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Chapter One
 

 

Mist swirled across the rutted road, momentarily separating Nate from his outriders. Filtering dusk’s purple light, fog sped the onset of night. Tension gripped his belly. His gaze scanned the surrounding trees. Cutthroats roamed free in these woods and the sheer size of his party made them an easy target.

“It’s such an honor to serve you. I shall be the finest squire you’ve ever had.” Hamill rode at Nate’s side, overwhelming him with excited chatter. In the long hours since they’d left London, the boy had barely paused to breathe. “You won’t regret this, Uncle Nate—may I still call you uncle?”

Hamill’s father was Nate’s second cousin, so the title had never been accurate. “We’ll work out the details as we go along. Let’s get my family safely home.”

Nate’s palfrey tossed its head and sidestepped, crowding Hamill’s mount. Controlling the horse with his knees, Nate raised his hand, signaling the lad’s silence. The hairs on the back of Nate’s neck bristled as an eerie quiet descended. Heavy with the scent of impending rain, a brisk wind rustled barren tree branches.

“Are you all right, sir?” Hamill asked after a long pause.

“I’d hoped to make the inn before nightfall.” He glanced over his shoulder. His wife Catherine rode beside his brother William, engaged in a lively conversation. The small wagon bearing his mother and daughter had started to lag behind. The other two men-at-arms rode behind the baggage cart. They needed to close ranks, especially in this accursed fog. “Hold up!” Nate called to the outriders. A shiver sped down his spine.

An arrow whizzed past Nate’s face, barely missing the boy. Hamill’s horse reared and the lad yelped as he struggled to maintain his seat. The first raider emerged from the shadows, followed by a horde of black-clad companions, some mounted, more on foot. Archers remained hidden in the trees, raining arrows on the travelers.

Nate drew his sword and balanced in the stirrups, wishing he were astride his mighty destrier. Foot soldiers surrounded him. He kicked and jabbed, maneuvering his horse in a tight circle. Screams echoed, swords clashed, but fog concealed much of the fray. Catherine fought her way toward the wagon. A brigand dragged William from his horse.

Spurred on by desperation, Nate broke free of the foot soldiers. A massive horse crashed through the underbrush. The hooded rider jerked back on the reins, forcing the horse to rear. Hooves crashed down with violent impact, one on Nate’s thigh, the other on his horse’s neck. Pain shot through Nate as his horse’s front legs buckled. The brigand didn’t pause. Charging ahead, the larger horse trampled the palfrey, dragging Nate down as his horse collapsed.

Agony exploded through Nate, blinding him and driving the breath from his lungs. His daughter’s shrill screams followed him into the void.

* * * * *
 

“Release them!”

The angry words dragged Nate from the merciful abyss. Pain stabbed down his spine and exploded in his legs. Bile rose to the back of his throat, gagging him. With a breathless groan he lifted his face from the muddy ground and tried to raise his eyelids. Something warm and sticky coated his lashes. Blood?

Mist swirled around him, embraced him, and called him back to the comforting darkness. Shifting one arm beneath himself, he shoved against the ground. His eyes refused to focus through the fog.

“They have suffered enough. Release them.” A flash of gold accompanied the female voice.

Nate turned his head toward the light. Searing pain rewarded his efforts. Why couldn’t he move?

Jumbled images erupted in his mind. A sea of hooded brigands materialized out of the fog, dragging his party from their horses. Daggers flashed, swords scraped. The darkness was filled with screams of agony and pleas for mercy.

Then the acrid stench of death.

Nay! An anguished cry echoed through his mind, but the sound never passed his lips. Dry and useless, his tongue refused to move. His eyes burned as he scanned the tree-lined trail. Night had not yet fallen when the raiders attacked. How long had he been unconscious? Hours?
Days?

“You have no authority over me,” another female replied. Nate searched for the source of the argument, ignoring the agony triggered by his slightest movement.

Two figures stood backlit by the harvest moon. One was tall and slender. The elaborate sleeves of her flowing silver gown rippled in the breeze. Light emanated from her, shimmering in her hip-length hair. Even in profile her features were elegant, hauntingly beautiful. She stepped closer to the other figure, sparks trailing in her wake.

Undaunted by the aggression, the second figure held her ground. Dressed in a tunic and hose like a lad, bronze light emanated from her body, leaving no doubt about her gender. Though smaller and darker than the first, the second entity was no less remarkable.

“Be gone!” The silvery apparition gestured sharply, knocking the other back.

Terrified, Nate struggled against the oppressive weight pinning him to the ground. The bronze spirit hissed. Blue light ignited in her eyes, revealing angular features and full lips. She raised her hands, but the silver spirit launched another attack. Screaming, the bronze specter wrapped her arms around her belly and convulsed. A final burst from the silver-haired being forced the darker one to retreat. Her image wavered for a moment then faded from view.

Trembling with fear and trepidation, Nate couldn’t take his gaze off the vision. She floated toward a shape in the darkness, a denser shadow against the gloom. In a voice soft and musical, she spoke words he didn’t understand. Her slender hands hovered over a body sprawled on the leaf-strewn ground.

A hazy image jerked into focus, more agonizing than his pain. His brother frantically battling the brigands as Nate watched…helplessly pinned beneath his horse. A sob lodged in his dry throat. Tears filled his eyes.

Not William. Take me!

The specter didn’t hear him or she ignored his silent plea. She moved on, wavering light illuminating her destination. Nate trembled, tears streaming down his face as the spirit knelt beside his wife. Clutched tight in Catherine’s arms was their three-year-old daughter Estel. Her tiny body shuddered, struggling for breath.

“Nay!” Grief clogged his throat. He forced the word out and the specter looked at him. “Please. I’ll do anything! Spare them.”

Her wide, ice-crystal gaze bore into his, her expression both compassionate and confused. “I’m here to release them from their suffering. She had no right to trap them here.”

“Death is no mercy! Heal them. Right this wrong!”

“That’s not within my power.” Regret softened her tone. Her radiance shifted from silver to gold and back. “Their spirits would have departed long ago were it not for the other’s wickedness. Death is all I can offer. Would you rather they remain in agony?”

Nate couldn’t speak the words. He lowered his face to the ground. Was his mother still in the wagon? Who had arranged this slaughter?

Why?

Time passed, an eternity of agonizing moments. He imagined Catherine’s gentle smile, her eyes alight with warmth and tenderness. The memory of Estel’s sweet laughter unleashed a maelstrom of regret. He would never hear her giggle again. He wouldn’t be able to watch her grow, see her experience life’s wonders and overcome its challenges.

He wept.

Now! Let the spirit take him now. He longed for Death’s embrace.

Silence.

What was taking so long?

With great effort he raised his face from the mud. Her otherworldly radiance subsided as the specter knelt at his side. Her long, pale hair spilled forward, brushing his cheek. Without the illumination, she looked like an ordinary woman, her features lost in shadow.

“Am I the last?” he asked, his voice cold and composed.

“I have tried to free you, Nathaniel.” She gathered her hair and pushed it behind her shoulders. “You are not meant to die.”

“Nay!” He screamed his fury to the fog-shrouded night. “Don’t leave me here! You heartless bitch! Don’t leave me…” He lowered his head, clawing at the mud.

She stroked his cheek and whispered in her strange, musical language. He flinched from her touch, cursing his helplessness. As Nate willed himself to die, the Angel of Death began to sing.

* * * * *
 

Enos Diadem stared down at the crumpled body of Byleth. Her garments were charred and dirty. Debris littered her long, dark hair. Should he restore her strength, or siphon what little remained of her energy? He shrugged and lifted her slight form in his arms. It wasn’t his decision to make. She belonged to Makatiel.

With a disgusted shudder, Enos sank through the forest floor and emerged in an upper corridor of the Netherworld. He scanned the chambers, searching for the master demon. His revulsion grew with each step he took. Putrid filth coated every surface. The stench of rotting flesh and decay gagged him. Shuddering, he forced himself to venture deeper.

“It’s not natural for a demon to hate Hell.” Makatiel stepped into the corridor and grinned. It was a common criticism among the master demons. Makatiel was one of the few who found Enos’ distaste amusing.

“I brought you a present.” Enos motioned to the fledgling in his arms.

Makatiel ushered Enos into his chamber. “Where did you find her?”

“In the forest above the main gate. I presumed she was trying to return to you.”

“Her assignment was simple. There’s no reason she should have failed.”

“Has she failed you before?” Enos laid her on the floor at Makatiel’s feet.

“Aye, but I sense great potential in her and she pleases me in other ways.” Lightly tapping one of his sharp fingernails against his chin, Makatiel paused to deliberate.

Enos studied Makatiel as his friend stared at the fledgling. Honey-colored hair flowed to his broad shoulders. The elegant arrangement of his features hadn’t changed since his descent into darkness. Were it not for the demonic flash of his ebony eyes, Makatiel would be able to blend with humanity. His appealing features hid an especially vicious nature. Enos often relied on his ruthlessness.

“I need to know what went wrong before I decide whether or not to destroy her.” Makatiel sent a jolt of energy into her body. Her skin flushed, her breathing deepened and her eyelids fluttered.

“What happened?” His angry question jarred her more than the violent energy transfer.

She pushed her hair out of her eyes and struggled to sit. Her gaze appeared black, but occasional flickers of blue revealed her incomplete transformation.

“There was this…” Her full breasts quivering beneath her linen tunic. Enos licked his lips. They’d have her out of that soon enough. He remained well back from Makatiel, content to observe the interaction.

“This what? Did the raiders not attack as I said they would?”

Shifting to her knees, she sat back on her heels, bowing her head slightly. She should have removed her offending garments before assuming the respectful position. If Makatiel didn’t rectify the oversight, he would.

“The raiders had just finished when I arrived.” Her voice sounded stronger. She folded her hands in her lap.

“That’s too bad. There is nothing as exhilarating as human brutality.”

Byleth fidgeted, twisting the hem of her tunic between her fingers. “She was there again, sir. Why does this creature plague me?”

“Who?” Tangling his fingers in her thick hair, Makatiel pulled her face up and gazed into her eyes. “Explain.”

“I’m not as inept as you believe. Each time I’ve failed, my mission has been sabotaged by this…angel.”

He laughed and released her. “Why would an angel waste her time with you? Your transformation is incomplete. You’re all but powerless.”

She dared a glance at her master, affront erupting in flashes of blue. “May I speak candidly, sir?”

Narrowing his gaze, Makatiel crossed his arms over his chest and nodded.

“I know you don’t believe me. I’d begun to wonder myself, but tonight I saw her, spoke with her, fought against her. The other two times I merely felt her presence, her influence hindering me. Tonight she appeared.”

“An Angel of God attacked you and yet you live?” He made no attempt to hide the mockery in his tone.

“I never said she was an Angel of God. The pulses she sent into me contained Heaven’s Light, but…I’ve never encountered anyone like her.”

“Was this creature Fallen?”

Byleth shook her head. “She retained angelic powers, yet she was not an angel. I sensed corruption in her spirit, yet she was not Fallen.”

“A semi-Fallen angel?”
Makatiel laughed. “There is no such thing.”

“Actually there is.” Enos hadn’t intended to participate in the conversation, but he could no longer abstain.

“You know such a creature?” Makatiel asked.

Enos leaned one shoulder against the wall. “She has crossed my path before, but you know her. Or you knew her before the Fall.”

“You’re speaking in riddles.”

“Not at all.” Ambling across the room, Enos approached Byleth. “Why are you still clothed? It is disrespectful to conceal your body from your superiors.”

Makatiel grinned. All demons were lusty, but Enos specialized in the pleasures of the flesh. Byleth scrambled to her feet. Makatiel stood beside Enos as she shed her garments and proudly displayed her lush, young body. Her tongue darted out, moistening her lips. She kept her gaze averted.

“Are you frightened?” Enos leaned in and lowered his voice, caressing her with his breath.

“Nay, sir. I’m ashamed.” Her voice sounded surprisingly calm considering she was about to be devoured by two master demons. “I failed. I’m preparing myself for whatever punishment you determine I deserve.”

“And if we determine you deserve no punishment, will you be disappointed?” Enos thrived on sexual games. He’d have Byleth so confused by the time they finished with her, she wouldn’t know if she’d been tortured or rewarded.

“Push your hair behind your shoulders. I cannot see your breasts. Aye, now lock your hands behind your head.” Byleth moved into the position he described. Her eyes flashed, revealing her excitement. Enos circled her, assessing her from every angle.

“What was her assignment?” Enos glanced at his friend as he fondled one of Byleth’s breasts, rubbing her nipple with his thumb.

“I discovered a human capable of discerning our kind. His powers are just beginning to emerge, so I made sure they never come to fruition.”

Enos moved his hand to Byleth’s other breast, but his gaze remained on Makatiel. “This man yet lives.”

“What!” Makatiel strode to Byleth and shouldered Enos aside. Raising her face, he glared into her eyes. “If the raiders left our target alive, why did you not finish the job?”

Her eyes widened and her chest heaved. “I didn’t realize he was still alive until after she appeared.”

Makatiel spun toward Enos, drawing his attention away from Byleth’s quivering breasts. “That’s why you were in the forest. You didn’t happen upon Byleth. You have some connection to this semi-Fallen angel. You said I knew her. Who is she?”

“Tell me more about this human.”

Makatiel glared at Byleth. “There will soon be nothing left to tell.” His gaze returned to Enos. “Besides, I asked you first.”

“She belonged to the Order of Dominions while you were still their prince. After you Fell, she lost direction and joined a band of Rebel Angels.” He smirked, but the image of Lailah’s beautiful face materialized in his mind. She’d haunted his dreams since he’d first seen her a century before.

“Rebel Angels? What are you talking about?”

“There were originally seven, but most have completed their quests.” He moved behind Byleth, his hands wandering over her supple body. “They were cursed by their own words and sent to the mortal realm, each given an individual challenge.”

“For what do they quest?”

“The female Byleth encountered is challenged to rediscover life’s splendor.”

“The female?”
Makatiel growled. “Stop provoking me. Who is she?”

“You trained her to be an Angel of Death.”

“Lailah?”

Enos nodded. Just the sound of her name sent desire thrumming through his body?









Chapter Two
 

 

Lailah soared through the night sky, exhilarated and content. A cool breeze wafted across her face and caressed her wings. Nearly a year had passed in the mortal realm as she monitored Nate’s recovery. Why had he been able to see her? Humans were never aware of her when she assumed her angelic form unless it was their time to die. The answer eluded her. Then the question lost its importance as stronger, darker emotions replaced her curiosity.

Nate fascinated her. She had only intended to linger until someone else attended him, but it had taken so long for his rescuers to arrive. She’d tried to encourage him as he’d slipped into delirium. Her songs eased his restlessness if not his pain.

She’d accompanied the rescue party, convinced she would depart the moment Nate stabilized. Hours turned to days and days flew by so quickly Lailah lost count. Comforting Nate gave her life purpose, stirred feelings within her she’d thought long dead. He grew stronger with each new day, both in body and spirit. She had no real reason to remain, but she couldn’t stay away.

Chimney smoke drifted on the wind, drawing her from her musings. Dense trees and thorny bushes surrounded her cottage, barring every access except the sky. Only two beings would make themselves at home in her house—Daniel and Gabriel. She hadn’t seen Gabriel in several human years. Daniel, on the other hand, had become quite a nuisance.

Circling the clearing, she searched for any sign of danger other than the smoke. She sensed no demonic presence and nothing seemed amiss, so she glided to the ground.

“Where have you been?”

Hearing Daniel’s sharp tone, she waited to furl her wings. He stood on the stoop, the door open behind him. She studied his tense features. Angelic sight was different than human, but once she assumed human form she would be completely blind.

Daniel had drawn his dark hair straight back from his face, accenting his wide, night-black eyes. Many were intimidated by his fierce scowls and uncompromising ways, but no one knew Daniel as well as Lailah.

“I’ve been on assignment.” She cocked one eyebrow in silent challenge.

He scoffed, fists planted firmly on his hips. “We’re no longer sanctioned for assignments. We’re damned to pursue these futile quests. Didn’t your years with Alyssa teach you the value of truth?”

“Why are you so surly?”

Daniel had already taken on human form. Retaining their angelic radiance became more difficult every day. Though neither spoke the words, they knew time was running out. She furled her wings and waited for the light to dissipate. Nearly a century had passed since a vengeful demon destroyed her sight. Lailah no longer feared the dark.

“You’ve been with that human again.”

“If you knew the answer, why ask the question?” She brushed past him and entered her modest dwelling. How long had he been waiting for her? She’d been with Nate for three days—this time.

“What is your fascination with this mortal?” His boots creaked as he crossed the floor.

“His name is Nathaniel.”

“What has that to do with anything?”

His tone snapped and Lailah couldn’t help but smile. “Surely you remember Nathaniel. We’ve not been transformed that long.”

“Nathaniel was the last to join our ranks—”

“And the first to successfully complete his quest.” Daniel stepped up beside her. She didn’t bother turning his way. “I’m being sentimental.”

He laughed. “You’re about as sentimental as I am serene.”

She crossed her arms over her breasts, all playfulness leaving her manner. “He was their target and they failed. Be they spirits or ordinary brigands, they will likely try again.”

“Why allow him to recover? If they were so determined to end his life, they would have already tried again.”

“Perhaps they’ve not yet located him. Perhaps they believe they succeeded the first time. I only know I will not leave him until he is able to protect himself.”

“You’re not a Guardian. That was never your role.”

“My role has been redefined. Wouldn’t you agree?” Silence stretched between them. She could picture his stubborn glower. She hesitated to confess the rest, but Daniel was her closest friend, and the secret weighed heavy on her conscience. She should have reported the anomaly long ago. “He could see me, Daniel, and not just me—the demon too. What sort of mortal can see spirits?”

“Have you told Gabriel?”

She shrugged, extending her hands toward the fire.

“He doesn’t know anything about this, does he?” She didn’t need to see Daniel’s face. Disbelief infused his tone.

“I’m not Gabriel’s responsibility. I never was. He taught me how to compensate for the loss of my sight.” She looked into Daniel’s eyes. “I’ve learned my lessons well. Few even realize I’m blind.”

“What has that to do with this mortal man? If you sense something unusual in him, it should be reported.”

“Why? We’re no longer sanctioned for official duties. Do they share information with us?”

“You’re trying to protect him. You have feelings for this human.”

“He watched me release the spirits of his entire family.” Her tone was sharp and impatient. Daniel meant well, but Nate stirred feelings in her she wasn’t willing to abandon. She’d been numb so long before she encountered Nate. She intended to relish every sensation. “If I can comfort him, I will.”

“He was the only one to survive the attack?”

“His squire escaped before the slaughter began.” Daniel couldn’t leave any mystery alone. He would dig until he found the truth. His nature allowed nothing less. “We need to know why they were attacked.” She kept her tone light, casual.

“Would you like me to investigate the ambush?”

“I’m fully capable of conducting a simple investigation.” Her objection would fuel his curiosity. Daniel was nothing if not stubborn. She couldn’t watch over Nate and investigate the attack. This would work out perfectly.

“Is this man part of your quest?” For once in his life, Daniel’s tone was devoid of sarcasm.

“I don’t know.” She paused, savoring the warmth of the fire on her face. “I only know I can’t leave him.”

* * * * *
 

Nate stood at the window in the tiny bedchamber staring out into the moonlit street. Kaleb had threatened to return every night until Nate abandoned his melancholy. Kaleb’s son Hamill wasn’t much better, continually urging him to return to the castle and move on with his life. Darkness fell and neither Kaleb nor Hamill appeared.

Bracing his forearm against the wall, Nate released a heavy sigh. They were right. This couldn’t go on. Despite all he’d lost, he had responsibilities, people counting on him.

A familiar pounding on the door drew his attention. “Go away!” His cousin would never be dissuaded so easily.

“This is my house.” Kaleb burst into the room, slamming the door behind him. “I’ll go where I damn well please.” He paused to survey the room then turned his hazel stare on Nate. “You’re out of bed and bathed. These are definite improvements. Are my visits finally doing some good?”

“I was well on my way to recovery when you dedicated yourself to annoying me.”

“You were well on your way to a drunken oblivion, and I—”

“Three days hence I will return to the castle. Please make the others aware.”

Kaleb stared at him, eyes narrowed and head tilted, illustrating his suspicion.

Nate smiled. “My body is healed, and as you have said repeatedly, my life will not wait forever.”

“Why three days?”
Kaleb moved closer. “Why not accompany me tomorrow if you honestly mean to return?”

“I thought Judith would appreciate the time to prepare the household for my arrival. I’ve been gone the better part of a year.”

“This isn’t a trick to be rid of me? You really mean to go home?”

“I have yet to sit a horse, but the physician believes my legs will bear the strain.”

With a hesitant smile, Kaleb moved to Nate’s side. “It will be wonderful to have you back. I was barely tolerated before the tragedy. Even your servants have better manners than me.”

“You selflessly put your life on hold and—”

“I am a poor substitute, nothing more. Your people need you.”

Nate inclined his head. “I appreciate all you’ve done. I will always be grateful.”

“You can best show your gratitude by getting the hell out of my house, resuming my son’s training and letting my life return to normal!”

Nate chuckled at the brash suggestion. Kaleb was nothing if not persistent. “In three days’ time you’ll be rid of me for good.”

After playfully slapping him on the back, Kaleb left the room. Nate returned his gaze to the quiet scene beyond the window. His thoughts drifted back to that night in the forest. The images were never far from his mind. The raid had been focused and ruthless, not some random act of violence. His family had been slaughtered. He’d been left for dead.

A moment of panic had inadvertently saved Nate’s life. At the onset of the attack, Hamill fled in fear. The lad had returned to London and fetched his father. Realizing Nate would never survive the long trek to Monthamn Castle, Kaleb had brought his wounded cousin back to London. Physicians straightened Nate’s broken legs and bound his fractured ribs, but they’d predicted he’d never walk again.

Nate had still been incapacitated by his injuries when his mother, brother, wife and daughter were interred in the family crypt. Long, tedious months followed as Nate’s body recovered. Contradicting the dire prognosis, his bones mended and his flesh healed.

The candles sputtered out, casting the room into darkness. He braced his hands on the window frame. What now? The visions grew worse every day. Winged spirits.
Grotesquely distorted creatures.
And the beautiful Angel of Death. He found it amusing that Death wore such an appealing face. He’d never dreamed insanity would be so entertaining. Her silvery image wavered on the surface of the window. If he turned, she’d only vanish. She’d done so before.

“Do you really mean to return?” she asked.

He’d come to hate that lilting voice over the long, lonely nights. She’d filled his delirium with songs of encouragement, songs of comfort and inspiration. Death had rescued him from the brink—and he despised her for it!

“Why do you continue to torment me?”

“I’m not here to torment you. If you honestly want me to leave, I’ll go.”

“How can I feel anything but—” He turned and grabbed her upper arms. His gasp was louder than hers. “You’re real! Who…? What are you?” She twisted and jerked against his hold. He pulled her closer, dragged her toward the moonlight. “It was you that night in the forest and all the other nights since. I thought you were a spirit, some sort of ghost.”

