.
Wait. Had she heard my thoughts?
“How did you do that?” I leaned forward so only she could hear me. There were a ton of little gossipers who ate lunch all around us. Well, they pretended to eat while they listened in on conversations. They took note of whatever they could use against someone.
“Do what?” Wanda appeared thoroughly perplexed.
“Read my thoughts!”
But then Wanda looked at me like I had suddenly turned into a mermaid and was flapping my gills and swinging my tail due to the lack of water.
Crap. She hadn’t heard me at all. She just knew me very well. Or I was predictable. Either way, I got all worked up for nothing.
“Gavin’s in that jail? Across the street?”
“Yep, and for some reason, according to Channel Six, they can’t move him. He must stay there until his second trial.”
I think my eyes must have bulged out of my head. “His what?”
“His second trial, silly. You act like you’re the one from Mercury. I’m just now learning about your judicial system.”
I grabbed Wanda’s arms and, against my better judgment, held her and said, “Wanda. Tell me what’s going on. Why is Gavin across the street from here?”
She took one of my hands and shoved it off her, rolled her eyes, made a stink face, then flung the other one off.
“Calm down. No wonder they have you on all those pills!”
“Will you just tell me already? Sorry for grabbing you. I’ll get you anything you want. Just tell me.”
A relaxed smiled presented itself on Wanda’s face, and she said, “His first trial? There was a miscarriage. So they’re doing it again.”
“Miscarriage?”
“Yeah. Some buffoon was on the news talking about how it was a miscarriage of justice and what not. He has to be tried all over again.”
She meant a mistrial, but I didn’t correct her. I thanked her, ate the rest of my food, then walked briskly to my room.
I knew it. I flipping knew it. I searched my room for the copy of Praefatio I’d hidden, but after three hours found nothing. Ugh. 
***
I spent the next few weeks listening to Wanda report the news of Gavin’s impending trial. One night she teased me about some big news she’d gotten ahold of, but the details, being sketchy, would have to wait until the next day, when she would know more. She said I’d be excited.
I entered the lunchroom to the usual stares and giggles. The air felt thicker than usual, almost electric. Wanda wasn’t in our usual spot. A few of the orderlies watched me as I placed my tray on the table and sat slowly down. I tried to shake the feeling of dread I had growing inside me.
“Hey, Angel!” Bryce Stanton was in for setting his brother’s hamsters on fire. He actually bragged about how he got his brother out of bed in the middle of the night and brought him down to the kitchen table, where he had laid out an elaborate dinner table with their parents’ expensive china and dead, burned hamsters on plates.
“What do you want, BS?” I was proud of that one. A few kids chuckled.
“Seems your girl got released. Now who ya gonna talk to?”
“What? Wanda got released? When?”
“Her old man came to get her this morning. Early, but … you were probably praying then!” Bryce and his cronies all laughed their evil laughs in my direction.
Wanda hated her dad. After all, she’d tried to kill him. I think he’d done bad things to her. She never really wanted to talk about it.
I got up, threw out my uneaten food, and huffed to my room. She didn’t even say goodbye.
I found a note on my bed when I entered the room.
Dear Grace,
Sorry I had to leave you here by yourself. I’ll try to write when I can. I’ll miss you. Finally found someone like me. Finally found someone who believes. You’ll be free soon too. Don’t worry. They’re coming for you.
Love,
Wanda
Reallyfriggingnuts.
I clutched the letter and cried myself into a restless sleep.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
The sound brought me out of the nightmare that held me in its grip, and I screamed upon awaking. The person on the other side of the door knocked again.
I jumped up to open the door.
“Miss Miller. I am Dr.
Katz.
Dr. Rosa Katz from the Missouri State Board. It’s such a pleasure to meet you,” she said, extending her hand as she greeted me with an enormously bright smile.
She looked familiar, but I could not place her.
“I’ll be conducting an evaluation to determine how long you need to be treated at this facility.” She stepped into the room.
I wasn’t in the mood for more poking and prodding. I put my hand out to stop her from entering the room, catching her outstretched arm in the process. The room began to spin.
I stepped back, nearly falling. She lurched forward to catch me as I was about to faint.
“It’s okay, Grace. Mama’s here now. Everything’s going to be okay.”
I didn’t hear anything after that.
THE END
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Chapter One
I always thought cults were for crazies.
Until I joined one.
Though, let me clear up any misconceptions. I’m not crazy. A freak maybe, but not crazy. Which is why I’m here. Freaks R Us. A “boarding school for the intellectually gifted” tucked away in the back streets of Wolfebane, New Hampshire. Intellectually gifted? Yeah, right. We have a pristine lake surrounded by majestic mountains. We have lush green fields that turn into fabulous groomed ski trails in the winter. We have upscale restaurants and thriving businesses and fancy homes; city pizzazz with small town coziness. We even have our very own homegrown C.U.L.T.
The Clique of Unique Luminary Telepathies.