She stopped struggling. Her breath escaped in a long, ragged sigh. “I’m not a ghost.” Shadows blurred her delicate features. Still, he could picture each detail. She’d haunted his dreams and filled his waking hours with lurid fantasies. He backed her against the wall beside the window, caging her with his body.

“Go back to that night in the forest. What did I see?”

“What do you think you saw?” She stroked the side of his face and awareness sizzled through him. “Who do you believe I am?”

Dragging her hands above her head, he pressed his body against hers. Solid, warm, real, she was no apparition. “You’re my tormentor. I detest you!” His voice hitched, belying the emotion he named. “Why did you take the others yet leave me here to rot?”

“I don’t decide who lives and dies. I’m just a guide.”

He crossed her hands and held both in one firm fist. “You don’t feel like an angel. You feel like a woman.”

“Have you touched many angels?” Her light, musical tone reminded him of her songs, the hours she’d spent at his bedside, unseen yet ever-present, a companion in his despair.

“Are you an angel?” A shudder accompanied the question. He was pressed against her soft curves, felt the heat of her skin beneath his fingers. This was no angel!

She turned her face away, hiding her expression with the fall of her hair. “I am many things.”

He stroked his fingers across her cheek, awed that she was still there. “You’re not an illusion, a trick of my mind?”

“Nay. I’m flesh and blood.” She leaned into his caress.

“You enjoy my touch.” His voice dropped to barely a whisper as carnal hunger stirred his blood. “Do angels feel desire?”

“I’m not an angel.”

Maintaining his grip on her wrists, he bent and brushed his mouth over hers. She made no objection, so he kissed her again. Pressing, sliding, he explored her lips. Soft, warm, alive—yet she was the bringer of death!

Shoving away from the wall, he turned his back and raked both hands through his shaggy hair. She wrapped her arms around his waist, her voice soft and low. “Let me ease your pain. Take comfort in my embrace.”

Fury parted his confusion—churning, boiling, demanding release. He shoved her hands away and spun to face her again. “You did this to me! You took everyone I loved and left me here with nothing.”

Pushing her fingers into his hair, she drew his face down to hers, her lips sweetly parted, welcoming. Nate clenched his teeth, refusing her tenderness. He didn’t want to be comforted!

“I hate you.” He formed the words against her parted lips. Her fingers remained in his hair, persistent without pulling. “How can I feel anything but hate for you?”

“You may want to hate me, but you don’t. Let us comfort each other.” Feathering kisses against his lips, she stroked his face and pressed her body against him.

Desire, hot and demanding, pulsed through Nate. He’d felt only anger and loss for so long, the awakening left him dazed. He angled his head and took the kiss deeper. Wrapping his fingers around the back of her neck, he held her still. His tongue thrust past her lips. He couldn’t want her. She’d destroyed his life, robbed him of everyone who meant anything to him.

Why was she doing this? Why wouldn’t she leave him alone?

I want to comfort you. I need to ease your pain.

He dragged his mouth from hers. “I heard your voice inside my head.”

“I can’t speak with your mouth on mine.” Amusement lightened her tone.

Shadows obscured her features while moonlight gleamed in her silvery hair. His rage subsided, leaving desire and emptiness. “Is there a special place in Hell for those who lust after angels?”

She smiled, her teeth white and even in the shadowed room. “I thought we had that settled. I’m not an angel. I’m a dream, a flight of fancy. Let’s comfort each other. We’ve both been alone too long.”

Struggling for breath, he pushed her away. This was wrong. He couldn’t find comfort in the arms of Death. This…creature had separated him from Catherine and Estel, from William and his mother. “Why have you stayed with me all this time? Why do you care what happens to me?”

Crossing her arms over her chest, she slipped her hands inside the trailing ends of her sleeves. “I didn’t mean to become attached to you. It just happened.”

He ignored the warmth that spread through his body. It shouldn’t matter if she cared for him. “Are you attached to me, sweet fancy? Is that what keeps you here?” His fingers itched to touch her, to explore her soft body and bury themselves in her unbound hair.

“I felt responsible for you.” A thread of stubbornness revealed itself in her tone. “I wanted to make sure you recovered before I return…”

“Return to where, the twisted depths of my imagination? I don’t know what you are, but I know what you’re not.”

“What am I not?”

“Human.” The word hung in the air between them, ringing with accusation and awe. He said nothing for a long moment. “When I awakened on the road, there were two of…whatever you are. Why did you attack the other one?”

“You shouldn’t have been able to see us. I don’t understand why you could.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

She turned her face away, shielding herself with her hair. “Have you always been aware of spirits, or is this a result of what happened that night?”

He cupped her shoulders and she gasped. The room wasn’t that dark. Why had the contact surprised her? “My patience is wearing thin. Stop evading the issue.” Easing his hold, he moved one hand to her neck, caressing the underside of her jaw with his thumb, fascinated by her smooth skin. “The visions began before that night, but they have multiplied since. I see all manner of creatures now.” He shuddered. “Have I gone mad?”

“If madness had claimed you, it wouldn’t occur to you to wonder about the state of your sanity.” She paused, swaying toward him, her warm breath wafting against his throat. “When I caught up to the other, she had—”

“The other? The one dressed like a man?”

“Aye. I could sense that she was recently Fallen and—”

“Fallen?” He tucked her hair behind her ear, trying to make out her expression in the shadows. “Is that term not attributed to angels? What sort of being are you?”

She shook her head, dislodging her hair. “I can’t explain what I don’t understand. And stop interrupting me. The creatures you see are real and you’re right—we are not human. The other is in the process of Falling. Her transformation is not yet complete. Each time she commits an atrocity, her demonic power grows. Fledgling demons are ravenous for power. Their hunger makes them vicious and cruel.”

“She trapped their souls in their dying bodies, prolonging their agony.” His voice broke and he pulled her into his embrace. She wrapped her arms around him, splaying her fingers against his back.

“That’s why I attacked her. I disabled her spell and set their spirits free.”

He buried his face in her hair, inhaling her sweet scent. She was warm, soft and vibrantly alive. He longed to absorb her vitality through his pores, to feel whole again.

“I’ve heard Kaleb speak of Judith and the little ones,” she whispered. “Who are they?”

“Judith is my brother’s widow.” He forced the words past his dry throat. “They—she has two children.”

“Sons or daughters?” Her fingers combed through his hair.

“One of each.” He grasped her wrists, stilling her tender caresses. Each stroke stirred sensations he didn’t want to feel. “How can I hope to make up for all they’ve lost?”

“You can’t replace their father. They wouldn’t want you to try, but you can love them and protect them.” She kissed his chin. Slipping her hand inside the loose neckline of his tunic, she stroked his shoulders and chest.

“The crisis is long since past. Why are you still here?” Silence swirled around them, warm and caressing. Nate pulled her closer, needing to see her face.

“I’m going to help you remember what it feels like to be alive.” She skimmed his face with her fingertips. Rapid weight loss had sharpened his features, creating hollows beneath his cheekbones and accenting the brackets framing his mouth. He’d never thought of himself as vain, but she was so beautiful.

He cupped her cheek and rubbed his lips against hers. Warm and spicy, her breath filled his mouth and stirred his desire. She parted her lips and traced his mouth with her tongue. He released a throaty murmur as tingles sped down his spine. She nibbled and licked at his lips. He laughed, a nearly forgotten sound.

“You’re a hungry little fantasy,” he whispered.

Instead of responding with words, she tugged his tunic off over his head. Her mouth fastened onto the side of his neck, sucking hard enough to mark his skin. She caressed his chest, sides, and back while he frantically battled her gown’s fastenings. Her dress slipped from her shoulders and she lifted her arms from the elaborate sleeves. His hands trembled as he untied his hose and kicked off his shoes.

She eased his hose over his hips and down his thighs. Kneeling before him, she situated herself on her discarded gown. I’m going to help you remember what it feels like to be alive. Her words echoed, fueling his desire. She couldn’t mean to…what sort of spirit would…?

Wrapping her hand around the base of his cock, she leaned in and exhaled her moist breath across his sensitive tip. A violent shudder passed through Nate. Tension coiled deep in his belly. He wanted to feel anything but pain, to lose himself completely in their passion.

Tomorrow he’d think of the future, be practical and sane. Tonight he’d be wild and reckless, utterly abandoned to this dream.

She cupped him with one hand and stroked him with the other, her mouth hovering just out of reach. “Please,” he whispered, pushing his fingers into her silken hair.

Circling his tip with her tongue, she teased him unmercifully. Desire pulsed within him, demanding and intense. She moved her hands to his buttocks and closed her lips around his shaft. He braced his legs, his body trembling as she drew him deep into her mouth.

“Oh, sweet fancy, how I burn.”

She slid him in and out of her mouth, her lips warm and firm. He caressed her face and rocked his hips as she pleasured him. Sensation spread out through his body, tingling, throbbing heat.

“Enough!” His breath escaped in a ragged gasp as he pulled out of her mouth and drew her to her feet. He kissed her urgently. His tongue moved in her mouth, delving deep with silent demand. She arched into his body, pressing her breasts against his chest.

With his arms wrapped snug around her, he guided her to the bed. She crawled onto the narrow mattress and spread out on her back. Lifting her arms in silent invitation, she waited for him to join her. Instead, he dropped one of the pillows to the floor and knelt upon it.

Be she spirit, specter or fantasy, she was solid, warm and willing. He’d accept the comfort she offered, but she would know pleasure too.

His mouth sealed over hers, the kiss filled with longing. Their tongues dueled, swirled and tasted. She arched restlessly. He stroked her breasts, rolling the nipples between his thumb and forefinger. Her belly quivered as he caressed her smooth skin. His hand glided over her thighs and she eased her legs apart. Bending her knees, she made room for his hand, offering him everything.

Shaken by her selflessness, he touched her with gentle reverence. His fingers caressed her slick folds, sliding and stroking. Desire pounded through him. It had been so long! He eased two fingers into the  snug center of her body, groaning as her moist heat surrounded him.

He licked his way along her neck, nibbled her collarbone before capturing one of her nipples and sucking with firm, slow pulls. Her inner muscles echoed his rhythm, and a low moan escaped her throat.

All he could see in the darkness was the cloud of her silvery hair and the silhouette of her lissome body. He wanted to watch her expression as he gave her release. He wanted to look into her eyes as he joined their bodies. But her nipple hardened against his tongue and her rippling core massaged his fingers. He pulled nearly out then thrust back in.

“Aye! Fill me.”

Determination surged through him at her plaintive cry. He explored her belly with his lips and pushed his fingers deeper. She arched. He thrust, offering her a teasing glimpse of what they both wanted. Maintaining a steady rhythm with his fingers, he found her swollen nub with his tongue.

She gasped. “Oh aye!” Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer.

He circled her again and again as his fingers moved steadily. Her body responded, coating his hand and tantalizing his tongue. Pushing deep, he concentrated on her nub, flicking and sucking until her inner muscles clenched his fingers. She shuddered and sighed, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted to devour her, to hear her cries of pleasure.

Climbing onto the bed, he knelt between her thighs. She opened for him, the invitation unmistakable. He trembled. What sort of man seduced an angel?

“I’m not an angel, and I seduced you.”

Her whispered words scattered his hesitation. He positioned his cock at her entrance and sank into her slick passage. She wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him deeper. He gritted his teeth. She felt so good! He pulled back. She tightened around him, heightening the pleasure and building the need.

Again and again he filled her. She arched, stroking his arms and chest as he thrust faster, deeper.

Passion.

Pleasure.

Hope.

Joy welled within him. He covered her mouth with his, infusing the kiss with tenderness and gratitude. Wrapping his arms around her, he clutched her to his chest as he thrust to the hilt and surrendered to desire.

Pleasure inundated his senses, washing over him in languid waves. She clung to him, whispering his name. Peace swept in on the heels of desire, leaving him trembling and sated.

They slept for a time, her head pillowed on his shoulder, his arms holding her close. He woke to her lips teasing his skin, her warm hands caressing, reawakening his arousal. He ceased to care if insanity had claimed him. She was the sweetest delusion anyone could invent.

Straddling his hips, she slowly sank onto his hardened cock. She moved with hypnotic grace, her features lost in shadow. Her hair streamed down her back, teasing his thighs as she took him deep over and over.

Release came gently the second time. She collapsed across his chest and kissed his mouth as waves of pleasure bathed them in warmth and contentment.

He lay sprawled on his back, breathless and replete as she silently slipped from his bed. His sluggish brain refused to comprehend she was leaving until she was fully dressed.

“Wait.” His heart lurched. Fantasies weren’t meant to last, but this had felt so real. “Will I ever see you again?”

Silhouetted by the moon, she paused and looked back at him. A golden glow emanated from her body, revealing her face. Dazzled by her beauty, he couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.

“It’s time, Nathaniel. You’ve regained your strength. You don’t need me anymore.”

Before he could reply, her wings unfurled, knocking the breath from his lungs. Delicately scalloped, translucent and shimmering, her wings muddled his thoughts. She arched her back, her wings rippling, showering the room with sparkles of light. He reached out to touch her, but she disappeared, leaving him alone in the dark.









Chapter Three
 

 

“You’ve been unable to learn anything?” Lailah tried to keep the disappointment from her tone, but no mystery had ever been this important to her. And Daniel had never failed before.

“He was attacked by paid assassins. I’m sure that comes as no surprise. I don’t know who hired them. If you hadn’t waited so long to confide in me, I might have been more use to you.” He paused. Leather creaked as he shifted position, most likely uncrossing and re-crossing his legs. “I’ve learned who he is, and I think I understand why he can see you.”

She hesitated. Leaving Nate had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done. If she knew where to find him, would she be able to stay away? Did she want to stay away? Releasing an exasperated sigh, she squared her shoulders and focused on the facts. Her interaction with Nate was over. She must concentrate on her quest.

“Can you explain why he could see me without divulging his identity?”

Daniel chuckled. “Don’t trust yourself?”

Smiling, she turned her face toward the fire.

“Perhaps you were meant to be with this man. I’ve never known you to—”

“It doesn’t matter.” She crossed her arms over her chest and buried her hands in her sleeves. “What role would I play in his life? Mistress?
Wife? It’s impossible. I would only complicate things and he’s suffered enough.”

Kneeling before her, Daniel gathered her hands between his. “What about you? Haven’t you suffered enough? Shouldn’t you claim what happiness you can find? Your quest is to rediscover life’s splendor. Perhaps you can find it with this man.”

Longing crashed over Lailah in tormenting waves. She clenched her fists, angry and conflicted. She wanted Nate with physical intensity, but Daniel’s suggestion made no sense. Their quests were about sacrifice, overcoming personal challenges and reassessing priorities.

Daniel shot to his feet. She lifted her head, her instincts engaging an instant after his.

“I hear wings.” He moved across the room, leaving her seated before the hearth.

A lump formed in her throat. Had they come to judge her? Would she be damned for seducing a mortal? Pushing to her feet, Lailah gathered defiance around her like a suit of armor. Nate had needed her. If comforting him was wrong…

“We have visitors.” Amusement tinged Daniel’s tone, halting the downward spiral of her thoughts.

Lailah heard him open the door. Cool air swept into the room, fresh with the scent of flowers. Flowers? It was autumn.

Why was Daniel silent? Tension built again. Lailah prepared to unfurl her wings then warm, gentle fingers closed around her hand. Awareness jolted her. “Alyssa? Is that really you?”

“It’s me.” Alyssa wrapped her arms around Lailah, squeezing so tight Lailah laughed. “I’m so glad to see you.”

One of the stipulations of their exile discouraged them from interacting with other Rebel Angels. Lailah had disregarded the dictate while Alyssa was lost in lies, as Daniel ignored the stipulation now that she had lost her sight. Still, Alyssa’s visit was unexpected and welcome. Alyssa had successfully completed her quest for truth and now resided in the fifth level of Heaven with her husband Sariel.

Easing away from Alyssa, Lailah smiled. “Is Sariel here with you?”

“I am.” His deep voice came from beside her.

She turned toward him and his strong arms enfolded her. Sariel had been her friend since time began. His responsibilities as Prince of the Order of Grigori left him little opportunity for anything else. There was no possibility this was a social call. “What brings you to my humble domicile?”

It was during Alyssa’s quest for truth that Lailah had lost her sight. Her friends now lived together in blissful peace while Lailah struggled on in darkness. Even as Nate made love to her, she’d been unable to see his face. Resentment bubbled from deep within her. She’d believed herself beyond these feelings. Apparently the wounds were not yet healed.

“Why don’t we sit?” Alyssa touched her arm. “This could be a lengthy conversation.”

There were only two chairs before the fire, so Lailah led her guests to the table across the room. Daniel sat in his usual chair across from her. Alyssa chose the one at her side, leaving Sariel to sit beside Daniel.

“Even before my exile, I belonged to the Order of Dominions. What brings the Prince of the Grigori to my door?”

“I need your help.”

Sariel sounded casual, relaxed, but Lailah remained wary. “You need my help?” She chuckled at the irony. “How can that be?” Authority had never set well with Lailah and her decision to end her interaction with Nate had left her feisty.

“The Council has requested that I find someone else to undertake this assignment. For some reason, they doubt my objectivity. You and Daniel are uniquely qualified.” Was that amusement in Sariel’s tone? She wasn’t sure if she should be encouraged or intimidated. Few things amused Sariel.

“What is the assignment?”

“Ever since Rosalind and Gadrayel were allowed to marry, the Council has been observing their descendants. It is believed that the unusual blending of angelic, demonic and human natures found in their offspring will result in a being of immense power.”

The Order of Grigori was the oldest and most powerful group of angels. They possessed the one ability others did not. They were able to procreate. The Daughters of Man were forbidden to the Grigori, yet the lines blurred where Rebel Angels were concerned.

Gadrayel was a Grigori hunter and one of his missions led him to Rosalind. Their attraction had been instantaneous and powerful. Not knowing what price they would ultimately pay for loving each other, they had abandoned themselves to the bliss.

Rosalind’s lineage was even more complicated than Gadrayel’s. Her grandfather had been a Fallen Grigori and farther back in her ancestry had been Gideon, one of the Rebel Angels.

“I didn’t follow their progress closely, but they seemed to do well for themselves.” Lailah drew her thoughts away from the convoluted past.

“Rosalind lived a long and happy life,” Alyssa said. “The demonic element in her nature created conflict from time to time, but Gadrayel was there to help her drive back the darkness.”

“Several generations have passed since they departed the mortal realm.” Lailah’s injury had taken her life in a different direction from the occupants of Monthamn Castle. “If such a person existed, shouldn’t they have surfaced by now?”

“The Council believes they have. The current Earl of Monthamn is an acquaintance of yours.”

Lailah’s eyes widened. He couldn’t mean… Did he mean…?

“That’s what I was trying to tell you before,” Daniel said. “Nate is a descendent of Rosalind and Gadrayel.”

“A demonic horde is hunting Nate,” Sariel announced casually. “Gadrayel and his men concealed Nate’s location during his convalescence. Now that he has returned to Monthamn Castle, hiding him is no longer an option.”

“What do you want us to do?” Staggered by Sariel’s revelation, she could barely form the words. Not once during her time with Nate had she sensed either angelic or demonic entities. Had she really become so powerless? “Gadrayel is better equipped to protect him than I.”

“Protecting Nate is not the assignment. It has always been Gadrayel’s responsibility to guard his progeny.”

“Where was Gadrayel that night in the forest?” She leaned forward, her hands flat on the table. “Four innocent people were slaughtered. Two were Gadrayel’s progeny. Not only were they murdered, but a vicious little demon tortured them before I arrived.”

Alyssa cupped Lailah’s shoulder, drawing her back. “When each Monthamn child is born, someone is dispatched to assess their potential.”

Lailah released a mirthless laugh. “That scenario sounds a bit familiar.” Judging Rosalind’s nature had been the catalyst that brought Sariel and Alyssa together.

“The current generation of descendants showed no aptitude toward unusual abilities, so Gadrayel was given other duties,” Sariel continued.

“Well, apparently one of the master demons made a different assessment.”

“We can spend the rest of the night reviewing the tragedy or we can work out the details of our plan.” There was no mistaking the authority in Sariel’s tone. It was the only warning she was likely to get. “Humans ambushed the travelers. That much we know. It is possible that the attack drew the attention of the master demon or that demonic influence could have resulted in the ambush.”

“Do you know who hired the assassins?” Daniel hadn’t been able to find out, but surely the Council of Ancients knew.

“I was not given that information. They want nothing to influence your impressions.”

Lailah moved her hands to her lap, trying to relax. “I still don’t understand what you want us to do.”

“We know Nate has visions, but the Council is not sure he’s the one. You are to assess the entire family, search for untapped potential and latent abilities. Angelic sensitivity has been ineffective in judging their nature. We need someone who is able to interact with them directly.”

Lailah bit her lip to keep from laughing. Had Gadrayel reported her misconduct? Did Sariel realize the nature of her acquaintance with Nate?

“It’s because of your relationship with Nate that I chose you for this task.”

She’d forgotten how effortlessly Sariel could read others’ thoughts. She needed to be more careful.

“A man will reveal things to a lover that he will hide from the rest of the world.”

“Is there a lovely Monthamn female for me to assess?” Daniel’s wit eased the anxiety twisting inside Lailah.

“The mission objective is not seduction,” Alyssa said. “Behave yourself.”

“What happens if we find a person, or persons, bursting with untapped potential?” Daniel asked, ignoring her playful reprimand.

“They will be trained. The Council is waiting for a champion, a protector, an emissary unlike any other. They have taken to calling them the Empowered One.”

Sariel’s explanation confused Lailah. “If angelic sensitivity has been unable to identify this Empowered One, how does the Council expect us to locate them?”

“The Monthamns are unique. Because a Fallen angel contributed to their physiology, the Council believes…”

“It takes a semi-Fallen angel to assess a semi-Fallen angel?” The smirk was back in Daniel’s tone.

“Frankly, aye.”

“And how shall we present ourselves?” Lailah tucked her hair behind her ear, keeping the long strands off her face. “We can’t just ride up to the castle unannounced. There is a possibility Nate will not even realize who I am.”

Laughter erupted around her and Lailah’s cheeks burned.

“He’ll know who you are,” Alyssa predicted. “Have you told him what you are?”

“He believes I’m a dream.”

Sariel cleared his throat, obviously anxious to refocus the conversation. “It’s my suggestion that Daniel claim an association with William, Nate’s younger brother. No one will be able to refute such a claim. I’ll implant memories that will make his role believable. You can explain your connection to Daniel however you choose.”

“Surely you aren’t instructing us to lie,” Lailah challenged with the hint of a smile.

“You will be playing roles. Those roles need to be convincing. This is a sanctioned assignment but…”

“Ordinary angels can speak only truth?”

Alyssa’s hand returned to Lailah’s arm. “If you’re opposed to this—”

“I’m teasing your husband. There was a time when it would have made you laugh.”

After a strained silence, Daniel said, “We’ll work out the details and let you know our plans. It shouldn’t take more than a day or two.”

Lailah moved to her chair by the fire as Daniel ushered their guests to the door.

“Now who’s being surly?” He moved up behind her, resting his hands on her shoulders.

“I don’t begrudge them their happiness. I… All right, I don’t want to begrudge them their happiness.”

He rubbed her shoulders, easing the tension gathered there. “They are obnoxiously happy. If it makes you feel better, I’ll hate them for you.”

She smiled, leaning her head against his chest. “I’ve been officially sanctioned to return to Nate. What does this mean?”

He chuckled. “You’ll soon be obnoxiously happy too?”

* * * * *
 

Byleth picked her way through the forest, meticulously searching every branch and bramble. Enos watched her from the shadows, his amusement growing alongside her frustration.

Did she honestly think she’d find something Makatiel’s trackers had missed? Silly fledgling. She had no idea how badly she needed his help, or all it would cost her.

Enos materialized in front of Byleth, laughing as she scrambled back, smothering a scream behind her hand.

“Was that necessary?” she snapped before she recalled her proper place and sank to her knees on the leaf-strewn ground. “You frightened me, sir. Was there something you needed?”

She worked so hard to suppress her spirit for Makatiel. Enos would revel in her defiance. He’d allow her to resist, encourage her to struggle, making her surrender all the sweeter in the end.

Enos had the information Makatiel needed, but he hadn’t decided how best to use it.

“If you return to your master with nothing—again—he’s liable to do more than punish you,” he said cheerfully. “You realize that, don’t you?”

Glancing up through her eyelashes, she pressed her full lips into a determined line.

“You may speak candidly with me.” He offered her an encouraging smile. “My expectations are different than Makatiel’s.”

“He sends me on assignments he knows are impossible. If the demonic horde was unable to find any sign of our target, how does he expect me to return with the human’s location?”

“Why do you think he does it?”

Her gaze met his and held, her lips trembling. “He enjoys punishing me.”

“And you enjoy being punished.”

“It’s not the same when…”

He moved closer, drawing her scent into his lungs, assessing her arousal. “When what? Finish the sentence.”

“When you are there, he uses pain to heighten my pleasure.” She licked her lips and glanced away. “When we are alone, there is only pain.”

“Pain brings your master pleasure. Is that not enough?”

“Aye, sir.” A spark of defiance ignited within her eyes before she veiled them with her lashes. “I have much to learn from Makatiel. I must please him any way I can.”

Enos threw back his head and laughed. Her gaze shot back to his, flashing with anger. “Is that all you’ve learned from your training?”

“You said I could speak candidly.”

“So speak. Or get undressed.”

“Makatiel is lazy and unimaginative. He has allowed others to do his bidding for so long he’s lost touch with life beyond the Netherworld. It’s hard to serve a master you don’t respect.”

He circled her silently. Her evaluation of Makatiel was not far wrong. She had underestimated his ruthlessness, however, and his popularity with the other master demons. “What are your options?”

“Form an alliance with another master demon and convince him to challenge Makatiel for the right to train me.”

It was an archaic custom. He was surprised she knew about it. “And do you have a master demon in mind?” Pausing behind her, he slipped one hand inside the neckline of her tunic and fondled her breast. She had fabulous breasts, so full and responsive. He savored the warm, weighty feel of her flesh against his fingers as her nipple tightened against his palm. “Do you imagine your luscious body is enough to incite any of the others to challenge Makatiel?”

She looked up and back, awkwardly meeting his gaze. Confusion filled her wide blue-black eyes. “Are you not a master demon?”

He pulled her to her feet, drawing her tunic off over her head. “I’m an outcast. I despise the Netherworld and the master demons resent me because of it.” He cupped both breasts and dragged her back against his chest, rubbing against her rounded bottom. “I’m older and more powerful than most master demons, but I have no desire to play their games.”

She arched into his touch, wiggled her ass in blatant invitation. “You can train me just as well as Makatiel. I will do anything you ask without question.”

He grinned into her hair. “Makatiel has already given me permission to use your body any time I want, in any way I care to take you.” Releasing an exasperated hiss, she jerked out of his grasp. As she reached for her discarded tunic, her hair fanned out. Enos tangled his fist in her hair and brought her up short. “Did I give you permission to depart?”

“May I leave, sir?”

It sounded as if she forced the words out between clenched teeth. “Nay. You gave up too easily. Where is the fun in that? You made an offer. I refused. So make me another offer.”

Turning slowly to face him, she guided his free hand back to her breast. “Will you help me find a way to free myself from Makatiel?”

“Closer, but what’s in that for me?”

She drew his hand down along her body, her gaze never leaving his. “Will you help me accomplish my assignments so Makatiel will find favor with me?”

Easing his hand inside her garment, he splayed his fingers low on her soft belly. His middle finger grazed her feminine curls. “Now that’s a much more manageable suggestion. How will you repay me?”

Frustration emanated from her in waves. “He has already offered you my body. What do you want from me?”

Enos withdrew his hand and unlaced the front of his breeches. She sank to her knees without having to be told. “When I’ve figured out what I need from you,” he eased his aching cock into her waiting mouth, “I’ll let you know.”

* * * * *
 

Nate stood beside Judith at the main gate of Monthamn Castle waiting for the riders to cross the drawbridge. The lower bailey spread behind them, its workshops emptying. Craftsmen climbed to the living quarters above their shops as the sun sank into the horizon. Temperate weather welcomed their visitors, though Nate remained wary. A message had arrived two days before announcing the impending arrival of Daniel, Lord Heavenwood and his cousin Lady Lailah.

“Were you able to contact any of William’s men?” Judith blinked, her features blurred by the gathering gloom. She held herself erect, head tilted just so. Many dismissed Judith as haughty and distant, but Nate knew the reason she hid her fiery spirit behind an unapproachable façade.

“One said he recalled a commander named Daniel. The other said he did not.” Nate shrugged. “William spent eight years in France. It’s not surprising you don’t remember every man who served with him.”

“Lord Heavenwood?” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. The transparent veils adorning her elaborate headdress rippled in the breeze. “It’s so fanciful. I think I would have remembered.”

Why was she so upset? Judith had met Nate’s return a fortnight before with calm affection and enthusiasm. She seemed to have adjusted well to the tragedy. He’d been relieved by her composure.

“Lord Heavenwood wishes to pay his respects to the widow of a former comrade. What harm can there be in that?”

“I don’t like it.” She shook her head, lips pressed into a grim line. “He wants something. I know he does.”

Nate smiled. “You’ve yet to see his face or exchange one word with him.” She offered no further argument, so Nate returned his attention to the riders. He’d chosen to err on the side of caution and leave the portcullis down. The riders entered single file through the narrow tunnel entrance beside the main gate. A guard led the procession, followed by a dark-haired man dressed in gray and black. Though his garments were simple, his bearing emanated authority and discipline.

A woman entered next, her head and shoulders draped by a black lace veil. Was she disfigured or had Death knocked upon her door? Her gown was a merry combination of gold-brocaded blue trimmed in red velvet, making the veil all the more incongruous.

The dark-haired man swung down from his horse with lithe agility. He helped the woman dismount and guided her toward them as the final two men-at-arms entered the bailey.

An odd tightening gripped Nate’s belly. Had Judith’s anxiety set him on edge? His gaze focused on the woman. Her light, graceful steps made her appear to float.

“Daniel, Lord Heavenwood.” The man honored them with a courtly bow. “Thank you for receiving us. Please accept my condolences and my apology for the belatedness with which they are offered.” His dark gaze moved from Nate to Judith as he spoke. “If I may be so bold, you must be Lady Judith. William spoke often of you.”

She inclined her head and bright color blossomed across her cheeks. Nate clasped his hands behind his back, fascinated by her discomfort. In all the years he’d known Judith, he couldn’t remember having seen her blush.

Nate waited for Daniel to drag his gaze away from Judith before he introduced himself. “Nathaniel Ward.” Daniel clasped Nate’s arm, his grip firm and confident. “Welcome to Monthamn Castle.”

Daniel smiled and swept his arm toward the veiled woman. Her arms were crossed, hands tucked inside her sleeves. “This is Lailah, my cousin.”

Nate offered her a sweeping bow and Daniel chuckled.

“A tragic accident robbed Lailah of her sight.” He turned to his cousin. “He just bowed to you.” Lailah sank into a graceful curtsy.

Had the accident robbed her of speech as well? Curiosity gnawed at Nate. He wanted to lift the veil and gaze upon her face. Shamed by his insensitivity, he cleared his throat. “Please accept our hospitality. It is offered freely.”

They moved into the hall where a light repast awaited them. Daniel seated Lailah at the high table while Nate held a chair for Judith. Nate signaled for a servant to pour the wine. “How well did you know William?”

Judith didn’t quite hide her gasp. “That’s rather rude. They just arrived.”

Nate met Daniel’s gaze. “I’m not one to stand on ceremony. If you’re offended by my directness, please accept my apology.”

“I’m not easily offended.” Daniel’s dark gaze drifted back to Judith as he continued. “I knew William as well as anyone. He tended to stay much to himself. He was one of the rare few who only spoke when he had something meaningful to say.”

Daniel had perfectly summarized William’s personality. Nate looked at Judith. Her gaze remained on Daniel, but her suspicion had softened to curiosity. He stole a glance at Lailah as the other two conversed.

“William returned to England for the birth of his second child. Were you blessed with a daughter as he hoped?”

Judith nodded. “Anna is now five.”

“Which makes young Will…seven?”

“He recently reached his eighth year. He’s becoming quite a handful.”

As if to prove her point, Anna burst into the hall shrieking hysterically. Close behind her ran Will, a gray-green frog clutched in each hand. Anna dived beneath the table and crawled onto her mother’s lap. The little girl’s cries subsided as she pressed her face against Judith’s throat.

“Please excuse me for a moment.” With Anna wrapped around her torso, Judith pushed to her feet.

Nate chuckled. He knew that tone well. Judith took her son by the arm and propelled him across the hall.

“I was only funnin’,” Will protested.

“Where is Tess?” Judith demanded.

“She…fell in the stream.” The mischief in Will’s expression hinted at foul play.

“The boy is rather high-spirited. Even with a nursemaid Judith has her hands…” Nate’s sentence trailed away as he turned back to his guests.

Lailah pushed back her chair, her movements oddly stilted. She lifted her veil and Nate’s world fell off its axis. Her lovely—hauntingly familiar—face reflected confusion and wonder.

The Angel of Death stood at his table, her silvery hair encircling her head in a braided cornet. Her eyes, colorless yet sparkling like ice crystals, dominated features too beautiful to be human.

“What is it?” Daniel took her hand, but her gaze stared across the hall.

“I can see her, Daniel. I can see that little girl.”









Chapter Four
 

 

The color drained from Nate’s face and Lailah turned sharply to the side, tripping over her chair. Daniel caught her about the waist, amazed at the heat radiating from her back.

“Calm yourself,” he whispered into her ear. Rubbing his hand down her spine, he extinguished the light emanating there. If she unfurled her wings, their masquerade would end before it began.

“May I speak with your cousin for a moment?”

Daniel wasn’t fooled by Nate’s casual tone. In one fell swoop, Lailah had abolished their well-ordered plan. They were supposed to spend the first day in conversation, earning the trust of their human host. Then during the second or third day she was to reveal her face to Nate as if by accident.

“Lailah is clearly overwrought.” Daniel swept her into his arms. “She needs rest. Where may I take her?”

“I am not overwrought. I—”

“Hush.” He squeezed her meaningfully. “It’s been a long, tiring day.”

After a tense pause, Nate stood as well. “I’ll show you to your rooms.”

Thankfully, Lailah fell silent.

Having heard the outburst, Judith halted her retreat, but her body now shielded her children. They stood on the far side of the hall near a set of wide stone steps. Judith followed their progress with her gaze. Daniel flashed his most charming smile, hoping to ease the tension. Her expression remained wary, her gaze narrowed on the woman in his arms.

Nate led them to another part of the castle and up a different flight of stairs. He pushed open a door on the right halfway down the corridor. Daniel stepped past him and into the bedchamber.

“Your room is the next one down the passageway.”

“Thank you.” Daniel set Lailah on the bed and waited for Nate to leave.

“What else can I do to make her comfortable? She still appears distraught.”

“I appreciate your concern, but she’ll be fine.”

Nate hesitated a moment longer then departed, leaving the door ajar. Daniel shut the door and turned back to the bed. Lailah stood beside it, her expression composed, her crystalline gaze aimed in his direction.

“I could see her, Daniel. Even as she peeked out from behind her mother’s skirts, I could see that little girl.”

“Your wings nearly unfurled. Heaven’s Light must have—”

“After a hundred years in this darkness, do you think I don’t know the difference? Were my eyes glowing?”

He crossed the room, lowering his voice. “Your back was on fire. Just lie down for—”

“I don’t need to lie down! I need to talk to Anna. There is something different—something special—about that child.”

“You frightened her.” He gathered her hands between his. “You frightened everyone. Judith is not going to let you near her daughter until you calm down.”

Snatching her hands from his, she brushed a stray wisp of hair off her forehead. “I am calm.”

“No, you’re not.”

“She was a lovely child with long auburn hair and wide green eyes. I couldn’t see what upset her, but there were tears on her face.”

Folding his arms over his chest, Daniel studied Lailah’s features. “I have no doubt you saw her. You are only blind in human form. Didn’t Gabriel try to teach you to channel your angelic sight into your human eyes?”

“Yes, but I was unable to master the skill.”

“Until now.”

Lailah shook her head, but she ceased her arguing. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

He smiled. That was more like the Lailah he knew and loved. “Shall I fetch you a tray? We were interrupted before food was served.”

“I’m not hungry. I have much on which to meditate.”

He hesitated at the door. “Promise me you’ll stay in this room.”

“Contrary to what you believe, it is only the little girl I’m able to see. I have no intention of wandering about a strange castle alone.”

Daniel wasn’t convinced, but his only option was to spend the night on the floor outside her door and that would only safeguard her so long as she remained in human form.

“Go.” She climbed onto the bed. “Our mission can wait until morning.”

He chuckled as he left the room. She’d put specific emphasis on the word mission. They were here to assess all the Monthamn occupants. Was it possible angelic powers were germinating in one so young? Wouldn’t Gadrayel have sensed Anna’s potential? His strength was second only to Prince Sariel’s.

What if the child’s powers weren’t angelic? He jolted to a stop, his hand on the latch to his door. A powerful Fallen angel had contributed to Monthamn physiology. Releasing a ragged sigh, he slipped inside his room.

“Who are you? Why are you really here?”

It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim interior of the bedchamber. Wooden shutters blocked out what remained of the sunlight. Judith stood near the shuttered window, her hands balled into fists.

“You know who I am and why I’ve come.” He tried to sound casual.

“I know the lies you told Nathaniel.”

Ambling across the room, he allowed a hint of insolence to show. Her warm brown eyes widened. He lowered his gaze to her kissable lips. She was a beautiful woman, lush with passion’s promise. He’d been teasing Alyssa when he’d mentioned seduction, but kissing Judith into submission suddenly seemed like a viable plan.

If nothing else, it would send her scurrying for the door.

“Why are you in my bedchamber? What do you really want?” He waited for a gasp that never came.

“If I wanted your body, I’d be naked in your bed.” She sauntered toward him, her hips swaying provocatively. “You can’t intimidate me. I’m not frightened by passion.”

He caught her wrist and drew her nearer. “You’re a woman in the prime of her life who has been without her husband for over a year.”

She rose to the balls of her feet, brushing her breasts against his chest. “There are many virile men at Monthamn Castle.” Her warm breath teased his lips then she shoved him backward.

Daniel collided with the edge of the mattress, buckling his knees. He sat on the bed, grinning as she scrambled out of reach.

“Now tell me why your blind cousin can see my daughter?”

Desire surged through Daniel. He loved spirited women and this one had ferocity to spare. “Lailah was not born blind. Sometimes her mind plays tricks on her.”

“What was the one thing that most frightened my husband?”

Daniel shuffled through the memories Sariel had implanted within his brain. “William never spoke of any significant fear. He was commanding and brave. It’s unwise to reveal any weakness in the face of battle.”

She crossed her arms under her breasts and shook her head. “No one who knew William would refer to him as commanding. He was a mouse.”

He didn’t argue. She would believe what she wanted to. “Have you always been attracted to mice?”

She marched toward the door. “I intend to speak with Nate. Be prepared to leave with the dawn.”

* * * * *
 

“We must get inside that castle. There is no other way.” Makatiel paced the breadth of his dismal chamber, revealing his agitation with each angry stride.

“Getting inside is not the problem.” Enos sat on the edge of a filthy chair, legs crossed at the ankle, doing his best not to touch anything. “Gadrayel’s men won’t let us near any of the Monthamn descendants.”

Makatiel paused, his head turning sharply toward Enos. “You’ve been inside the castle?”

“I’ve explored every musty corridor. It’s only when I ventured too near one of Gadrayel’s
pets that his men objected.”

“I thought the Order of Grigori were all but extinct? Where did Gadrayel get these Guardians?”

“I would imagine he is being assisted by another angelic order.” He tried not to sound condescending, but his patience with the master demon was just about exhausted. The only true disadvantage of being an outcast from the Netherworld was his lack of resources. Makatiel could provide him with certain things Enos was unable to obtain on his own.

Makatiel stomped to Enos and glared down at him, arms folded across his chest. “I suppose you have a plan.”

“Don’t I always?”

“Let me guess. It involves a sexual ritual and my giving you something I’m not eager to part with.”

“You know me so well.”

Makatiel turned back to his pacing, missing Enos’ smug smile. “Speak.”

“I’ve been dallying with an adorable little nursemaid named Tess.”

“What use is a nursemaid to us?”

Enos closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Satan save me from imbeciles. “Tess lives in the village beyond the river, but her responsibilities take her daily to Monthamn Castle.”

“You can really fornicate with humans and they have no idea what you are?”

Pleased by the tinge of awe in Makatiel’s tone, Enos smiled. “The Grigori were created specifically to interact with humans. If I suppress my demonic power, I’m able to move among them with none the wiser.”

“You are the ideal spy. Why were you not recruited in such a capacity?”

Enos laughed. “It’s not for lack of trying. I prefer to remain independent.”

“Back to the nursemaid. Has she absorbed enough of your essence to allow you to control her?”

“To some extent. She’s wonderfully susceptible to suggestions, but she will not harm the children. I’ve been unable to overcome her basic nature.”

“This woman cares for the Monthamn whelps?” Makatiel sounded incredulous.

Enos sagged back in the chair, torn between laughter and fury. How had Makatiel ever achieved the level of master? It boggled the mind. “Aye, she is nursemaid to Anna and young William.”

“Then possess the chit and have done with it. What is the problem here?”

“My demonic energy is too strong. The Guardians would sense my intent and intervene. I can hide my nature from humans, but angels are another matter.” He paused for effect. “Now if a fledgling were to possess the nursemaid, their demonic energy would be so insignificant, Tess could slip right past the angels.”

“No fledgling is strong enough to possess a human.”

Enos licked his lips, anticipation tingling through him. “There is a way.”

“I’m listening.”

“If I absorb the fledgling’s essence into myself, I can…implant her within Tess the next time I’m inside the human.”

Makatiel scowled. “You’re talking about Byleth. You’ve had your eye on her ever since she was assigned to me.”

Staring directly into Makatiel’s hostile gaze, Enos let him draw his own conclusions.

“I’ve already made her body available to you. What more do you need?”

“Release her into my keeping. I cannot absorb her essence while she is linked to you.”

* * * * *
 

After utilizing her angelic sight to memorize the arrangement of the room, Lailah stripped to her chemise and crawled beneath the covers, determined to solve the mystery of the child. She’d barely begun to meditate when she heard the door open and ease closed. Daniel would have announced himself. She inhaled deep, wrapping Nate’s familiar scent around her like a warm blanket.

“I’d convinced myself you were a dream.” Even his hushed tone seemed loud in the silence.

She heard the scrape of flint against stone. Why could she see the girl and not her…beloved? Her mind tripped over the word. It was far too soon for such a conclusion. She felt affection for Nate, desired him, but love? Love was a frivolity counterproductive to her quest. The assignment that brought her to Monthamn Castle must take precedence over her feelings.

Scooting to the far side of the bed, she lowered her legs to the floor and reached for her dressing gown, which lay at the foot of the bed.

“I told you I was flesh and blood.” She chuckled, slipping into the dressing gown. “I would think, after all we shared that night, there would be no doubt in your mind.”

“You told me you were not an angel.” Myriad emotions complicated his tone. Without visual clues, she struggled to decipher his mood. “How could you have let me believe you were not—”

“I am not an angel.”

“I saw you, Lailah. You spread your wings and disappeared into the night. I thought you were a lovely dream, an extremely inappropriate fantasy, but you are real. You are… What are you?”

“I was once an angel. I’m something different now.”

With surprisingly light footfalls, he rounded the bed and stood before her. His fingers traced the curve of her cheek, the line of her jaw. “What happened to you? Why do you no longer consider yourself an angel?”

She shook her head, dislodging his hand. She couldn’t concentrate when he touched her, could only think of him. Forces buffeting the castle were far more powerful and important than their budding romance. “It’s more complicated than my perception of myself.”

“Explain it to me. If you are no longer an angel, what are you?” His knees brushed her dressing gown. He didn’t try to touch her again, but he hadn’t backed away.

“Lucifer’s uprising left pockets of discontent among the angels.” Lailah braced herself for the emotional tumult that always accompanied the tale. Her heartbeat raced and she licked her lips, amazed at how dry her mouth had become. “One third of Heaven Fell. They were our friends, our families, and they were banished, transformed into creatures so vile we shuddered at the sight.”

“I’ve heard priests speak of such things, but I never thought about the events from this perspective.” His hands cupped her shoulders, his touch light and supportive. She didn’t shrug them aside. She needed his touch, his understanding. “To be honest, I never gave it much thought at all. It was a fanciful tale. I never thought of it as real.”

“It was certainly real to me.” The events had changed the lives of so many. Waves of consequence rippled still.

“You were not part of the original uprising?”

“Nay, I remained obedient, but my heart was torn. Nothing was the same after the Fall. Satan launched his war against mankind and our roles changed to compensate for the depravity.”

A long pause followed. She listened to his steady breathing, wishing she could sense emotions or hear his thoughts. “I can’t see you, Nate. You have to tell me what you’re thinking.”

“You didn’t become an Angel of Death until after the Fall?”

“Guiding spirits into the afterlife was always one of my responsibilities, but before the Fall, it was one of many. As humans multiplied upon the earth and evil became more prevalent, it became my only responsibility. Each day, every day, I dealt with death.”

He moved one of his hands to her face, caressing her cheek, following the arch of her eyebrow with his thumb. “Couldn’t you…ask for a different assignment?”

As much as she enjoyed his touch, she forced herself to step away. Her story had barely begun. “Angels are created to obey without question, yet I had so many questions, so much resentment.”

“Did they punish you?” He moved up behind her, his hands returning to her shoulders.