When the average person searched this place on the internet, the home page read Co-Ed for Unified Learning and Teaching, a New Age school for the hippest of the hip. It appeared to be a rambling English manor, sandstone and massive latticed windows and French doors, surrounded by a cottage garden gone wild.
All very civilized for a place of learning, but what I’d learn scared the crap out of me.
I’d heard the rumors. Students being indoctrinated, engaging in whacky ritualistic stuff, never coming out. Most kids who’d grown up in Wolfebane had been dared to scale the walls or try a trick-or-treat door knock at Halloween. I’d never been so foolish. Nan’s interest in “the other side” spooked me enough without dabbling in the forbidden at a school for kooks. A school I now had to attend. Freaking great.
“Going in some time this century?”
I glared at Colt, sitting smug in his beat up Chevy, eager to get rid of me. Being Nan’s sole neighbor, I’d been thrust on his family when she got carted off to the hospital. I hated staying with his uptight family as much as they hated having me.
“Nah, think I’ll hang with you a bit longer. It’s so much fun.”
He pointed at the door. “Get out.”
I didn’t budge. Colt didn’t scare me. C.U.L.T. did.
“I had no choice staying with your folks. What’s your excuse?”
His expression turned stubborn.
“How old are you anyway? Nineteen? Twenty tops?”
“Twenty-one,” he gritted out. “Too old to be babysitting dorks like you.”
“Dork? That’s mature for a guy tied so tight to mommy’s apron strings he’s still living at home.”
His hands clenched on the steering wheel and I jiggled the door handle. The door opened on the third try. I couldn’t get away from him quick enough.
“If you were this smart-assed with your Nan I’m not surprised she had a stroke.”
Low blow and that’s what it felt like, like he’d kicked me in the guts. The same nauseating feeling I’d had when I’d told her what I’d seen, and she’d uttered five mysterious words—she took the wrong one—and keeled over.
“And she’s in a long-term coma?” He drove the boot in harder. “Probably do anything to stay away from you.”
I grabbed my backpack, slung my messenger bag over my shoulder and slammed the door. I couldn’t get away from him fast enough. It wasn’t what he’d said as much as the possible truth behind it. 
He leaned across the bench seat and leered out the window. “Enjoy the lock-up. Perfect place for psychos. You’ll fit right in.”
“Screw you.”
Colt gave me the finger, gunned the engine, and squealed away from the curb, leaving me standing in front of my prison.
Wolfebane High had sucked, but boarding school? Fine for my fictional faves Zoey Redbird and Rose Hathaway and Cammie Morgan. Me? I wasn’t the kick-ass heroine so much.
I stiffened as a group of girls exited the school gates. No uniforms, just a motley mix of preppy and prissy mixed with cheerleader chic. In my faded jeans, striped hoodie and worn pink ballet flats, I stood out like the nerdy bookworm I was.
One of them, a tall blonde with shiny hair to her waist, stopped and glanced my way. I half smiled. She scrutinized me from head to foot, before giving me the cheerleader welcome.
She turned her back.
Humiliation heated my cheeks as Cheerleader Chick said something to the group and they tittered, gawked at me, and snickered.
Not one of them smiled. Most did the same flick-over dismissive thing before turning away and heading up the street towards town. Leaving me as helpless and mortified and angry as I’d been at Wolfebane High.
There too I’d tried to pretend princesses didn’t get to me, that my grades were all that mattered, but with every condescending smirk, every haughty glare, I’d wanted to smash my fist into their conceited faces. Not that I was pro-violence. Unless provoked. 
Who needed all that perfect hair, perfect makeup, perfect outfit crap anyway? Who needed friends?
But as I watched the tight-knit group stroll down the street in all their trendy glory, confident in their place in the world, a small part of me yearned to run after them, to be part of their shared secrets, their out-there prettiness, their inner circle.
“Cliques are the same the world over, huh?”
I stopped staring at the princess posse and mustered a tight smile for the girl who’d voiced my opinion. A girl who looked about twelve, wearing a bizarre outfit of saffron sequined halter top, camouflage pants, and patent leather Mary Janes.
“You go to school here?”
She nodded, her baby face losing years by the second. “Third year.”
I’d never been good at small talk so I scrambled for a semi-polite response. “You like it?”
“Yeah, it’s not bad.” 
She pointed at my bags. “First day?”
“Uh-huh.”
She glanced at her watch. “Gotta run. Good luck.” 
Great, even the youngest, worst-dressed kid in school didn’t want to hang around me. And how could she be in third year when she looked like she belonged in preschool? I must’ve been staring because she pointed to her face. 
“Don’t let this fool you. I can conjure up a good spell like the rest of them.”
Just like that, my bubble of normality burst. It had been thin to begin with, but it had been there, an illusion that this place was like any other high school, complete with an in-crowd tailor made to ignore me.
But nothing about C.U.L.T. was normal, as I’d soon find out.
END OF SAMPLE
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