“Seven of us gathered on a hillside.” She shivered as images of that fateful afternoon flashed through her mind.

“What happened?”

She swallowed beyond the lump forming in her throat and paused to gather her thoughts. “We each voiced our resentment in a different way. Michael used our own words to define our quest then he scattered us across the mortal realm.”

“How do you know when your quest is completed? What happens if you fail?” His voice grew terse and brittle. She found comfort in the sound. He wasn’t angry with her—he was angry for her.

“The nature of the quest is different for each of us, but the outcome is the same. Either we learn from our mistakes and find peace or we Fall.”

He draped her thick braid over her shoulder and kissed the nape of her neck. “What did you say? How was your quest defined?” His warm breath wafted against her sensitive skin as he spoke, sending shivers down her spine.

“I told Michael that life had lost its splendor.”

“How could he fault you for that?” His voice snapped with protest and he turned her around. “You were surrounded by death.”

She shook her head. “I was surrounded by Heaven.”

“So he blinded you and banished you to earth. How will this help you rediscover life’s splendor?”

He sounded so disgusted, Lailah smiled. “The quests were not designed to meet our needs, but to test our merits and focus our priorities. My quest was well under way when I lost my sight and the Council of Ancients has made allowances for the loss.” She sighed. “Let me explain the events in order or you’ll never understand and there is much you need to comprehend.”

“I won’t say a word until you give me leave.”

She smiled, resting her hands on his chest. “If you’re a man of your word, I could keep you silent for the rest of your life.” She paused, waiting for his reply. Nate said nothing. “This could be fun.” He reached down and cupped her bottom with both hands, dragging her flush against his body. “I think I’d better speak quickly.” There was an undeniable catch in her tone.

Nate remained silent, but his hands continued their sensuous dance.

“At the heart of each of our complaints there was a common thread. Humanity.” Silence closed in around her, amplifying the darkness. She had to see his face, judge his reactions to her tale. Besides, her body’s eager response to his touch was threatening to end the conversation.

Careful to keep her wings furled, she released her angelic nature. Her human body disintegrated and his arms closed on empty air. His gasp echoed as she waited for her angelic sight to activate. “I want to touch you and I need you to touch me, but right now I need to see you more.” His rugged features came into focus and the tension within her uncoiled.

He opened his mouth and then closed it, his brow arching in silent question.

“Please, speak to me.”

“You are not blind in this form, yet I can see through you.” His voice was husky and reverent, his gaze wide with fascination.

“It grows harder for me to hold this form each time I release my angelic nature. Ordinary angels can solidify or remain unseen as their missions dictate. My quest is nearing its end. This is likely my final assignment.”

He shook his head, fear gleaming in his gaze. Lailah had forgotten how much angelic sight differed from human. She had seen Anna in full color and definition. The room around her glowed with Heaven’s Light and everything within it appeared black, like detailed charcoal sketches drawn on a field of gold.

Was his hair as dark and silky as it appeared? It had been trimmed since she last saw him, but a stubborn lock draped his forehead. His high cheekbones slashed unrelentingly and his wide, thick-lashed eyes reflected the candlelight. They appeared lighter than his hair. Were they green, blue or gray?

“Your quest makes no sense to me.” He dragged her attention away from his handsome face. “They set you up to fail.”

His anger pleased her more than she cared to admit. He obviously felt more for her than physical desire. “Michael didn’t create anything within us. The resentment was already there, festering and consuming what was good and pure within us. All he did was redefine our boundaries so we could experience the things we thought important at the time.”

“What does that mean?”

“Angels don’t feel the same range of emotions present in humans. Freewill is foreign to them and the power of creation was only granted to the Grigori. These are all invaluable gifts and humans take them for granted. We are God’s first creation, yet we were reduced to messengers, guardians and guides by the coming of humankind.”

He nodded, accepting the information, if not agreeing with what she’d said. “The seven who gathered on the hillside all harbored this resentment?”

“Aye. We are known as Rebel Angels. That was the last time all seven of us were together.” She paused, clearing her throat. “When Michael scattered us, the emotional barriers within us dissolved. We were free to feel, question and participate in life as we had never done before.”

“That’s why you feel desire when other angels do not.”

She nodded. “We feel desire and jealousy, hatred and rage, all emotions unknown to other angels. Angels can speak only truth. Obviously we are no longer bound by that restriction.” He smiled and warmth pervaded her being. She raised her hand to stroke his cheek, but her fingers were intangible.

His gaze moved over her face then focused on her eyes. “How did you lose your sight?”

* * * * *
 

Enos scooped Byleth up in his arms and transported to the forest far above. He couldn’t stand the stench of the Netherworld another moment. She stirred, clinging to his neck as the velocity startled her awake.

“What…? Where are we? Does Makatiel know what you’ve done?”

He chuckled, sliding her body against his as he set her on her feet. “Makatiel has relinquished your training to me.”

Her eyes widened and her lush lips formed a perfect O.

“Does this please you, little fledgling?”

She relaxed her features into a more natural expression, but shock and suspicion remained in her eyes. “You challenged Makatiel? I thought you said you weren’t part of their—”

“I’m not. Makatiel and I want the same thing and he has entrusted you to me so we can get it.”

“Me? What do you need from me?”

His gaze ignited with demonic intensity. “Everything, sweet Byleth. I’m a different sort of master, but make no mistake, you belong to me.”

“Aye, sir.”

Anticipation surged through Enos, setting his senses on fire. Demons were tied to the Netherworld. It was the source of their power. His choice to live among mortals had forced him to find other ways of replenishing his energy.

He’d experimented with humans. Leeching their sexual energy could sustain him for a time. Fear was a bit more powerful, but still insufficient. Regardless of his eccentricities, Enos was a demon. He needed demonic energy.

“You said if I released you from Makatiel, you would grant me anything within your power.”

She pulled her tunic off over her head and eased her hose along her firm thighs. Kicking the garments aside, she stood before him naked, waiting for instructions. He motioned toward a fallen tree. “Lean forward and brace your hands against the trunk.” She moved into position and spread her legs wide.

Did this sort of mindless obedience really excite Makatiel? Enos lived for the chase. He enjoyed the destination but reveled in the journey. Moving behind her, he paused to admire the view. She was open, waiting, a conquered receptacle.

He must enter her body to establish the link. Enos shook his head with a smirk. When had he ever passed up the opportunity to rut? Loosening his lacings, he freed his flaccid cock. Now this had never happened before.

“Is something wrong?”

“Nay, I’m just deciding how I want to take you.” He absently stroked his shaft, waiting for desire to stir within him.

Perhaps that was the problem. He’d already enjoyed the eager slide of her warm, wet mouth, and the snug heat of her passage. He’d even claimed her tight back passage, riding her hard while Makatiel urged him on.

She was supple, yet rounded just the way Enos liked his females, so why was his cock still limp within his hand?

Lowering himself to one knee, he parted her folds and inhaled her evocative musk. Ah, there we go. His reluctant body gradually awakened, sending tingles through his abdomen. He licked her slit, circling her core with his tongue.

“Oh sir. That’s so good.” She canted her hips and wiggled, pressing herself against his lips. “I long for your tongue deep inside me. Let me ease your hunger.”

He grinned against her damp flesh. She had no idea what he intended for her or she wouldn’t be so eager to please. The irony thrilled him, excited him as ordinary lust never could.

Pushing to his feet, he drew her away from the log and turned her around. Then he urged her to the ground on her back. She bent her knees and held herself open, eyes gleaming through the shadows.

He knelt between her thighs and thrust his entire length into her slick passage. She gasped and her breasts bounced, jostled by the violent impact.

Clasping her hips, he held perfectly still. Her inner muscles pulsed with the frantic beating of her heart. He focused on the rhythm, aligned his heart to hers. Shifting her hips, she pushed up against him, grinding her mound against his groin.

He ignored her antics and scanned, searching for the center of her being. There, black and shriveled, he sensed the rotted remnants of what she’d once been. He connected and melded, establishing the needed link.

Her eyes widened and she tensed. “What did you just do? I feel strange.”

Drawing his hips back, he slammed into her, driving the breath from her lungs. She held her legs back as he moved, accepting each of his long, hard strokes.

He concentrated on what came next, letting anticipation sweep him along. The acrid stench of fear curled around him, filling his head. He inhaled deeply, savoring the scent. Byleth moaned, arching her back as he pumped faster. Her core clutched and relaxed in powerful ripples, but he resisted his own release.

She might think this was nearly over, but he was just getting started. He drew out and repositioned against her other opening. She whimpered and closed her eyes.

“Nay. Look at me. No matter how intense the sensations become you will keep your eyes open.” He infused the command with compulsion, ensuring her obedience. 

She stared up at him, her expression revealing her uncertainty. He pushed hard against the tight muscle guarding her back passage. Her body resisted for a moment then released and he slid halfway inside her. A fresh surge of lust hardened him further as she gripped him like a fist. So tight and so amazingly hot!

“Your body has brought me much pleasure,” he pulled back then drove in even deeper. “But we are essentially spiritual beings.” She relaxed and he moved more easily, sliding smoothly in and out. “I’m ready to take our intimacy to the next level.”

“Next level?” She shifted restlessly, obediently accepting his possession, but obviously not aroused. “What have we not done already?”

He chuckled. “The intimacy of which I speak transcends the physical. I want you inside me.”

She gulped in a breath, her brow creased with confusion and anxiety. “I don’t understand.”

“I know you don’t, and it is far easier to demonstrate than to explain.” He slipped one of his hands between their bodies and located her swollen nub. She was so wet, his fingers glided over the sensitive trigger. “Concentrate on the slide of my cock. Let each stroke draw us closer.”

She licked her lips and her nipples hardened as a rosy flush spread across her cheeks. Lust reignited in her gaze and she bared her teeth. “What else must I do?”

“Surrender. It’s that simple. You need only surrender completely to me.” He grabbed the backs of her knees and pushed them toward her shoulders. Her body folded in half and she took his entire length with each sharp stroke. 

She moved her hands to the ground on either side of her head and stared up into his eyes. Surrendered, utterly accepting, she yielded herself to him.

Invigorated by her submission, he unleashed the full strength of his demonic nature and revealed himself to her. She screamed, her body trembled, but her eyes remained wide open. He beckoned her, drawing her forth with the command of one ancient of days.

Power surged through him with intoxicating intensity. His head swam as he delved deeper, absorbing more of her, consuming all of her.

She struggled, heightening the pleasure for him. Come, Byleth, come to me now. There’s no point in resisting.

She clawed at his arms and tossed her head as the color bled from her face. He shoved into her one last time and used the force of his physical release to complete the transfer.

He siphoned the last of her essence from her quaking body then pulled out half a second before the lifeless husk turned to dust and scattered across the forest floor.

Enos stood, his muscles rippling as he stretched with contentment. Her being still struggled within him, prolonging his ecstasy. It had been too long since he devoured a soul! He’d forgotten about this euphoric rush and the blast of power.

He was tempted to savor her, to slowly absorb her vibrant energy into his own. But, alas, he had a mission, a use for his little fledgling.

Calm yourself, Byleth. You’ll soon have another body in which to play?









Chapter Five
 

 

“You said your quest had already begun when you lost your sight,” Nate prompted, keeping his tone light and gentle. Lailah stood beside the bed, wavering in and out of focus. At times he could easily see through her then her image would sharpen with vivid detail. She wasn’t a dream. He knew her name. “Are you able to talk about what happened?”

She hesitated. Her golden light diminished and her human form solidified. The blue faded from her eyes. Compassion clenched his heart. She dwelt in darkness again. He had never seen anything as extraordinary as her sparkling, ice-crystal eyes. Pulling her long braid over her shoulder, she sat on the edge of the bed. Even braided, the strands hung to her waist.

“Angels are often created in pairs,” she began. “Alyssa and I had always been together. When the seeds of discontent took root in me, the deterioration of Alyssa’s attitude wasn’t far behind.”

He sat beside her, needing to be near her, yet unsure how to comfort her. “She was one of the seven?” Unable to help himself, he caught the end of her braid. The silken curls wrapped around his fingers and he sighed.

“Alyssa was also a Rebel Angel. Her challenge was to discover truth. It took her nearly one hundred years, but she managed to find me in the mortal realm.”

“One hundred years?” He sucked in a breath, staggered by the implication. “How old are you?” Quickly pressing his fingertips to her lips, he kept her from answering. “I apologize. That was rude. Are you immortal?”

“That depends on the outcome of my quest.” Her lips brushed his fingers as she spoke.

Stunned by her casual reference to her possible destruction, he released her hair and stroked her cheek. She might not have realized it yet, but she’d acquired a companion for her quest. “Tell me about Alyssa.”

“Judith needs to hear the details of Alyssa’s quest as well, so I’ll wait until the morning, if you don’t mind?”

“Now you’ve made me curious. What has Alyssa’s quest to do with Judith?”

She chuckled. “There is a definite connection between the Rebel Angels and the Monthamn family, but you asked about my eyes. My sight was destroyed by a demon named Paimon during Alyssa’s quest for truth.”

She stated the facts in one concise sentence, obviously not wanting to elaborate. He had countless questions twisting through his mind, but he steered the conversation away from her injury. “Was Alyssa’s quest successful?”

“Aye. She resides in peace with her husband Sariel.” She paused. There had been expectancy in her tone, as if she were waiting for him to react to the names she’d mentioned. “Have you heard the name Gadrayel?”

“Gadrayel is the angel on the Monthamn standard. He is rather like a family mascot.”

Her lips pressed together and laughter flashed in her eyes. Why did she find that amusing?

“How do you know about Gadrayel?”

“I’ll explain tomorrow. I’ve grown weary of words.”

Moving closer, he outlined her lips with his fingertip. “One last question and I’ll let you rest. Do you know why you could see little Anna?”

“I have suspicions, but I need to spend time with her before I’ll be able to determine if there is any validity in my theory.”

Nate gazed at Lailah as longing built inside him. He reveled in her softness, savored her sweet scent. Abandoning himself to the dream had been so easy, but everything was different now. His life had resumed. He had responsibilities and people who depended on him. Indulging a fantasy had been one thing, but Lailah was real. She was alive, vital and…not human. Desire still simmered. The slightest encouragement would escalate the spark to a flame. Still he hesitated.

The image of her spread wings shimmering in the darkness had permanently imprinted itself on his brain. She was an otherworldly being, a Rebel Angel. What sort of future could there be for them? Another image insinuated itself over Lailah’s angelic splendor. He saw Catherine’s gentle smile, her warm, trusting eyes. Estel’s laughter echoed through his mind and Nate stepped away from the bed.

“Rest well.” He ignored her confused expression and took up the thick candle he’d lit earlier. Not giving himself time to reconsider, he rushed from the bedchamber.

Dank and cold, the corridor stretched off in either direction. Nate couldn’t succumb to desire again. Believing she was a fantasy had allowed him to suppress his inhibitions. He knew better now. With long, purposeful strides, he headed for the family chapel. His hounds stirred as he crossed the great hall. He commanded their silence.

A brisk draft assailed him in the narrow corridor leading to the chapel. He cupped his hand in front of the candle’s flame. He eased the door inward and made his way to the vigil lights. Kneeling before the angled bank of small candles, he lit four from the flame of his larger candle then heaved a heavy sigh.

“I figured I’d find you here.”

He looked to the left and found Judith just inside the chapel’s arched entrance. She’d removed her headdress, revealing her thick raven hair. Contained in a mass of narrow braids, the blue-black length brushed her hips.

“Why is that?” He stood and faced her, confused by the hostility in her dark eyes.

“You’ve avoided this place ever since your return.” She walked past him, drawing his attention to the markers lining the chapel’s walls. The ones they’d lost in the ambush were interred in these vaults. “I figured guilt might finally motivate your goodbyes.”

He narrowed his gaze and clenched his fists. Judith was never one to mince words, but anger surged through him at her provocation. “My goodbyes were spoken long before I returned. This is not how I choose to remember them, but they are not forgotten.”

“If guilt didn’t prompt your visit, what brings you here tonight?” She strolled beside the vaults, pausing in front of Catherine’s.

“What do you want, Judith? Clearly there’s something on your mind.”

“I saw the way you looked at her.” Any hint of congeniality fled from Judith’s manner. “You know this woman. I suspect you know her intimately.”

“Mind your own affairs.” He kept his voice even yet resolute.

“It became my affair when her blind eyes saw my daughter! Who are they? Why are they here?”

“Lailah will explain everything in the morning.”

Judith scoffed. “You expect me to believe one word that woman says?”

Nate clasped his hands behind his back. “We will figure out why Anna is visible to Lailah, and I will see that no harm comes to her.”

“To whom?” she snapped. “Anna or Lailah?”

* * * * *
 

Judith stormed through the castle, her hands balled into fists at her sides. Her gown billowed out behind her with each agitated stride. Why didn’t Nate comprehend the danger? Or did he simply not give a damn? He was blinded by lust! Judith had no idea when or how they’d met, but Lailah and Nate were lovers.

Stepping inside her bedchamber, Judith shoved the door closed and slammed the bolt home. “That irrational son of a whore.” She flipped open the trunk at the foot of her bed and gathered a massive armful of clothes.

“Going somewhere?”

She gasped at Daniel’s amused question. Some of the gowns spilled from her arms as she tossed the rest onto the bed. “How did you get in here?” The door was still securely bolted.

“You disappoint me.” He ambled toward her. She stubbornly held her ground. “I didn’t take you for the kind to slink away in the dark of night.” Bending, he picked up the fallen garments and handed them to her.

He stood so close she could see tiny flecks of gold scattered across his dark eyes. “I will do whatever it takes to protect my children.”

“Your only hope of keeping them safe is remaining within the castle walls.”

Her chin lifted and she clutched the crumpled gowns to her chest. “You are an imposter at best, part of the threat at worst. Why should I accept your counsel?”

“Because you have no choice.” He took the clothes from her and piled them on top of the others.

A stray gown remained on the floor. She stooped as if to pick it up but launched her shoulder into his belly instead. Grunting, he stumbled. She retrieved her dagger from the sheath strapped to her calf and faced him with new confidence.

“There are always choices.” She deftly twirled the knife, her gaze boring into his. “Yours is to live or die.”

“By your hand?” he mocked.

“No one harms my children.” She sneered and threw the knife.

Daniel batted the blade aside and reached her in three long strides. His arms encircled her like iron bands and she collided with his chest. Judith flailed and twisted. How had he moved so fast? Her knife should be embedded hilt-deep in his shoulder. Her aim was true!

“You’re not leaving the castle. In fact, you’re not leaving this room without me by your side.”

His angry words interrupted her confusion, inciting her temper again. “Are you going to bind me to a chair and—”

“I think the bed will serve us better.” Ignoring her indignant gasp and frantic struggles, he pushed her against one of the thick bedposts and snatched a braided belt from the pile of clothing.

“Release me this instant or I’ll scream down the house!”

He chuckled, holding her in place with his powerful torso as he tied her wrists behind her back. Hot, hard, male, his body rubbed against hers. His hair brushed her cheek and her breasts pressed against his chest, the nipples tingling. All she had to do was scream. Why wasn’t she screaming?

“Are you always such a vixen?” He straightened, a smile curving his lips.

“You have no idea.” She tugged against the belt. It held firm.

“Would you really kill to protect your children?” Mockery left his tone. He sounded merely curious.

“I aimed for your shoulder, not your heart. But the answer to your question is aye. I will do anything to protect my children.”

“Anything?” He grinned.

Her heart leapt within her breast, and heat erupted between her thighs. What was wrong with her? “Only a bastard would suggest—”

“I made no suggestion.” His eyes widened with feigned innocence. “If you’re in need of fulfillment, I’d be happy to oblige, but I don’t barter my favors.”

“You flatter yourself.” She averted her face.

“Do I?” He moved closer, turning her face until their gazes locked. “I wasn’t satisfied with the outcome of our last meeting.”

“How unfortunate for you.”

He brushed her lower lip with his thumb, his gaze lowered to her mouth. “Did your conversation with Nate displease you?”

She gasped. “Were you spying on us?”

“You were gathering your clothing.” He nodded toward the mound behind her on the bed. “That generally indicates some level of discontent.”

He used her attraction with ruthless skill, distracting her, diverting her focus. It had been many long months since she’d been…satisfied.

It doesn’t matter! I have to get Will and Anna to safety. Something is wrong with these people. He continued to touch her, featherlight caresses against her cheek, down her neck, across the upper swell of her breasts.

“We mean you no harm.” Sincerity deepened his tone, made her want to believe him. “You are safer here in the castle. Promise me you will not flee.”

Seduction, temptation—they were his weapons and he wielded them masterfully. “How can I trust you over my own instincts? You have me tied to the bed.”

He shrugged, his smile turning roguish. “I only bound your hands after you threw a knife at me.”

“Untie me now. I’ve no more knives to throw.”

“There’s only one way to be certain.” Starting at her shoulders, he ran his hands down her arms.

“Stop it. You’re just…”

His mouth hovered over hers. “Just what?” He loosened the laces of her gown, revealing her chemise. “My life could be at risk. Look at this deep, dark valley. Who’s to say what’s hiding here.”

Judith closed her eyes as his fingers traced the neckline of her chemise. Her nipples gathered against the thin fabric, begging for attention. Her treacherous flesh ached and released a liquid welcome in anticipation of his entry.

He slipped his hand inside her chemise and cupped her, stroking her nipple before moving to her other breast. “Many hidden treasures, but nothing sharp.” He rolled her nipple, pinched and tugged. “There’s something hard and pointed, but it doesn’t feel like a knife.”

She released her breath in a ragged hiss. “Stop toying with me!”

“Does that mean stop touching you or stop teasing you?”

“Untie me.” She gritted out the words between clenched teeth, opening her eyes to glare at him.

“I always err on the side of caution.” He tugged the lace free and tossed it aside, folding back the front her gown. “These deserve a closer look.”

Her chemise still covered her breasts, her nipples erect against the thin material. Bending toward her, he sucked right through the cloth barrier. Judith fought back a moan. Warm, wet, evocative, his mouth drew upon her, demanding a response she didn’t want to surrender.

“Lovely.” He breathed against the clingy material, sending shivers down her spine. His fingers rolled her nipple as he moved his mouth to her other breast. He licked and sucked, tugged and pinched. Catching her nipple between his teeth, he flicked the very tip with his tongue.

She pressed her thighs together, determined to ignore the demand throbbing between. The pressure intensified. Moisture seeped onto her inner thighs. Mortified, Judith twisted, dragging her nipple from his mouth. “Leave off and turn me loose.”

“But I haven’t finished my search.” He knelt before her, his dark eyes gleaming, a smile curving the corners of his mouth.

His hands slid along her calves, first one and then the other. Judith squirmed. If he touched between her legs, he’d know how much she wanted him. “Please!” The word escaped on a panicked sob. “Don’t humiliate me like this.”

He paused, his hands just above her knees. “You’re not humiliated.” All playfulness left his tone. “If you really want me to stop, I will, but be honest with yourself.”

In her mind she told him to stop. She told him she didn’t want him. But the only sound that passed her lips was a breathless moan. He continued his ascent, caressing and squeezing. His fingers brushed her upper thighs and her legs parted of their own volition.

Ignoring the silent invitation, he explored her hips and her rounded behind. He traced the crease between her bottom cheeks and Judith gasped.

“I’ve always found it amusing that women wear so many layers of clothing, yet leave themselves completely vulnerable.”

“Do you enjoy making others feel vulnerable?”

“Say the word and I’ll stop.” His voice was tight with challenge, but longing gleamed in his eyes.

He cupped her ass with both hands, his long fingers exploring. Judith arched away from his questing touch, which only brought her body closer to his face. Grinning, he pressed his nose against the apex of her thighs and inhaled her scent. All the while his fingers squeezed, slid, teased.

Trailing his fingers down the back of her legs, Daniel gathered her skirts and bunched the heavy material about her waist. He kissed her gently rounded belly and she trembled. His lips trailed from one hip to the other then descended to the juncture of her thighs.

Her core contracted, protesting its emptiness. Judith bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out. She needed him there, filling her, moving over and in her. Using just his tongue, he delved between her folds, circling and flicking her nub.

She rested her head against the bedpost. Stars above, it felt so good. He moved one of his hands between her thighs and pushed two fingers into her throbbing passage.

“Aye, oh aye!” She rocked her hips, taking his fingers deeper. He thrust twice then stopped, his fingers still buried inside her. She groaned, needing his touch, desperate for release.

Judith bit back a scream. Tension gripped her abdomen and her head spun. She clutched the bedpost, grateful for the support. He flicked his tongue against her, pushing deeper. His fingers filled her core and his tongue…oh his tongue! Her inner muscles squeezed greedily as pleasure spiraled up her spine.

Melting, soaring, she felt boneless and exhilarated. Her inner muscles contracted in rhythmic waves. Her body shook as spasm after spasm washed over her.

He continued his tender caresses until the last echo of pleasure passed. Then he lowered her skirt and stood. He rubbed his chest against her sensitized breasts as he untied her arms. His hands lingered on her waist, his big body close. She clutched her gown together over her breasts, unable to meet his gaze.

“Judith.”

She took a deep breath and dragged her gaze to his. “I have two children to think about. I can’t…share my favors indiscriminately.”

“Has anyone touched you since the tragedy?”

“Just you.”

“That’s pretty damn discriminating.”

“That’s not the point.”

He curved his thumb and forefinger around her chin and looked deep into her eyes. “I didn’t come here to seduce you. Still, I refuse to regret what just happened.” His smile sent fresh tingles speeding through her body. “I will do everything in my power to protect you and your children, but you must not leave the castle compound.”

Unable to speak around the lump in her throat, Judith merely nodded.

* * * * *
 

Enos stared at his handiwork, his smile growing broader as his ravenous gaze swept Tess’ lithe body. With Byleth’s vibrant energy augmenting his own, he’d been unable to suppress his true nature. As Tess opened the door to her cottage, her eyes had widened with horror. Enos had cast her into a deep sleep before the first scream passed her lips.

Tearing her garments from her body, he’d bound her to the bed. It had pained him to gag her. He would have relished each plea for mercy, savored each scream, but she lived in the village proper. He couldn’t risk a concerned neighbor responding to her cries.

He had “fornicated” with her all night. Makatiel’s word made Enos grin. Only this time, Tess had been aware of what fornicated with her. Repulsed and terrified, she’d writhed and struggled until her wrists and ankles bruised. It had never been so sweet!

Tess murmured something behind her gag, and Enos looked at her tear-streaked face. A curious flash of blue ignited within her wide, dark brown eyes. Had his little fledgling finally arrived?

“What’s your name?”

Distorted and muffled by the gag, her response was barely comprehensible. He lowered the scrap of cloth binding her mouth, hovering over her in case she screamed.

“If you’d told me what you planned, I wouldn’t have fought you in the forest.” It was Tess’ voice, but obviously Byleth had taken control.

Relaxing with a smile, he sat beside her on the bed. He didn’t release her. He wasn’t finished with her yet. “You would have fought. Every living creature resists being devoured. It’s inevitable.”

“You intentionally terrified me. You enjoy the conquest.”

He chuckled. “Don’t let my manners fool you, Byleth. I am a demon. How are you feeling?”

“Exhausted.”

She would feel far worse once she realized the full import of what he’d done. She was bonded with her human host, destined to perish when the human died.

“Sleep then.” He brushed a stray lock of hair from her damp cheek. “We’ve plenty of time to test your control. I sent a message to the castle saying you’d been beset by a nasty ailment of the bowels.”

“How charming.” She relaxed in her bonds, unconcerned by her nudity or her utter helplessness. Her eyes drifted shut then flew open. “Tess can’t read or write. How did you send a message?”

“I spotted Hamill, Nate’s squire, leaving the blacksmith’s shop and asked him to tell Lady Judith that you were feeling poorly.”

“All right.”

“This will give you several days to regain your strength and increase your control before you approach the angelic guard.”

She merely nodded, already half asleep.









Chapter Six
 

 

“Do you need a demonstration or have you been able to accept what I’ve told you so far?”

Daniel’s gaze moved from Lailah to Judith and back. Judith had been subtly antagonistic ever since Lailah had begun her explanation nearly an hour before. Lailah sat in a chair on his right, the humans across the table from them. Nate had suggested they retire to the counting room as servants milled about, preparing for the day. Dank and windowless, the private chamber was tucked in the back corner of the great hall. Nate sat quietly, asking questions from time to time. For the most part, Lailah hadn’t revealed anything he didn’t already know—yet.

“I understand all you’ve said,” Judith began, her tone especially sharp, “I even think you believe this rubbish, but what does it have to do with Nate and why are you able to see my daughter?”

A smile quirked the corners of Daniel’s mouth. With her raven-black hair concealed beneath an elaborate headdress and her voluptuous body adorned in a lavish gown, Judith appeared almost civilized. Still, the image of her writhing and moaning, her scent and evocative taste… Now that he’d sampled her passion, he was determined to enjoy the feast.

“I don’t know when or how Gadrayel became an amusing legend to the people of Monthamn Castle,” Lailah was saying, “but he is real.”

“In what sense?” Judith persisted.

“In the literal sense,” a deep, authoritative voice replied from directly behind Daniel. Judith’s eyes widened and her hand flew to her throat. Golden light illuminated the humans, accenting their shocked expressions. Daniel glanced over his shoulder in time to see Gadrayel furl his wings. He inclined his head in greeting. His golden hair brushed his shoulders as he took the seat on Daniel’s left.

“You are… You look…” Judith tugged on Nate’s sleeve. “He looks just like the angel on the Monthamn standard.”

Gadrayel flashed an indolent grin. “I’ve always thought the likeness barely adequate.”

“Do we have your attention now?” Lailah asked with the hint of a smile.

“You said the Rebel Angels and the Monthamn family are connected.” Nate’s comment seemed to be directed at Lailah, but he’d yet to drag his gaze from Gadrayel. Daniel felt a pang of envy. He and Lailah had spent so much time in the human realm that their angelic radiance didn’t shine half as bright as Gadrayel’s. They no longer inspired this sort of awe.

“Have you ever heard of a Nephilim?” Lailah asked.

“Children begotten by angels at the dawn of time?” Judith’s dark gaze narrowed on Gadrayel, alight with fascination and mistrust. “Aye, I’ve heard the tale. Some believe my mother’s people remain prosperous and fruitful by offering their daughters to Beng, the evil spirit you Gadje call the devil.”

“Your mother is Roma?” Lailah asked.

Daniel watched Judith carefully. Had she expected Lailah to call her a Gypsy? No one could spend centuries in the human realm and not witness racial injustice. No wonder Judith seemed defiant. The Romani were frequently persecuted and cast out of “civilized” societies.

“Aye.” Judith said nothing more.

“Unlike the legends surrounding your mother’s people,” Lailah continued, “there really are Nephilim.”

“There has actually been more than one angel in your ancestry.” Gadrayel’s warm green gaze settled on Nate. “The Monthamns contain a unique combination of human, angelic and Fallen natures.”

“Are you saying I’m part demon?” Nate stood, his chair slamming into the wall behind him. “Even if this tale is true—”

“You know it’s true, Nathaniel.” Much to Daniel’s surprise, Judith provided the defense. “Your family has always been aware of things no one else can see. You won’t talk about it, but William did. I know you have prophetic dreams and apparently you see spirits,” she swept her hand toward the three beings seated across from them, “even when they don’t want to be seen.”

“How long have you had dreams?” Gadrayel asked.

“Since I was a child.” Nate pulled his chair away from the wall and stood behind it, resting his hands on the tall, wooden back. “It was only in the last few years I realized they had any import. I saw a cart collapse and crush a child. Two days later I was in the village and heard the axel snap. I knew exactly what was going to happen.”

“Were you able to save the child?”

He nodded in response to Lailah’s question.

Why wasn’t Gadrayel aware of Nate’s prophetic dreams? It was the angel’s responsibility to assess his progeny and report his findings to the Council of Ancients. Daniel shook away the speculation. Enough reminiscing. They needed to figure out a strategy. Daniel scooted closer to the table, drawing Nate’s attention. “A demon horde is hunting you.”

“What interest have demons in me?”

Daniel crossed his arms over his chest, focusing on Nate’s defiant face. “That’s what we’re here to figure out. How long after the incident with the cart were you ambushed in the forest?”

“A fortnight.” Nate didn’t elaborate.

“Who knew when you intended to depart and the route you would take through the forest?”

“They were brigands, common thieves. Don’t think my mind hasn’t wandered down this path a hundred times. It was a senseless act of violence, not some grand conspiracy.”

“Were your possessions disturbed, any valuables taken?”

Nate glared and Daniel had his answer. The human didn’t want to delve deeper. Was he protecting someone or did he simply not want to know? “If the brigands were not after valuables, then what motivated the attack?”

Returning to his chair with rigid movements, Nate folded his hands on the tabletop. “Why would someone try to murder my entire family? It doesn’t make sense. We’ve made no political enemies and there are estates far richer than Monthamn.”

“Who would have benefited most from your death?” Daniel shrugged. “It’s often as simple as that.”

Judith gasped. “Are you accusing me of this atrocity, sirrah?”

“I’m accusing no one. I simply asked a question.”

Her full lips pressed into a thin, angry line and fury spewed from her dark gaze. During the course of his investigation, Daniel had wondered about Judith. Her devotion to Nate and her contentment with her role within the Monthamn household had seemed genuine. Had he exonerated her too quickly? He couldn’t let his attraction to her sway his judgment.

“Word had been sent ahead to notify the castle of our arrival. Anyone could have intercepted the message.” Nate’s deep voice cut through the tension. “Hamill informed half of London his training was about to begin. Our arrangements were hardly a secret.”

“You have no enemies, no one who would want you dead?” Daniel tried to keep his tone casual, but Nate’s anxiety mounted with each exchange.

“You mentioned demons.” Nate’s gaze narrowed and the lines bracketing his mouth deepened with his frown. “Is it possible whoever is hunting me arranged the ambush?”

“Anything is possible. We know the brigands were human, but we’ve been unable to learn who hired them. Demons tend to take the path of least resistance. It’s more like a demon to incite antipathy than directly orchestrate an ambush.”

“How do you know so much about demons?” Judith challenged him.

“I’ve battled them far longer than you’ve been alive.” Daniel softened the comment with a lazy smile and turned to Gadrayel. “There has been an interesting development. Lailah is able to see Lady Judith’s daughter. Have you assessed the child?”

“Aye. I sensed nothing unusual in Anna.” He glanced at Judith’s hostile face. “Or nothing unusual for a Monthamn.”

Judith shot to her feet, dark eyes flashing, hands balled into fists. “What do you mean you assessed my Anna?” Her expression promised mayhem.

Confusing emotions stirred within Daniel. She faced an Angel of God with unflinching ferocity. It had been centuries since Daniel had found any human worthy of admiration.

“I used my angelic sensitivity to scan her being,” Gadrayel told her. “The process is harmless. I conducted the assessment while the child slept. She was not even aware of me.”

Judith exchanged an odd look with Nate and took her seat.

“Gadrayel, with all due respect, have you been the only one to assess your progeny?” Lailah spoke for the first time in a long while.

Gadrayel nodded, his expression troubled, distracted. “I understand your concern. When generation after generation failed to produce the Empowered One, even I began to doubt my abilities. But Sariel himself has scanned some of my offspring, and his assessment is the same.”

“Did Sariel assess the current generation?”

 

Lailah waited for Gadrayel’s answer, her thoughts spinning on ahead. If no one else had scanned the Monthamn descendants, perhaps his biological connection to them was somehow hampering the accuracy of his assessments. He was the only person in the room she could no longer hear. Was he still seated next to Daniel?

“I alone assessed the current generation,” he admitted.

“Nate not only has prophetic visions, he can see me in my angelic form. Do you still sense nothing unusual from him?”

For a long moment he didn’t speak. His breath hissed out, a subtle, frustrated sound, and then he admitted, “What I sense is like an echo of every Monthamn descendant I’ve ever scanned.”

“Could…” Fear, revulsion and fury erupted within her at the thought of Enos. Their paths continued to cross because of the demon’s fascination with the Monthamn people. She squared her shoulders and focused her thoughts. She would not be tormented by memories. “Enos was prince of your order before he Fell, correct?”

“Aye.”

“He has a vested interest in the Monthamn family, as do you. Is it possible he is masking their abilities, concealing their true potential?”

“Who is Enos?” Nate asked.

Silence descended. Lailah used her other senses to compensate for her lack of sight. When people refused to speak, it compounded the darkness. “Enos is the Fallen angel who seduced your ancestor.” Nate would likely have questions for her later, but hers remained unanswered. She turned her head toward Gadrayel. “Is Enos capable of creating a counterfeit result when you assess the Monthamn descendants?”

“I would not have thought so, but I must confer with Sariel. He knows more about Enos than anyone.”

From the soft gasp of the humans, Lailah deduced Gadrayel had blinked out of sight.

“His entrance was much more interesting.”

One of Judith’s comments finally made Lailah smile. Perhaps the woman wouldn’t abrade so once they knew each other better. Wood scraped against wood as someone pushed back their chair. “I was informed Tess has fallen ill. I’ll be in the solar with my children should anyone need me.”

“Wait.” Lailah stood so quickly her chair toppled backward. “When may I see Anna? I promise not to upset her, but it’s vital we figure out why I’m able to see her.”

Judith stood silent for a long moment. “You may speak to her this evening, in my presence.” She emphasized the last phrase, illustrating her reluctance, then left the room.

“If Gadrayel appeared to us, perhaps I can get the captain of the angelic guard to appear as well,” Daniel said. “I’d like to know the specifics of their strategy. I’ll speak with you later.” He squeezed her hand and departed.

“We’ve been deserted.”

Lailah enjoyed the amusement in Nate’s tone while plotting Daniel’s comeuppance. After centuries together, Daniel knew better than to meddle in her life. Without utilizing her angelic sight, she would be hard-pressed to find her bedchamber in a structure this size.

“Daniel thinks it’s amusing to leave me stranded here.”

“Stranded here or stranded here with me?” Nate sounded amused, not annoyed.

“You have an ally, whether you want one or not.”

Nate circled the table and sat beside her. “Do I need his assistance?”

She turned her face toward him, using years of practice to aim her gaze. “I’m not the one who left last night.”

“I’m sorry if my leaving hurt you.” He sounded sincere, yet there was still hesitation in his voice.

“What made you turn away?”

He paused. Her hands rested on the tabletop. He covered them with one of his. “Returning home affected me more profoundly than I anticipated. I was faced with the reality of life without…the ones I lost.”

“Catherine, Estel, William and Iona. They had names. You needn’t hesitate to use them.”

“While I was at Kaleb’s house, nothing seemed quite real.” He chuckled and squeezed her hand. “Many things seemed surreal. But returning home brought everything into unforgiving focus. Catherine and Estel are lost to me while you…”

“Should have been a dream, yet I am real?”

“Basically. I know fighting my feelings for you won’t bring my family back. Still, part of me feels as if I betray them every time I think of you.”

Heat curled through her body, growing hotter and tighter as it descended. He thought about her. How could such a simple realization thrill her? “Would it help if you talked about them? I’ve told you so much about me, yet I know very little about you.”

“All right, but not here. This room is dismal. I want to see the sunlight… I’m sorry.”

“For what? I don’t begrudge you your sight. Finish the sentence.”

“I want to see the sunlight in your hair.”

“We shouldn’t venture beyond the curtain wall until we figure out what the demons are after.”

“There’s a small garden outside the library. It’s well inside the castle walls.” He stood and reached for her hand.

“It’s easier if I hold on to you.” He pulled back her chair. She rose and took his arm. “Tell me if there are stairs or obstacles. I can navigate most anything if I know what to expect.”

Following her instructions, he led her through the castle. Dogs whined as they entered the great hall. He quieted them with a firm command. “How many dogs do you have?”

“I have three, but young Will has two. For the most part they’re well-behaved.” His arm flexed beneath her fingers. “We’re approaching four stairs.” She found the first with the toe of her slipper then smoothly ascended at his side.

“Were you taught these skills or have you learned through years of practice?”

Most people ignored her blindness. It was refreshing to be with someone unafraid to ask her questions. “I was tutored by a dear friend. But the years of practice have made me more proficient.”

They turned to the right and entered a newer part of the castle. The dank, musty air warmed and sunlight frequently touched her face, indicating larger windows.

“Has anyone ever described your eyes to you? They are extraordinary.”

His casual comment brought her up short. “I presumed their appearance had been restored. What do my eyes look like?”

“They are colorless, yet they gleam like sun reflecting off water. I’ve never seen anything like them. They’re beautiful.” He kissed her brow then resumed their trek down the corridor. “You are beautiful.”

She attempted to imagine what he’d described the rest of the way to the garden. Her skin was smooth and unscarred, but she’d never thought about her eyes. Before the injury, her eyes had been sky blue. Colorless? How could they be both colorless and reflective?

He pulled open a door and the fresh scent of rain-washed earth greeted her. “The frost three nights past destroyed most of the blooms, but there are a few stubborn roses still struggling to open.”

“Their scent is faint, but I can smell them.” Pausing on the gravel path, he guided her hands to one of the flowers. She leaned down and savored the scent. “Lovely.”

He stood close behind her. She heard his boots shift in the gravel and felt his body heat, but still he didn’t touch her. His scent, a pleasant mixture of soap, leather and something uniquely Nate, drifted on the cool breeze. Sexual awareness sizzled between them. Had he lured her here under false pretenses?

“I don’t want to talk about Catherine.” He rested his hands on her shoulders and she smiled. “I can’t stop thinking about you, remembering your voice in the darkness, your songs and the pleasure we shared. Is there a place for us in this madness? I want to spend time with you, to feel your hair slip though my fingers as I…”

The raw need in his tone sent tingles skittering along her nerve endings. After his abrupt departure the night before, she hadn’t been sure what to think. She hadn’t stopped wanting him, but his willingness to walk away still stung. “If you have no intention of joining with me, I’d rather you didn’t tease.”

He wrapped one arm around her waist and pulled her back snug against his body. The position left no doubt of his desire for her. “I’m an honorable man. Except for a few youthful indiscretions, Catherine was the only woman I knew intimately. The time I spent with you was rare and precious. I’m not sure how to proceed.”

“If this garden is secluded, I’d be happy to show you.”

His warm breath teased her neck as he chuckled. “Are you my mistress? My leman? My—”

“I’m your sweet fancy.” She turned and wrapped her arms around his neck. “My powers are waning. I don’t know how my quest will end, but I’m happy when I’m with you. Take down my hair.”

His lips covered hers as his fingers unfastened the end of her braid. She’d worn no headdress that morning so he soon had her hair free. He combed his fingers through the silken strands, moaning into her mouth. His lips slid against hers, fitting to hers, urging hers to part. Lailah greeted his tongue with a swirl of her own, ravenous for his taste.

“There’s a bench that will accommodate us or we can go back inside.”

“The bench.” She nibbled at his lips. “Are there men on the battlements?”

“This section of the wall overlooks the river. There are no guard towers.” He grabbed her bottom with both hands and pulled her off her feet, balancing her against his body. She laughed, surprised by his sudden aggression. “Will the angels turn their backs when they realize what we’re doing?”

He walked with her and she clung to him. “If Michael sent them, they’ll turn away. If they are Grigori, they may well watch.”

After a long, intoxicating kiss, he asked, “Do you mind if they are watching?”

Unwilling to speak the brazen words, she shook her head and deepened the kiss. Exploring every surface and texture, she inhaled his breath and savored his taste. He sat on the bench, arranging her across his lap, her legs straddling his hips.

His fingers moved against her back, loosening the laces of her gown. Eager for the touch of his hands upon her bare skin, she lifted her arms from the long, flowing sleeves. The material bunched at her waist. Her chemise tied at the shoulders, the sleeves long and fitted.

“We better wait to undress until tonight.” He whispered the words against the sensitive hollow behind her ear.

“I can wait to have you naked,” his tongue flicked against her skin, and she shivered, “but I’ll not wait for the rest.” She received no argument from him.

His hands pushed into her hair, holding her face still while he explored. Moving with slow deliberation, his lips migrated from her ear, along her jawline to her chin. There he nipped and she grinned, tilting her head back. Sunlight caressed her face while he tantalized her slender neck. Joy welled within her as it had done before. Only with Nate did she feel this contentment, this sweet accord.

He tugged the ties at her shoulders until one gave with a rending sound. “Are you impatient, my love?”

His breath hissed in at the word, but he didn’t question her. He slipped one hand inside her chemise and cupped her breast. “I want to devour you.”

“Tonight.”

“I want to stroke you and taste you and—”

“Tonight.” She laughed. “Stay in the moment. Savor what we have now.”

Lifting her bottom off his lap, she found the lacings at the front of his breeches. He nuzzled her neck and stroked her breast as she freed his straining cock. She closed her fingers around his shaft. Her thumb circled the sensitive tip. Hot and hard, his obvious arousal heightened her desire, accented her ache until she groaned.

His other hand slipped beneath her skirts, skimming along her inner thigh. Tingles erupted in their wake, making her squirm. She worked his shaft from base to tip in smooth, firm movements. He eased his hand between her thighs, his fingers teasing her damp curls.

“Oh fancy!” His tone was part groan, part growl. He cupped her mound, touching without really touching.

“Please. I need your touch upon me. Nay, I need this inside me.” She squeezed firmly, leaving no room for misunderstanding.

He traced her slit, once, twice then pushed two fingers deep into her core. “Here? Do you need me here?”

Instead of continuing the frustrating conversation, she squeezed her inner muscles and arched her back. He withdrew his fingers and she immediately positioned him at her entrance.

“Hot! You are so hot,” he whispered.

She sank onto his erection, her body stretching as she took him deep. His hands grasped her hips, guiding without pushing. Her thighs trembled. She adjusted her position and more of him slipped inside.

When her bottom pressed against his thighs, he paused, moving his hands to her breasts. He rolled and tugged her nipples, working them into tight, aching points. Darts of pleasure launched into her abdomen, making her passage ripple. Stretched tight by his incredible fullness, she tried to relax, adjusting to his penetration.

He bent to her breasts, teasing the upper swell with licks and nips while his hands slipped back under her skirt. So many sensations. She struggled to absorb them all. One hand caressed her bottom while the other eased between their bodies and found her exquisitely sensitive bud. He rubbed it with his thumb and she gasped, tightening her inner muscles around his shaft.

“Aye!” He circled the spot, his touch firm and sure. “Squeeze me again.”

She squeezed, he circled, each action accelerating the other. Pleasure built, rushing through them with unexpected intensity. Ecstasy burst. She cried out, her back bowed as her core clutched him rhythmically.

Clasping her hips, he braced his feet wide apart and thrust into her snug passage. Her pleasure went on and on, prolonged by his clever fingers. Each slide of his body triggered a new wave of release. She gasped, tossing her head, sending her hair flying all around them.

He claimed her mouth as he moved deeper, harder, inside her. She grasped his shoulders and tightened her sheath, dizzy and breathless. After several frantic thrusts, he buried himself to the hilt and shuddered violently. His throaty groan and the heat of his seed pushed her over the final summit.

She trembled, breathing harshly into his mouth. Her head cleared by degrees, sensations echoing through her body. Moving her legs to circle his hips, she settled against him. He helped her into the sleeves of her gown and tightened the laces. His chuckle made his shaft lurch inside her. “If someone glanced our way, they’d think you were just sitting on my lap.”

Grinning, she rested her hands on his shoulders. “I like sitting on your lap.”

“I like having you on my lap.” He kissed her with leisurely tenderness. “But I’ll like having you in my bed even more.”









Chapter Seven
 

 

Daniel stood in the corner of the solar, unseen by the three humans. Young Will battled an imaginary enemy with a wooden sword. Anna sat on a low stool in front of Judith while her mother worked the tangles from Anna’s long auburn hair.

“That hurts!” The girl squirmed and twisted her head to the side.

“This is why I ask you to leave your hair braided.”

Anna fell silent, her head slightly bowed. “Is he going to watch us all day?”

“Is who going to watch us?” Judith glanced around the solar then returned her attention to her task.

“The man in the corner.”

“There’s nobody there, you dunderhead.” Will swung his sword in a skillful arch, followed by three quick jabs. Someone had obviously been tutoring the boy. “Why don’t you punish her for making up lies?”

“Will, see if you can find Hamill, but do not leave the castle compound.”

“If I tried to cross the river, wouldn’t one of Anna’s angels swoop down out of the sky and carry me back?”

Anna launched herself at her brother. Judith caught her around the middle, ignoring her flailing limbs. “Go!” Will stuck out his tongue and fled, slamming the solar door on his way out.

Daniel solidified and strode toward the struggling females. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to—”

“Spy on us?” Judith spun to face him, her daughter still clutched in her arms.

“Frighten the children.”

She set Anna on her feet and the girl circled Daniel with obvious curiosity. “Does she seem frightened to you?” The little mite studied him from every angle, her thick-lashed green eyes filled with wonder.

“Where are your wings?”

His gaze flew toward Judith then returned to her daughter. “What makes you think I have wings?”

“Don’t all angels have wings?”

“I’m not an angel.” He bent to one knee, bringing his face closer to her eye level. “Have you really seen angels in the sky above the castle?”

Anna looked at her mother, uncertainty clouding her gaze. She reached out and poked him in the chest. “You’re not a ghost. So what are you?”

“Anna, go lie down. I’ll come tuck you in after I’ve spoken with Daniel.”

“But the bells didn’t ring yet. I don’t lie down until the bells ring.”

“Perhaps Father Roland forgot to ring the bells. Do as I say and do it now.”

With a lingering look at Daniel, the child nodded and disappeared into an adjoining room.

“Is she always so composed?”

Judith fiddled with the skirt of her cotehardie. She’d removed the sweeping houpeland with its elaborate, trailing sleeves as well as her headdress. The simple garment molded to her curvaceous form. Daniel had no objection to her choice.

“How dare you invade my privacy? You have no right to—”

“I promised I would protect you.” He took a step forward. She held her ground but discouraged his advance with a glare. “I had no idea Anna would be able to see me in my angelic form.”

“There is nothing about you that is angelic.”

He grinned.

“What do you want?” She cocked one eyebrow, keeping her voice even and low.

“Let’s start with how long Anna has been able to see angels and work our way around to why you didn’t feel the fact important enough to mention this morning.”

“You accused me of murdering her father! Why would I tell you anything?”

His hands itched to touch her again, but he kept his distance—for the time being. “Without accurate information I cannot protect you or your children. The demon horde searches for the Empowered One. That person is not necessarily Nate.”

“Anna is a child! What could demons want with her?” Multiple blue-black braids extended beyond her simple veil. With her dark eyes flashing and her cheeks deeply flushed, her Romani heritage was especially apparent.

“Start at the beginning. How many of your tribe have the sight?”

She lifted her chin and glanced toward the door through which her daughter had departed.

“When I was still officially sanctioned, I was a Guardian. Even as twisted as my nature has become, I would never harm a child.”

Her gaze locked with his, her expression demanding. “What if her abilities are not angelic? Will this Council you speak of order her destruction?”

“The Council already knows she is likely to have abilities that are not angelic. That’s why they expect the Empowered One to be so influential.”

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. Her expression turned thoughtful. “You believe Anna is the Empowered One?”

“It is much too early to draw any conclusion.” He motioned to the chairs arranged before the fire. “May we sit? This doesn’t need to be an argument.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she joined him at the hearth.

“Tell me about your people.”

“I don’t remember much before we arrived at the gates of Paris.” Her tone grew hushed and distant. Was she lost in memory, or separating herself from the pain? “I was no older than Anna is now, but I remember the cruelty, the utter disdain with which we were met.”

Daniel waited for her to continue as she stared into the fire.

“Many headed for Pontoise. The elders of our tribe thought we would be better off on our own. We never stayed in one place for long. The Gadje wouldn’t allow it. Papa worked as a blacksmith as often as he was able while Mama…”

“What happened to your mother?” Daniel prompted after a long pause.

Judith pulled off her veil and dropped the thin gold circlet to the floor. She twisted the fabric between her hands as the words flowed. “Mama was the most powerful drabardi anyone had ever known. Not only could she interpret dreams, she was able to lapse into a trance and summon visions. She did her best to conceal the true scope of her abilities. Still, they destroyed her in the end.”

Had her abilities destroyed Judith’s mother or had she been destroyed because of her abilities? Judith had barely grazed the surface of the tragedy, but Daniel didn’t push her. “Did you inherit your mother’s gift?”

“Within our tribe, drabardis appear every other generation.”

He nodded. “At what age do Roma gifts generally manifest?”

“About the same age when girls become women.”

“Then Anna’s abilities—”

“Anna may be a drabardi, but forces are at work in her that I don’t understand.” Tossing the crumpled veil aside, she stood and moved in front of him. “Last night you asked if I was willing to do anything to protect my children. If Anna is about to be subjected to the sort of persecution my mother endured, I will do anything to see her spared.” Gazing into his eyes, she placed her hand on his knee and eased it upward. “Anything.”

Anger twisted around desire, propelling him to his feet. He framed her face with his hands, his gaze boring into hers. “When I join with you, it will be because you want me and not before.” He released her face as if her skin scalded him then stepped away, his scowl deepening. “I already vowed to protect you and your children, even if it means forfeiting my life. But know this, I have seen angels Fall. If the demon within Anna takes control, you will beg me to end her life.”

* * * * *
 

Nate couldn’t stop smiling. Not since before the tragedy had he felt this alive. Lailah soaked in a bath in his bedchamber, flushed and exhausted after their second bout of carnal pleasure. He’d returned to the library and sat by the window, staring out at the sun-drenched garden. The stone bench was barely visible from his vantage point, but brazen images swam through his mind.

Splendor. How could he help Lailah rediscover life’s splendor? A specific plan eluded him, but he was determined to find a way.

“Where is Lailah?” Daniel appeared beside Nate without warning, causing him to start.

“Must you do that? Announce yourself or something.”

“I must speak with her. Where is she?”

Scooting to the edge of his chair, Nate dragged his mind away from the morning’s activities and focused on Lailah’s friend. “What’s so urgent? She’s rather…indisposed at the moment.”

Daniel’s brow furrowed. “Is she in bed?” He sounded both confused and impatient.

“She’s taking a bath, if you must know. What is amiss?”

Understanding suddenly lit Daniel’s gaze. “Is she in her bedchamber or yours?”

“What do you want with her?”

Daniel took the chair beside Nate’s and glanced out the window. “I just spoke with the captain of the angelic guard. Their assignment is not to protect Monthamn Castle, but to guard Gadrayel’s progeny.”

“Is there any reason for the demons to attack anyone else?”

Daniel crossed his legs then uncrossed them, his anxiety palpable. “I honestly thought the horde hunted you.”

“Thought? This is no longer what you believe?”

“You’re not the only Monthamn who can see angels.”

Nate’s heart lurched within his chest. The Rebel Angels had given Judith every opportunity to volunteer the information, and Judith had refused. So how had Daniel learned about Anna? “What are you talking about?”

Daniel laughed. “This is going to be a very long process if we don’t start trusting each other. I was in the solar guarding Judith and her children. I thought my presence concealed. Will chopped away with his wooden sword while Anna looked right at me and asked her mother if I was going to watch them all day.”

“Why were you spying on them?”

“Lailah seemed to think her ability to see Anna was significant. After what little I’ve learned about the girl, I must agree.”

“She has barely seen five winters. How can she be a threat to anyone?”

Daniel raked his fingers through his dark hair. “What do you know about her Roma grandmother? Judith indicated she was unusually gifted, even for a Roma.”

Nate shook his head. Daniel was a sly one. By listing what little information Judith had been willing to share, he had obviously hoped Nate would provide the details. “Judith’s stories are hers to tell. You’ll get no answers from me.”

With a lackadaisical shrug that didn’t match the cunning gleam in his eyes, Daniel asked, “And William’s stories? Are you able to tell me about your brother?”

“What is your interest in Judith?” Nate folded his arms across his chest, trying hard not to laugh at Daniel’s persistence.

“She…vexes me.”

He sincerely doubted vexation was the only emotion Judith elicited, but Nate understood the reaction. “William was the youngest. We lost our older brother when William was twelve. William fell into deep melancholy. My father thought a change of scenery might help him overcome the loss. He was sent to our kin in France and trained to be a soldier. William met Judith while he was there and fell passionately in love with her. I had married well and had a child on the way so my parents allowed William his love match. Imagine their surprise when he arrived home with his new bride.”

“Your parents didn’t accept her?”

“Begrudgingly at first, but Judith won them over. I think you’ve already experienced Judith’s unique charm.”

Daniel only nodded. “Lailah is safest when she is with you. The Guardians are assigned to intervene on your behalf.”

“What about you? You’re not Gadrayel’s progeny.”

Daniel grinned. “I’ll just stay near Judith.”

* * * * *
 

With a reluctant sigh Lailah stood and let the warm water run off her naked body. Regardless of how tempting she found the idea, she couldn’t languish in the bath all day.

“Stunning. You’re just as beautiful as I remember.”

Lailah gulped air into her lungs, preparing to scream. A hand clamped over her mouth, and a strong arm dragged her from the wooden tub. Enos! How had he gotten in here? Weren’t Guardian Angels patrolling the castle?

“They don’t seem to care if I dally with you. They just won’t let me near those Monthamn brats.”

He responded verbally to her frantic mental questions. This was Sariel’s brother. Of course he could hear her thoughts. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears and her mouth tasted of ash.

“We don’t have much time, so listen closely.” One of her arms was trapped against his body. He dragged the other behind her back and held both her wrists in one large hand. “You were supposed to be mine. Paimon promised I could defile you if I found Alyssa for her.”

Lailah twisted and jerked, desperate to free her mouth from beneath his hand. Daniel! Help! Somebody help me! The frantic thoughts slammed into an intangible barrier and echoed though her mind.

“Don’t do that again or I’ll punish you.” He chuckled, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. “I’ll probably punish you anyway, but we don’t have time for that right now. Paimon destroyed your sight and all your angelic friends couldn’t figure out the secret. Demonic energy did the damage. What you need is more of the same.”

Before Lailah could guess what he intended, his hand moved from her mouth to her eyes. Tingles became prickles and the prickles exploded into searing pain. His hand returned to her mouth, capturing her scream.

Lights flashed, colors danced and hazy shapes formed. Trembling in the enemy’s arms, she blinked repeatedly. Nay! Not like this. If it comes from you, I don’t want it.

“Are you sure about that?” He forced her face up as her vision cleared.

They faced a mirror. He stood nearly a head taller than she, his golden hair mixed with her silvery strands. Their gazes locked in the mirror and Lailah clenched her teeth. Perfectly chiseled features, full-lipped, sensual mouth—if it weren’t for his soulless black eyes, he would look just like Sariel.

“Your God left you alone in the darkness. I gave you back the light.” He whispered the taunt above her ear. “As you lie beneath your mortal lover, finally able to see his face, think about what life will be like at my side.”

Lailah’s legs collapsed beneath her as Enos dematerialized. As she trembled on her hands and knees, the world paused around her. She couldn’t think beyond the roaring in her ears, and her heartbeat threatened to hurtle her into unconsciousness.

She could see!

Blinking past the tears gathering on her eyelashes, she drank in the vivid colors surrounding her. A moment after her muddled brain accepted what she was seeing, her thoughts spun out of control. Possible ramifications crashed down upon her. She pushed to her feet and snatched her dressing gown from the foot of the bed. Slipping into the garment as she rushed across the room, she threw open the door and collided with Nate.

“Are you so eager for—”

“Enos was just here.” She continued blinking, overwhelmed by the visual stimulation. “Am I the only one he contacted?”

“The demon was—God’s blood, your eyes are blue.” His hands clutched her upper arms as his gaze stared into hers. “What happened?”

“Are the children safe? Where is Daniel?”

“What did he do to you?”

Protectiveness made his expression fierce. Lailah touched his face, easing the frown lines, absorbing the glorious details of his chiseled features. Green, like midsummer leaves, his eyes were framed by thick, dark lashes. Warm golden tones played through his wavy brown hair. She wanted to comb her fingers through the thickness and explore all the other parts of him she had yet to see.

“He restored my sight.” She used a calm, matter-of-fact tone. “We must make sure that’s all he did.”

Taking her by the hand, Nate led her through the castle. She resisted the urge to stop and stare at each tapestry, each painting, each window. For nearly a century she had gone without sight. Why had it taken a demon to restore it to her?

They reached the solar and Nate knocked on the wooden door. A moment passed before Judith slid the bolt and opened the door far enough to see into the corridor. “Is something amiss?”

“Are the children with you?”

“Anna is sleeping. I just looked in on her. Will is with Hamill. What’s wrong?”

“Likely nothing, but an unwanted visitor just appeared to Lailah.”

Judith’s gaze shot to Lailah and she gasped. “What happened to your eyes?”

“I’m being tempted.” Lailah swept the other woman with a curious glance. Judith’s exotic beauty was sure to attract Daniel like a bee to honey. She would have to watch for signs of— Her heart fluttered within her breast. It had been so long since she had been able to watch for anything.

“I’ll go check on Will,” Nate said. “Get dressed and I’ll meet you below.”

By the time Lailah reached the great hall, Nate had returned with the boy. Will didn’t comment on her eyes, but his startled expression made it apparent he’d noticed the transformation.

Daniel entered a few moments later. His boot heels rang against the floor as he rushed across the room. “I was in the stables, watching over Will,” he said in response to Nate’s confused expression. Daniel’s eyes gleamed with cautious enthusiasm. Lailah had forgotten how expressive they were. “How did this happen?”

“Enos.”

“Why was a demon able to restore your sight when angels could not?” Nate hesitated over the question.

A servant swept the floor on the far side of the massive room. Lailah lowered her voice and stepped closer to Nate. “He told me demonic energy had done the damage, so demonic energy was needed to reverse it.”

“This is a vile temptation.” Daniel shook his head, his expression troubled. “He wants you to Fall.”

“Vile?” Nate snapped. “How can you call this vile? Why has she been allowed to remain blind if it was possible for her to be healed?”

Lailah laid her hand on his arm. “Daniel’s right. Anything that comes from Enos is tainted and—”

“That’s not what I asked.” He pulled her toward him, his hands firm upon her shoulders, his eyes gleaming with a poignant mixture of anger and compassion. “Why were you allowed to remain so long in darkness if it was not necessary?”

Emotion clogged her throat and tears stung her eyes. Why indeed? “I…”

“Perhaps it was necessary,” Daniel said quietly. “Perhaps it was only in darkness that she was able to focus on what—”

Nate’s vicious uppercut ended Daniel’s sentence. Daniel staggered backward. Nate drew back for another punch, but Lailah grabbed his arm. “Stop it!”

“A demon blinded her while she fought to help her friend win redemption.” He shook off her restraining hold. “You explain to me how that was necessary.”

Daniel rubbed his jaw, glaring at Nate. “And I was just starting to like you.”

“There was a child in our village born with distorted features,” Nate continued his angry defense. “Her mother hid her from the parish priest for fear of his reaction. According to the church, physical deformities are outward manifestations of inward evil. That child was not evil and Lailah did not deserve to be blind!”

He was shouting by the time he finished and tears trailed down Lailah’s cheeks. His anger twisted around her heart, pleased her and soothed her despite his volatility. “Daniel wasn’t saying I deserved to be blind. Were it not for his support, especially in the early years, I may have lost hope altogether. The angels were unable to restore my sight, but it has always been within God’s power. There was a reason he chose not to heal me.”

“And a reason for the child’s misshapen face?”

“I don’t know the mind of God. But—”

“Do not!” Nate clenched his fists, his nostrils flaring. “I have heard people tell me that everything happens for a reason my entire life. I do not believe it anymore. There was no reason for that child’s suffering. There was no reason for my daughter’s death. No one will ever convince me otherwise.” He turned on the ball of his foot and stormed from the hall.

Lailah rubbed her temples, afraid to close her eyes, afraid her sight would vanish as cruelly as it had been restored. “How can I make him understand what I don’t understand myself? He speaks doubts that have clouded my mind since the onset of my blindness.”

Daniel wrapped his arm around her shoulders and she turned into his embrace. “I understand your confusion, but nothing good will ever come from Enos.”

She clutched the front of Daniel’s tunic and sobbed. Why had it taken a demon to give her back the light?

* * * * *
 

Enos returned to Tess’ cottage, grinning from ear to ear. Nothing felt so stimulating as creating utter chaos. He’d allow the doubts he planted within Lailah to germinate for a day or two and then he’d approach her again, push her a little further.

Each time they met, her beauty dazzled him, her passion aroused him and the depth of her conflict enthralled him. She would be spectacular once she Fell, the perfect companion, a lusty lover, the ideal queen. If only she could bear his children. He focused on her lovely image and pushed away the pang of disappointment. Even if she couldn’t bear his children, she would nurture and teach them. And there would be many. He would start gathering human breeders as soon as he disposed of the Empowered One.

He imagined his new breed of demons, beings imbued with demonic power yet separate from the Netherworld, dependent only on him. His children would learn from the cradle how to masquerade as mortals, to blend and disappear. Their attack on humankind would be insidious. They would work patiently, infiltrating every kingdom, corrupting every empire across the face of the earth. And once his descendants controlled humanity, all the powers of the Netherworld would bow to him.

He grinned. The ability to procreate was as rare among demons as it was among angels. He had spent his entire demonic life searching for a female Grigori. The Rebel Angels were as close as he’d come. Their transformation set them apart from other angels, but there were only a few Rebel Angels left, and Lailah was the only female.

Lailah was his last hope.

He walked into the bedroom and found Byleth much as he’d left her, lying naked on the bed. Unsure how long he’d be gone, he’d released her from the bedframe, tied her hands behind her back and tethered her to the bedpost with just enough slack for her to reach the slop bucket.

As long as Byleth remained in control, the precaution was likely unnecessary. The little demon would be furious once she realized she was mortal, but she was still reliant upon him and she knew it. Tess, on the other hand, had nothing to lose. With a surge of determination Tess might try to escape or draw attention to the cottage.

She looked miserable with the rope wrapped around her neck and her long blonde hair streaming across her face. Her hair was brighter, more gold than Lailah’s, but it was easy enough to pretend.

“Did you miss me?” She lifted her head at his question. Tears streamed down her cheeks. A gag prevented her reply, but she nodded. “Why are you crying? Have you come to any harm at my hands?”

She shook her head.

He kicked off his pointed shoes and pulled his tunic off over his head, displaying the considerable bulge beneath his woolen hose. “I am in very good spirits. Are you ready to play?”

She mumbled something he couldn’t understand and managed to get her legs beneath her. Sitting back on her heels, she looked up at him with pleading eyes. With her hands tied behind her back, her small breasts thrust forward. Byleth’s body had been much more enticing, but there had been no other way. The Empowered One must be dealt with before he began collecting breeders.

He lowered the gag, his hand remaining near her mouth. “What’s wrong, Byleth? Why are you weeping?”

“Have you made me mortal? Will my existence end when this body dies?”

“I’m afraid so, pet. But the more of my energy you absorb, the slower that body will age.”

“Humans are so fragile.” Her lips trembled. “Why did you do this to me?”

His eyes narrowed with displeasure. “It is not your place to question me. Open your mouth to receive your master.”

He loosened his laces and pushed his hose to his knees. Holding her face between his hands, he pushed into her warm, wet mouth. Her lips formed a firm circle against his shaft while her clever tongue circled his sensitive tip. He rocked his hips. She tilted her head and relaxed her throat, taking him deeper with each thrust.

“Greedy little fledgling.” He chuckled, dragging himself out of her mouth. “Turn around.”

Her movements were awkward with her hands bound behind her back, but she managed to turn away from him and spread her legs. He grabbed her bound wrists and shoved her forward, stopping her fall just before her face hit the bed. She didn’t struggle or cry out. Her trust sent tingles racing along his nerve endings. One day soon this would be Lailah, surrendering completely to his mastery, submitting to his pleasure.

“Are you ready, pet?”

“Always, sir.”

He eased his free hand between her thighs to test her claim. His fingers slid easily between her feminine folds. Byleth’s lusty nature had taken control of the mortal’s body. Was Tess even aware anymore? He pushed two fingers deep into her welcoming heat and twisted his wrist, aligning his thumb with her swollen nub.

“Does my touch bring you pleasure?”

“Always, sir.” Her inner muscles squeezed him in response.

“Again. Show me how well you enjoy my touch, how much you hunger for more.” She squeezed him over and over, her creamy essence coating his hand. He spread his fingers and circled her nub, withholding the firm thrusts he knew she craved.

She whimpered, trembling and squeezing, always squeezing. He pulled her toward him, using her bound wrists. Her knees created furrows in the bedding. Pulling his fingers out, he drove into her in one violent thrust. Byleth’s body might have been softer, rounder and more responsive, but Tess’ core gripped him so tight he groaned.

“Oh sir,” she whispered. “You fill this body near to bursting. It has never felt so good.”

Byleth yelped and arched backward, driving him deeper. Confused by her sudden aggression, Enos widened his stance and prepared to take her hard and fast, drenching her with his essence. Legs materialized against his shins and he chuckled. No wonder she’d reared back. They had an uninvited guest.

Shifting her slightly to one side, Enos glared at Makatiel. “You’re a long way from home.”

The master demon lay on his back, Byleth straddling his hips. “And you’re enjoying yourself far too much.”

“Would you care to share in my enjoyment?”

“Please, sir. Nay!”
Byleth cried, but her core rippled, revealing her excitement.

Enos arched over her, whispering in her ear. “You know you love it. Why pretend? It’s not like we haven’t shared you before.”

“This body is not accustomed to such rough play. I don’t think—”

“You’re not meant to think. You’re meant to obey!” Makatiel growled. Enos eased out and Makatiel lunged. Circling the master demon’s shaft in a painful grip, Enos pushed him down onto the bed. Makatiel snarled and grabbed Enos’ wrist, his long nails biting into Enos’ flesh. “How dare you?”

“She is mine to share or withhold. You will enter when I give you leave.” Green light blazed from Makatiel’s eyes, but he released his hold on Enos. Makatiel might command obedience in the Netherworld, but he had entered Enos’ domain. “I have barely begun to enjoy this body. We must take her with care or we will damage her.”

“If we damage this body, you can implant Byleth in another. I don’t see the reason for caution.”

Enos ignored the complaint. Makatiel didn’t need to know the implantation was permanent. Scooping liquid from Byleth’s core, he used it to lubricate his shaft. He soaked his fingers again then lightly teased her puckered little hole.

She squirmed and murmured wordless protests, but he had no intention of forgoing his pleasure. “Relax, my pet, we’ve done this before.” Just never in this body. He grinned and eased his hold on her hands, allowing her to rest against Makatiel’s chest.

Circling her tight rear opening, he pushed one finger in then two. Hell’s fire, she was tight. After another coat of cream, he positioned his cock and flicked her nub as he pushed inside.

Makatiel tossed his head and stroked himself, groaning in apparent misery. Thrilled by Makatiel’s desperation, Enos took his time with Byleth. He advanced slowly, playing with her folds and rubbing her nub. He brushed his knuckles against Makatiel as often as possible, mocking the other demon with each casual touch.

“I will bring her pleasure,” Makatiel snarled. “Just let me enter her.”

“Give her release twice before you thrust within her or get off the bed.”

“Why do you care about the pleasure of a—”

“Be gone!” Enos reveled in his power. Makatiel gained pleasure through his partner’s pain. His offer revealed much to Enos.

“Nay. It will be as you say.”

Enos held her arms firmly, buried to the hilt inside her tight back passage. Byleth trembled and moaned as Makatiel touched her, stimulating her with far more gentleness than was his custom. Enos couldn’t see exactly what the other demon did, but the rhythmic spasms of her inner muscles told him all he needed to know. Enos had driven Makatiel to gentleness. Victory had never been so sweet.

She tossed her head and cried out as Makatiel triggered the first release. Enos moved quickly, collecting her cream. He pulled out slowly and smeared his shaft with her essence before easing back in.

Makatiel entered her by degrees. Enos closed his eyes in ecstasy. The master demon slid against him, arousing his desire to a fever pitch. Her membrane stretched so tight, Enos felt Makatiel’s slightest movement. When they both filled her, Byleth shook violently.

“Does it hurt, my pet?”

“Aye,” she whimpered.

“Shall we stop?”

“Nay!”

He laughed—ever the lusty little pet. Enos pulled back, dragging a groan from Makatiel. “You still owe her pleasure before you move.”

Growling, Makatiel propped himself up and caught one of her nipples between his teeth. Byleth panted as he sucked, her head resting against Enos’ shoulder. Savoring the firm pressure of her body around his shaft, Enos waited as the other demon aroused her. Each subtle ripple of her inner muscles accented the need pounding through Enos. He cupped her breast with one hand and explored her trembling body with the other.

Her folds stretched tight around Makatiel, her cream coating his shaft. Enos stroked her nub, the backs of his fingers teasing the master demon. Makatiel moaned and sucked harder. Byleth echoed the sound. Grinning into Byleth’s hair, Enos guided Makatiel’s hand to where their bodies joined. Entwining their fingers, Enos and Makatiel caressed her together, rubbing and pressing until she went wild.

Byleth screamed and her body erupted in painfully tight spasms. With a throaty chuckle, Enos set the pace. He eased nearly out and waited for Makatiel to thrust. As Makatiel withdrew, Enos drove in. Trapped between them, unable to move, Byleth could only surrender and accept the pleasure they gave with ferocious enthusiasm.

She climaxed again and again. Each time her body clenched his, Enos grew more determined to resist his release. Makatiel’s gaze illuminated the bedchamber, his features contorted with need.

“Damn you, Enos!” Makatiel sneered. “End this.”

Power surged through Enos at Makatiel’s plaintive tone. Like a fledgling, the master demon begged for a release only Enos could grant.

“Now,” Enos commanded.

They both thrust deep. Byleth cried out, her body massaging theirs into oblivion. The pleasure crashed upon them, radiating out from Byleth. Enos let go of her wrists and she collapsed across Makatiel’s chest.

The demonic intensity faded from Makatiel’s gaze, leaving resentment and resignation. Enos smiled. They’d shared Byleth before, yet they both knew this was different. In the Netherworld they’d entered as equals, enjoying a subordinate. Today, Enos had mastered Makatiel.”









Chapter Eight
 

 

Nate spent the next two days training with his men. He tried to convince himself he needed the exercise, that his body had grown weak, his skills rusty. In truth, he longed for a distraction. His troubled thoughts and disquieting visions threatened to steal what was left of his sanity.

Everywhere he looked he saw angels, fierce-eyed creatures with gleaming swords strapped to their hips. They watched, ever vigilant yet unseen by anyone but him. Even Lailah and Daniel seemed to be unaware of their presence. Lailah approached him several times a day. Each time he sent her away with a brusque comment and a hostile stare.

“It isn’t fair to punish Lailah because you’re angry with me.”

Daniel’s deep voice sounded from directly behind him. Nate dismissed his training partner with a nod and turned around. “I’m not angry with anyone. I just prefer to be left alone.”

“You sound like a petulant child.” Daniel crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze fierce and protective—like the angels. “Do you realize how deeply she cares for you?”

“She feels guilty because of what happened after the ambush. She—”

“That may have been how it began, but I’ve never seen Lailah like this.” He paused, stepping closer to Nate. “If you break her heart, I will break yours.”

A vivid image formed within his mind. Nate saw Daniel shove his hand deep into his chest and crush his heart while Nate writhed in agony. Had Daniel sent the image to him or had… Everything around him blurred, spun in and out of focus. Nate grasped at air, trying to find something with which to steady himself.

Daniel clasped his upper arms. His lips moved, but Nate only heard the blood rushing through his ears. Explosions of light and color blinded him. Despite Daniel’s support, Nate sank to his knees.

Reality dimmed, sucking him into darkness. Terror robbed him of thought and paralyzed his body. Was he dying? Why could he still feel Daniel shaking him?

The vision erupted with a scream. Lailah thrashed on a bed, bound and naked, her wrists and ankles raw and bleeding where the ropes had torn her flesh. Demons stood on either side of the bed, both tall and blond with night-black eyes.

“This can continue for all eternity. Why must you be so stubborn?” The taller of the two motioned to the other. “Makatiel enjoys defiling you. I’m starting to wonder if you enjoy his attentions.” She glared at him. “Him or me. The choice has been yours from the beginning.”

“I will never Fall, so this is pointless. As soon as my energy is depleted, I’ll surrender my soul and dissipate.” The desperation in her tone clawed at Nate’s gut. How long had she been captive? How many times had she been defiled?

“Therein lies your problem. Each time Makatiel takes you, he saturates you with demonic energy. This is a slow, painful way to Fall, but the end is inevitable.”

The smaller demon crawled onto the bed as the taller one walked from the room. Nate trembled. Bile rose into the back of his throat at the thought of what Makatiel meant to do. Struggling against the darkness, Nate tried to break free of the vision.

The tall demon descended a set of winding stairs, emerging in the cavernous undercrofts of a castle. Rows of cots extended into the darkness. Upon each sat a young woman, eyes vacant, lost. Nate looked closer and realized each was either suckling a babe or heavy with child.

Darkness closed in, releasing the vision’s hold.

He retched into the grass, purging his body of the evil permeating the images.

“What just happened?” Daniel helped him to his feet.

Nate waved his men back, clinging to Daniel. “Get me inside. I must speak with you.”

* * * * *
 

Daniel handed Nate a cup, studying the human’s tense features. They sat alone in the great hall. After fetching the requested wine, the lone servant had departed. The images Nate described churned Daniel’s stomach. No wonder Nate had reacted so violently. “This is the first vision to come upon you unexpectedly?”

“Aye.” Nate paused for a drink before he continued. “Ever since your arrival, my…sensitivity has increased dramatically. Or I have gone completely mad. I can’t determine which.” He added the last with a humorless laugh.

“I don’t believe you’ve gone mad. What else have you seen?”

“At times I can see Gadrayel’s men. At least I presume that’s who they are.”

“Describe them for me.”

“They’re a rather grim lot with sharp, assessing stares and lethal-looking swords.”

Daniel raked a hand through his tousled hair. “They sound more like Michael’s soldiers. I didn’t think to ask Gadrayel who was guarding the castle.”

“The demons in my vision, do you know who they are?”

“The tall one was Enos. The other was Makatiel.”

Nate shuddered then set the cup aside. “Lailah said Enos seduced one of my ancestors. How is that possible? No woman would willingly give herself to the creature I just saw.”

“Enos is able to suppress his demonic nature and move among humans undetected. To our knowledge, he is the only demon who has achieved this level of control.”

“Lailah is not to know how the vision began.” His tone was emphatic.

Daniel shook his head. “Knowledge is power. She must be warned.”

“It is not going to happen, so the vision is irrelevant. I will not leave her side.”

“You underestimate Lailah. She is not as fragile as she appears.”

“What am I not to be told? And when have I ever appeared fragile?”

The two males looked up to find Lailah striding toward them. Nate composed his expression, leaving no indication that shortly before he’d been retching in the grass. Daniel said nothing. He wouldn’t betray Nate’s confidence, even if he disagreed.

Nate seated her then returned to his chair. “I had a rather disturbing vision.”

Daniel snorted. “Disturbing? The thought of Enos breeding his own private horde of demons is a bit more than disturbing.”

“What are you talking about?” Lailah looked from Daniel to Nate and back again.

“In my vision I saw a tall, blond demon descend into the undercrofts of a castle. There were countless women there, all of whom were either with child or had recently given birth.”

The color drained from her face and she pressed her hand to her throat. “Do you believe this has already happened?”

“Nay, it was a warning, a call to arms. We can prevent the events I saw. We must prevent them.”

“Do you remember Makatiel?” Daniel asked. Nate shot him a furious glare, but Lailah didn’t notice.

She glanced at Nate, anxiety narrowing her gaze. “What has Makatiel to do with this? He couldn’t be the father of demonic children. He was not Grigori.”

“You’ve used that term before,” Nate said. “What does that mean?”

Lailah scooted closer to the table. Her gaze settled on Nate with such tenderness it made Daniel’s chest ache. Was the human daft? Why would he avoid her affection?

“Angels are divided into orders.” Her voice was soft and caressing, just like her gaze. “The Order of Grigori was the first. They were created when time began as teachers and companions for mankind.”

“The Grigori are the only angels capable of creating offspring.” Daniel cut to the heart of the matter. “So it stands to reason the only demons capable of producing children are Fallen Grigori.”

“Enos was Prince of the Grigori before he Fell.”

Lailah nodded. “And Makatiel was Prince of the Order of Dominions. He was my superior before he Fell.” She looked at Daniel. “Why did you ask about him?”

“Enos spoke his name in my vision.” Nate drew her attention back to him.

Her brows scrunched together over her nose and she slowly licked her lips. “What else did Enos say? What aren’t you telling me?”

“He…” Nate reached across the table and took her hands in his. “He threatened to give you to Makatiel if you wouldn’t willingly submit to him. It was apparent from the images you had resisted Enos for some time.”

“Was Makatiel in your vision or did Enos just threaten me with him?”

“I saw them both. Enos left you with Makatiel and went to check on his women. That’s when the vision ended.”

She nodded. “Thank you for being honest. Daniel is right—knowledge is power, and I would rather not be powerless.” Pushing back her chair, she stood and walked back across the hall.

Tension built with each step she took until Daniel shook his head. “If you don’t go after her, I’ll beat you to a bloody pulp.”

Smiling, Nate hurried on his way.

Humans! Were they all so exasperating?

Daniel crossed to the stairs tucked in the back corner of the great hall. Nate had taken quarters in a newer section of the castle, leaving the level above the great hall for Judith and her children. Hesitating outside the door, Daniel started to release his angelic nature. With a chuckle, he stemmed the transformation. If Anna was about, there was no point in concealing his presence.

He knocked on the door and straightened his tunic as he waited for a response. The door eased inward at a laborious pace and Anna’s small, round face appeared in the opening. She gazed up at him with wide green eyes. He’d learned over the past few days that her behavior could be unpredictable.

“I told you it was him,” she said, and turned from the door.

“Well, shall we invite him in or leave him standing in the corridor?” He couldn’t see Judith without pushing the door open. Still, he could hear amusement in her tone.

“Leave him—invite him—in—the corridor.” The responses came in a simultaneous jumble of young voices.

Will pulled the door wide. “Please join us, kind sir.” He grinned. “If Anna doesn’t like it, she can wait in her bedchamber.”

Surprised that Will had issued the invitation, Daniel offered him a courtly bow before entering the solar. Judith sat near the window, an embroidery hoop on her lap, the very picture of domestic tranquility. Odd. This wasn’t how she appeared in his dreams.

He dragged his gaze away from Judith’s serene face and looked at Anna. “What have I done to earn your hostility?”

“Hostilawhat?” Her smile belied her supposed confusion.

“Why are you angry with me?”

She marched right up to him and poked him in the thigh. “You make Mama sad and she was almost not sad anymore.”

“Mama isn’t sad. She’s…distracted. Isn’t that what you said, Mama? Distracted?”

Judith set her embroidery aside and stood, her dark eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “Yes, Will, I’ve been distracted by our visitors.”

“Is dis—stracted good or bad?” Anna asked.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

Daniel’s gaze locked with hers as she crossed the room. “Is there anything I can do to sway your opinion?”

“Not in front of the children.”

Will groaned. “Does this mean we’ll have to go to bed early so you can plow her field?”

“Will!” She spun toward her son. “Where did you hear that phrase?”

His horrified expression made Daniel laugh. The boy clearly had no idea what the phrase meant. “My guess would be Hamill.”

Will nodded, tears welling in his eyes. “Is that something bad? Hamill made it sound like ever so much fun.”

“I’ll have a talk with Hamill in the morning. If he can’t conduct himself like a gentleman, you’ll no longer be spending time with him.”

“But he’s teaching me the sword.”

“He certainly is.” Daniel’s chuckle earned him a glare from Judith.

“That is a crude phrase and I don’t want you saying it again.”

“Yes, Mama.” He shuffled from one foot to the other. “But what does it mean?”

Judith expelled an audible sigh and looked at Daniel. “If you will excuse me for a moment, I need to have a private conversation with my son.”

“His curiosity is natural. Don’t be angry with him.”

Her expression relaxed and color bloomed on her high cheekbones. “If Will is going to learn about plowing fields, I would rather he hear the facts from me.”

“You said that was a crude phrase and I…”

The rest of his sentence was lost as Judith led/dragged Will into his bedchamber.

Daniel turned toward Anna and smiled. “Can we be friends again now that your mother has something else to distract her?”

“If you show me your wings.” Her tone was casual, as if she made the request of everyone.

“It’s very hard for me to unfurl my wings. Do you want me to admit I have them or do you really want to see them?”

“I want to see them.”

He rolled his shoulders. Did he dare expend his precious angelic energy to amuse a child?

“Must they be his wings or will mine do?” Gadrayel materialized in a flash of golden light.

“Oh,” she gasped, “you are even more beautiful than him.” She pointed to a spot against the wall.

Gadrayel looked at Daniel for an explanation. Daniel shrugged. “She can see everyone.”

Anna circled Gadrayel, her expression filled with wonder. “Can I…?”

“Go ahead.” Gadrayel bent to one knee so Anna could reach his wings.

“They are soft.” She petted the translucent surface then ruffled one scalloped edge. “Does this tickle?”

“No, child, it feels like this.” He stroked her long auburn hair and she nodded in understanding. Pushing to his feet, he took her by the hand and led her to the window. “How many angels do you see out there?”

“Two on the wall, one on each side of the gate and the one flying circles in the sky.”

“Remarkable.”

“Did she list them all?” Daniel asked.

“All who are visible from this window.” His gaze returned to Anna. “When did you first see the angels?”

“Two days before Uncle Nate got home. I told Mama, but she didn’t believe me until after he came with Lady Lailah.” She pointed to Daniel.

“After our conversation in the counting room, Lady Judith must have reconsidered Anna’s claim.”

The door to Will’s bedroom opened and Gadrayel blinked out of sight. Anna giggled. “Can you do that?”

“Not any longer.”

“Can he do what?” Judith led Will back into the solar.

“There was an angel here. He let me touch his wing.”

“Mama,” Will protested. “Why do you let her go on and on about these angels? You punish me when I tell lies.”

“If she were lying, I would punish her,” Judith said. “Anna really does see angels.”

Will rolled his eyes and stomped back to his bedchamber.

Judith shook her head with a helpless smile. “He had a similar reaction to my explanation about plowing fields.”

* * * * *
 

Lailah stood on the battlement, the wind whipping through her hair. She had discarded her headdress and the filmy veil as she climbed the fortification. Bracing her hands against the coarse stone wall, she stared out into the starlit night. She longed for the sky, the wind caressing her wings and the freedom of flight.

She glanced over her shoulder as Nate joined her on the battlement. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“Have you?” She turned back to the night. “That seems rather pointless when you’ve gone to such lengths to avoid me.”

He didn’t deny it. Moving up behind her, he rested his hands on the stone ledge, framing her with his body. Heat sank through her clothing, warming her spine, stirring her senses. Why did he continue pursuing her when he only turned around and pushed her away?

“My life was orderly and predictable before the tragedy.” He rubbed his cheek against her hair, his tone hushed and conflicted. “I try not to link you with those events, but they are inseparable in my mind.”

“I played a part. It’s natural that the two are connected.”

“You make it impossible for me to forget.”

She turned within his embrace. Tilting her face up, she looked into his eyes. “Don’t try to forget. Memories themselves are not destructive. It’s how we react to them that determines their power over us. You can’t allow yourself to be controlled by what took place that night.”

He ran his fingers through her hair, his eyelids lowered in obvious pleasure. “A tempest is brewing. I can sense it and I’ve never felt less in control.” Brushing his lips across hers, he pressed her against the wall. “I’ve never been this frightened and I couldn’t understand why. I’m not a coward. I’ve led armies into battle. I’ve watched men die on the end of my sword.”

“This is a different sort of war. You’re—”

He pressed his fingers against her lips and shook his head. “I’ve grown accustomed to the spirits. That’s not what frightens me. No matter how hard I try to deny it, I’m in love with you.”

Joy fluttered through her breast and lodged in her throat. Her lips trembled against his finger. “Why does loving me frighten you?”

“I’m terrified that I might lose you, that I won’t be able to protect you from the coming storm.”

“We’ll protect each other.” She turned her head, placing a kiss in the center of his palm. “I’ve been happier, more content in the past year than in all the years since my transformation. Regardless of what lies ahead, I will treasure my time with you.”

His hands moved to her shoulders and his gaze focused on her mouth. “You make that sound like goodbye. I don’t know about you, but I’m prepared to fight for our happiness.”

“I’m willing to fight,” she averted her face. “I’m just not sure how.”

“We’ll find a way together. Now do I show you how determined I am to make you happy right here on the battlement or shall we retire to our bedchamber?”

“Our bedchamber?”

He took her hand and led her toward the stairs. “Aye. The angelic guard has orders to protect me, so you’re not leaving my side.”

His protectiveness soothed her while tension coiled low in her belly. Her body ripened, melted, prepared for the promised intimacies. But danger added an edge to her desire, an urgency she’d never felt before.

“You’re awfully quiet.” He paused at the door to his chambers. “Is this not what you want?”

“I want nothing more.”

He accepted her answer and opened the door, but concern remained in his eyes. After bolting the door, he led her toward the high bed, his gaze clouded with emotions she couldn’t decipher.

“Why do you seem uneasy?” he asked.

She pushed her hair behind her shoulders and sighed. “Right after Enos restored my sight, he taunted me. He told me to look into your face while you made love to me and…imagine life at his side.” Pulling her into his arms, he held her for a long moment, silently offering comfort. Lailah clung to him, inhaling his unique scent, pressing against his strong body. “I don’t understand his fixation with me or why he continues to oppress your family.”

“I don’t have the answers, but I mean to find out. The vision I had today was unlike any other. My powers are growing. There must be someone who can teach me how to control them.”

“Sariel said you would be trained.”

He chuckled. “Do I know that name? You and Daniel have mentioned so many.”

“Sariel is Alyssa’s husband. He is the current Prince of the Grigori.”

“Meaning he became prince when Enos Fell?”

She nodded. “They were brothers, as Alyssa and I are sisters.”

“No more talk of angels, Fallen or not.” His arms tightened around her. “In fact, no more words.” His mouth settled over hers, ensuring her silence.

Lailah parted her lips and accepted the bold thrust of his tongue. Each time they touched their lovemaking took on a personality of its own. The first time had been soft and dreamy. In the garden, they’d been ravenous. After the garden, they’d explored each other with patience and wonder.

What little Nate had told her about his vision left Lailah anxious for the comfort of his embrace. She didn’t want to think about Enos or Makatiel. She wanted to focus on Nate, savor the bond forming between them. Words like “together” and “we” had nearly faded from her vocabulary until Nate entered her life.

“How does this bloody thing come off?” He growled the words against her parted lips.

Laughing, she raised her arms, revealing the side laces on her gown. In short order, he had the gown draped over a chair and her underdress folded on the seat. Her chemise soon followed then she went to work on his clothing.

She hesitated over the ties on his hose. “I’ve never actually seen you before.”

“Would you like to remedy that or shall I snuff the candles?”

“Oh nay, I want to see you.” She eased the garment along his hips and stepped back as he kicked the untidy pile aside. Licking her lips, she let her gaze wander at will. Long, muscular legs tapered to narrow hips. His belly rippled with subtle definition while his chest formed distinct curves.

Her gaze returned to his groin and her feminine core clenched. Her body knew where he belonged and ached to have him there. His cock rose thick and long from a dark nest of hair. Below, his balls invited her touch, her kiss.

“Sit down on the edge of the bed.”

He grinned. “As my lady commands.”

She knelt before him and rubbed his calves, his knees and thighs. He spread his legs, silently urging her on. Her fingers barely met as she circled his shaft. She paused, absorbing the intriguing contrast of hard flesh and soft skin.

Every visual signal sent a pang of dread deep into her chest. This was a gift from Enos, light from the darkness. She closed her eyes, centering her attention on Nate, his heat, the texture of his flesh against her fingers. Bending toward him, she spread her hair over his legs and flicked his tip with her tongue.

His needful groan empowered her, made her bold. She closed her lips around him and sucked him into the moist heat of her mouth. He slid against her tongue, velvety soft yet hard as marble. Cupping his heavy sac with one hand, she stroked his cock with the other, lavishing attention on his sensitive crest.

Nate gasped and pushed her back. “No more.”

Lifting her to her feet, he grasped her behind with both hands and pressed his face between her breasts. He guided one of her knees to his thigh, opening her, making room for him to play. Teasing her with his plush tip, he traced her slit, pausing to circle her entrance again and again.

Lailah clutched his shoulders and rocked her hips, rubbing herself against him. He captured one of her nipples and sucked, dragging her tender flesh against his teeth with each firm pull. She arched, letting her head roll back on her shoulders. Heavy, full, her breasts ached to be held, squeezed, but he continued to focus on her nipples.

He swept her into his arms and laid her in the middle of the bed, settling his hips between her thighs. Slipping one arm beneath her neck, he kissed her, nibbling at her lips and sucking on her tongue. Lailah moaned. Such a simple act and yet so intimate. She tried to mimic the gesture, but he returned his attention to her breasts, cupping one while he sucked upon the other.

Her head spun. She gasped helplessly, frustrated by his patience, desperate for his fullness inside her body. Just when she thought she’d go mad from wanting, he slipped his hands under her knees, lifting and parting her thighs.

“Watch me, fancy. See your body welcome mine.”

He rested on his knees, her hips raised and angled, providing a clear view of his thick shaft positioned to take her. Lailah trembled, gulping in air. He pushed, sinking into her with infinite care. She watched more and more of his thick length disappear inside her, felt the pressure, the heat.

“I can’t,” she cried, and closed her eyes.

“Am I hurting you?”

“Nay.” She sobbed. “I can’t watch without thinking of him and he has no place in our bed.”

Lowering her legs to circle his hips, he framed her face with his hands and kissed her—slow, deep kisses that drove away the taint. “Feel me. Know how much I love you. Listen to my voice.”

He touched her, caressed her arms, her torso, cupped her breasts and skimmed his hands along her sides. All the while he whispered her name, spoke words of comfort and encouragement as she had done for him.

His first thrust sent heat spiraling up her spine. She pulled her legs high against his sides, clutching his thick upper arms. He thrust again and she tightened her inner muscles, dragging an appreciative groan from his throat.

Their bodies entwined, straining and clinging, always needing more. They moved together, rocking in opposite directions to prolong each smooth stroke.

Sensation exploded in the darkness, driving the breath from her lungs. She sucked in a ragged gasp and arched, her body rippling around his. Slowly, ever-so slowly she opened her eyes. Warmth and tenderness shone in his luminous gaze.

“Oh Nate,” she whispered, her heart pounding in her breast. He was still hard inside her. Obviously her pleasure hadn’t been enough to shatter his control.

With firm, deep strokes he pushed her toward another peak. She curved her legs around his back, gripping him tight. They stared into each other’s eyes as he shuttled in and out.

She met each thrust, taking all of him. Sensations washed over them, uniting them in pleasure. He grasped her hips and buried himself to the hilt, shuddering violently.

She rode the waves of release like currents of air, dipping, diving, only to soar again. He held her pressed against his chest until the last tingle receded. Breathless, slick with perspiration, he rolled them to their sides, his body still buried inside hers.

He drew her leg up to his waist, snuggling closer. Brushing the hair back from her face, he waited until she looked into his eyes. “No matter how long it takes, regardless of what I must sacrifice, I will find a way to make you mine.”

Confused by the intensity in his expression, she said, “I’m yours already, as you are mine.”

He shook his head, his arms tightening around her. “You belong to your quest and I am not willing to share.”









Chapter Nine
 

 

Enos sank through the wall, remaining intangible as he observed his son. Generation after generation, Enos had waited for  one of his children to fulfill their potential. Each child had disappointed him—until now.

His son sat alone at a wooden table, consuming a simple meal, firelight gleaming in his dark hair. His eyes were neither brown nor green, but an unremarkable combination of the two. Ordinary, common, human. Enos grinned.

Materializing gradually, he allowed his son to sense his presence.

“Father.” He looked up from his food and smiled. “I didn’t expect you for several days. Are we ready to proceed?”

“Not quite. This cannot be rushed, but there has been an interesting development.”

He pushed his plate aside, offering Enos his full attention. “Do tell.”

“Makatiel has expressed an interest in helping me.”

His son laughed. “Makatiel’s rash decision nearly destroyed your well-laid plans. Does he realize what he could have cost you with his foolishness?”

“Nay. I’ve allowed him to believe our goals align.” Enos pulled out a chair and sat. He searched his son’s face, amazed that even he could not detect the faintest trace of demonic energy.

Smiling, his son folded his arms across his chest. “I’m pleased you approve.”

Enos chuckled. “Have you been testing your abilities every day? Your strength will not grow if you do not practice.”

“Every day since you first appeared. My power has increased steadily.”

“And yet you remain undetectable.” Enos felt an uncomfortable pressure in his chest. Paternal pride was acceptable, affection was not. Tender emotions weakened a demon. It was one of the dangers of spending so much time surrounded by humans. “Have any of your children shown a similar aptitude?”

His son lowered his gaze, his shoulders sagging. “In this I have failed you, Father. I lack your fertility. Of the six children I have managed to sire, two did not survive the first year.”

“And the remaining four?”

“Two were unable to suppress their demonic nature. I had no choice but to foster them in the Netherworld. My daughter has shown no abilities of any kind and my son is revoltingly moral.”

“Morality can be overcome. Don’t give up on the boy. Sometimes it’s just a matter of finding the right temptation.”

His only response was a nod.

Enos pushed back his chair and stood. “I haven’t decided how best to utilize Makatiel. Still, I wanted you aware of his involvement. Weigh anything he tells you against what you know to be true. Only you are aware of my true purpose.”

“I understand.”

“Remain on alert.”

“Always, Father.”

His son smiled, and Enos felt affection’s unwanted pang.

* * * * *
 

Anna sat at Daniel’s feet, refusing to go near Tess. Daniel scanned the nursemaid until beads of perspiration formed on his forehead and still he sensed nothing but confusion and an occasional surge of resentment.

Judith knelt beside her daughter, speaking in a soft, even tone. “Are you going to sit here all day? What has Tess done to upset you?”

“That is not Tess.”

Judith raised her dark gaze to him, but Daniel could only shrug. He didn’t understand the child’s reaction. “If that isn’t Tess, who is it?” He studied Anna, gauging her reaction to his question.

“I don’t know her name.” Anna’s arms wrapped around his calf and she trembled. Fear radiated from her in unmistakable waves.

“Do you see someone with Tess? Explain what you mean, poppet. I don’t understand.” He lifted her onto his lap, glancing across the solar at the nursemaid. A simple headdress framed her round face. Her garments bespoke her station. She watched the drama unfolding through eyes wide with concern.

“I want to stay with you, Daniel. Don’t make me go with her.”

Judith stroked Anna’s cheek with the back of her fingers. “If Sir Daniel is willing to stay with you, I have no objection.”

Daniel wasn’t sure if the emphasis was meant to remind Anna of her manners or mock his masquerade. Anxiety filled Judith’s gaze. She certainly didn’t seem in the mood to banter. Anna pressed her face against his neck, one of her small hands grasping his hair. He wrapped his arms around her tiny body, his heart pounding in his chest. Ages had passed since anyone had turned to him for comfort and offered their trust with no reserve.

“If the guards sensed a threat, Tess would be surrounded.” He watched Judith’s eyes to make sure she understood what he meant. She nodded. “Still, it might be a good idea to have Nate speak with the nursemaid.”

Running her hand down the back of Anna’s hair, Judith said, “I’ll fetch him.”

Will filled the silence with enthusiastic chatter. Tess smiled and nodded, but her gaze traveled often to Daniel and Anna. After several tense moments, she rose from the bench near the hearth and crossed to him.

“Have I done something wrong, sir?” Her voice shook and tears welled in her eyes.

“I don’t know.” He attempted to assess her again, but his angelic nature groaned, unable to expend any more energy. “Is there some reason Anna should be frightened of you?”

“Nay, sir.” She knelt before him, much as Judith had done, and reached for Anna. The child cried out, her hand twisting in his hair. Tess lowered her arm. “Anna. What is this about? Why are you behaving so?”

“Don’t let her touch me. Make her leave!”

The door opened and Nate walked in, followed closely by Lailah and Judith. Anna leapt off Daniel’s lap and launched herself into Judith’s arms. Lailah stayed back, her gaze fixed on Tess. Nate approached Tess, his expression inscrutable.

“Lord Monthamn.” Tess curtsied, keeping her head bowed. “I don’t understand what is happening here. Am I to lose my position because of Anna’s imagination?”

“Many things have happened in a very short time,” Nate told her. “Have you had contact with anyone unfamiliar to you?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Who tended you during your illness?”

“No one, sir. I live a simple life. I’ve no money for such extravagance.”

“Anna is clearly upset. I think it best if you return to the village. I’ll summon you when we’ve determined what has upset her.”

“But, sir. She claims that I’m not me. How will you ever remedy that?”

“I’ll send for you.”

Tess lingered a moment longer, her frustration obvious. “Aye, sir.” She heaved an exaggerated sigh and left the room.

Lailah bolted the door before anyone spoke.

“Did you sense anything?” Judith asked. Anna had wrapped her legs around Judith’s waist and her arms around her neck, clinging to her mother with all her strength.

Nate shook his head. “But I am unable to see many things Anna sees.”

“The angels again.” Will threw down his wooden sword and stomped toward his bedchamber. “Always the bloody angels!”

* * * * *
 

Byleth stormed into her cottage and slammed the door. Enos watched her antics with mild amusement. “Why have you returned so soon?”

“Because that little brat knew I wasn’t Tess.”

“How is that possible?” Makatiel knelt in the corner where Enos had left him. Enos glared at the master demon for speaking without permission. Makatiel lowered his gaze.

“Which little brat, Will or Anna?”

“Will is useless, but that girl made me shudder. Angelic power pulses from her.” Byleth shook her head, her expression muddled. “It wasn’t just angelic energy. I sensed something else, something different. And the semi-Fallen angels were there as well. As if the male weren’t disturbing enough, the female walked into the solar bold as can be. My legs about gave out beneath me. What is going on at that castle?”

“Did she give any indication she remembered you?”

Byleth rubbed her arms and shook her head again.

He allowed her anger to simmer in silence. Byleth was to have provided a diversion while Enos and his son made their move. Using Makatiel would involve direct contact with the angelic guard, but Anna had left him no choice.

“Well, there’s no help for it now.”

Releasing a premature sigh, Byleth sauntered toward him, hips swaying. “How shall we spend the day now that the brat has ruined our plans?”

“Anna hasn’t ruined anything. You were just less useful than I thought.” He grabbed her face between his hands, holding her eyelids open as he summoned forth her demonic essence. She flailed and moaned, scratching his forearms and kicking his legs. She’d grown stronger, bolder with all the demonic energy she’d received over the past few days. Enos increased his compulsion, demanding her obedience. She shrieked once then surrendered and her body turned to dust.

Enos brushed the debris from his clothing.

“I…they said you were extinct.”

Enos looked at Makatiel. He’d spoken again without permission, but the terror in his gaze made Enos smile. “What are you talking about?”

“The Ravenous. I’ve heard legends about your kind, but I thought you all perished before I Fell.” He paused, his gaze narrowed thoughtfully. “That’s how you live beyond the Netherworld.”

“I’d existed for centuries when Lucifer was first created.” He rolled his shoulders and stretched his back, enjoying the influx of power rushing though his body. “Byleth underestimated me. You’d do well to learn from her mistake.”

* * * * *
 

Daniel waited in the solar while Judith tucked her children into bed. After Tess’ departure, Anna’s anxiety lifted and the rest of the day passed without incident. Worry still creased Judith’s brow when she returned to the outer room.

“According to Anna, there are now four angels in her bedchamber instead of two. Apparently we were not the only ones unnerved by this encounter.”

“Are angels posted in Will’s room as well as Anna’s?”

She shook her head. Her silky black hair gleamed in the candlelight. She’d pulled the thick mass away from her face and bound it at the nape of her neck. Beyond the solar Judith dressed in all the trappings of a highborn lady, but the moment she entered her private domain, the fashionable headdresses and elaborate gowns came off and the Gypsy emerged.

“Shall I stand guard outside her door?” The angels in Anna’s bedchamber were far better protection, but Daniel felt the need for action. Anna’s terrified gaze haunted him.

“Four angels are not sufficient?” Judith smoothed the skirt of her simple cotehardie. “We don’t even know if there was a threat. You sensed nothing. Nate sensed nothing. Not even the angels considered Tess enough of a danger to appear.”

Frustration clouded Judith’s gaze. Daniel started across the room, ready to offer his embrace. A twinge of conscience brought him up short. The last thing she needed was his seduction, and once he touched her, he would never be content with a comforting embrace.

“How do we distinguish between her visions and the natural imaginings of a child? If there had been something legitimately wrong with Tess, wouldn’t the angels have—”

Judith completed his interrupted trek, bringing her body within easy reach. “She is a child. Her life should be merry and carefree. Why must she be burdened with this gift?”

He wrapped his arms around her, unable to resist the longing in her gaze, her obvious need for comfort. Words escaped him. How could he explain what he didn’t understand? She deserved more than superficial platitudes.

Snuggling against him, she clung to his back, pressing her soft curves against his body. “Will you stay with me tonight?” she whispered.

Desire, hot and demanding, stabbed through his body. He swept her into his arms, cradling her against his chest so she couldn’t feel what her request had done to him. She rested her head on his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his neck. He’d never seen Judith like this—uncertain, vulnerable.

He carried her into her bedchamber and placed her on the middle of the bed. Tugging off his boots, he paused to remove her shoes before he joined her. He stretched out on his side, slipped one arm beneath her neck and propped himself up on his elbow.

“I hate being helpless.” Her luminous eyes stared up at him, a bit of the fire returning. “I was eleven when they arrested my mother.”

He didn’t touch her, didn’t rush her, just lowered his emotional barriers, allowing affection to fill his gaze.

“They tried her as a witch and hanged her, all within a matter of days.” A violent shudder passed though her body and she quickly blinked away the tears gathering on her eyelashes. “Father and I could do nothing. We were utterly powerless.”

Cupping her cheek with his hand, he brushed her lips with a light kiss. “I’m so sorry.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, rubbing her cheek against his hand. “Father turned his back on the Roma. He felt Mother’s Romani curse had taken her from him, so he wanted nothing to do with them.” When she opened her eyes, anger had replaced the sorrow. “We left our band and Father pretended to be a Spaniard. He never allowed me to speak Romani or acknowledge who I really was. He had become head groomsman at an estate near Le Puy when I met William.”

“William had been sent there to foster?”

“Aye. William knew at a glance what we were. He told me he could sense my power. I had no abilities, so I told him he was a lackwit.”

Daniel smiled. Her feistiness returned as her tale took her further away from the painful memories. “How did you come to wed with a lackwit?” She glanced away, confusing him with her withdrawal. Nate had said William and Judith’s had been a love match.

“William was tormented by his dreams. Unlike Nate, William could never make sense of what he saw. Many began to whisper that madness had clouded his mind. I wasn’t intimidated. I had been raised by a woman with powers far greater than his. I was one of the few people he was comfortable with.”

“He was comfortable with you? That doesn’t seem like much of a reason to wed the man.”

She shrugged. “He was the son of an earl. I was a servant with secrets best left in the past. I didn’t have many options. William was kind to me.”

“Kind to you.” Daniel scowled. “You deserve to be adored. I can’t believe—”

Her laughter interrupted his objections. “I have a much better life than most of my kind. I have no regrets.”

Daniel shook his head. He could just picture her lying placid and accepting as the son of an earl took his pleasure from her body. To her way of thinking, she deserved no better. She was a servant with a tainted past.

“I am more than comfortable with you.” He stared into her eyes. “I ache to touch you, to cherish you with my body and treasure you with my heart. I’m not the son of an earl, but I’ll be more than kind to you.”

He fit his mouth over hers and teased her with his tongue. She parted her lips in silent invitation. Dragging the cord from her hair, he spread the wavy mass across the pillows. His mouth moved over and against hers, his tongue darting, tracing, but never filling her mouth.

Continuing the sensual attack on her lips, he loosened the laces of her gown, anxious to see her naked body framed by her silky hair. He tore his tunic off over his head and tossed it to the floor. She chuckled and sat, helping him remove her garments. By the time he’d shed his hose, she had covered herself with her hair.

“Oh nay. This will never do. I want to see every glorious curve, every silken hollow.” He eased her down onto her back and arranged her hair around her. She made no move to hinder him, but she averted her face. “I touched you intimately before, sweetheart. Why are you embarrassed now?”

“You touched me. You didn’t really see me. I’ve borne two children and—”

He silenced her with a deep, passionate kiss. “You are the lush fulfillment of womanhood. The subtle marks left behind by your children are a testament to the miracle of birth. Revel in them. Never be ashamed.” Cupping one full breast in his palm, he kissed her again.

She combed her fingers through his hair and returned the kiss with equal fervor. Her nipple tightened with the first brush of his thumb, drawing his attention downward. Feathering kisses along her neck and across her shoulders, he worked his way downward. Her breasts quivered with each shuddering breath.

Tracing the faint silvery lines on the underside of her breasts with his tongue, he watched her nipples draw into tight, needful peaks. Her fingers tightened in his hair and she dragged his mouth to her nipple. With a throaty chuckle, he caught the crest between his teeth and flicked it with the tip of his tongue.

“Oh,” she murmured. “Please.”

“I love the way your body responds to me. I love the taste and the texture of your skin.” He paused for a moment, staring deep into her eyes. “I love you.”

Before she could reply, he suckled firmly, moving back and forth between her breasts, rolling one nipple with his fingers while he drew upon the other. She gasped and arched, her fingers moving through his hair. Warm and soft, her flesh beckoned him, intoxicated him. He wanted more. He wanted all of her.

She parted her legs and bent her knees as he moved over her. Sliding down her body, Daniel lifted her legs, draping them over his shoulders. She gasped then groaned as his mouth pressed against her sex. He cupped both breasts, squeezing them firmly.

Tracing her slit from back to front, he teased her for a moment before settling over her exquisitely sensitive nub. Her hips jerked with each firm stroke of his tongue and another muffled groan escaped her throat. She trembled and shook as he circled and flicked.

Daniel relished her taste, her soft cries and the subtle rocking of her hips. She arched suddenly. Her hands clutched his head, anchoring him in place. He thrust his tongue into her core and moaned. The rhythmic spasms of her release went on and on. Each tremor sent an echo of her pleasure pulsing through him. She was so sweetly passionate.

He licked his way out, exploring her creamy folds, beginning a new cycle of stimulation. She tossed her head, her breasts heaving beneath his hands.

“Please. I need you inside me now.” Her raspy tone revealed the depth of her need.

He positioned his cock and slowly filled her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, freeing his arms. Framing her face with his hands, he kissed her, matching the movement of his tongue to the greater penetration of his shaft. They moved together, clung to each other, sharing their breath, their bodies, their hearts. He thrust hard and deep. She arched and took him deeper. Ravenous, exhilarated, they rocked and strained.

Her nails dug into his shoulders and her core tightened around him. Biting back a roar, he clutched her hips and shuddered violently. Pleasure erupted within him as he spilled his seed deep inside her.

She clung to him, her long legs wrapped around his waist, her arms around his back. He rolled to his side, taking her with him. Her face pressed against his throat and her shoulders shook with a peculiar rhythm. Was she sobbing? Fear lanced through the afterglow and Daniel eased her away from him.

“Why are you crying?” Her eyes gleamed and a smile curved her lips. She was trying not to laugh! “What do you find amusing?” He wasn’t sure her laughter was any less confounding.

“I never thought I’d feel like this. I had given up on love. I feel…amazing. I feel strong and happy and—wonderful!”

He grinned, relaxing as she snuggled against his chest. She’d accepted him, welcomed him, found comfort in his embrace. His pulse leapt and his chest tightened as he ran his fingers through her damp hair.

“You may rest for a short while,” she whispered, laughter still apparent in her tone. “Then I want more.”









Chapter Ten
 

 

The following morning, Kaleb arrived with two retainers. Hamill was thrilled to see his father and the other members of the Monthamn household appeared to share a genuine affection for Kaleb. Daniel scanned for any hint of danger, wary of the newcomer.

Had Anna’s reaction to Tess made him overly suspicious?

“What brought on that scowl?” Lailah joined him near the hearth in the great hall as the others congregated around the head table.

“I do not trust this man.”

Lailah shot him a sidelong glance. “Kaleb arranged for Nate’s injuries to be tended and housed him during his recovery. Had Kaleb wanted Nate dead, he would have left him on the road, pinned beneath his horse.”

Daniel accepted her opinion with a stiff nod. She strolled over and sat beside Nate, but her posture remained tense.

Kaleb relayed the latest town gossip. Hamill used Will to demonstrate the new skills he’d learned. The younger boy was happy to assist. After several hours of lively conversation, Daniel relaxed enough to join the others.

“So you knew William in France?” Kaleb met Daniel’s gaze directly, his expression open and curious.

“Aye.”

When Daniel said nothing more, Kaleb turned back to Nate. “I’d like to test Hamill’s new skills and take him hunting this afternoon. With your permission of course.”

“Certainly. Game has been plentiful this year and I can survive without my squire for an afternoon.”

“Would you care to accompany us? The fresh air might do you good.”

Nate looked at Lailah then Judith.

“You’ve scarcely been out of the castle since your return.” Judith smiled. “Go. Enjoy yourselves.”

“Can I go too, Mama?” Will’s wide eyes shone with hope.

Judith looked at Daniel, her uncertainty obvious. The angelic guards had shown little interest in Will. Would they accompany the hunting party to protect Nate? “Are you likely to find game this late in the day?”

“The castle is well stocked,” Nate said. “This excursion is purely entertainment.”

“Am I included in the invitation?” Daniel saw no other option. What Lailah said was true. If Kaleb had meant Nate harm, then arranging his rescue made no sense. Still, Daniel couldn’t banish his uneasiness.

“Of course,” Nate said easily. “The castle is well guarded. Unless,” he paused, and looked at his niece, “Anna, do you know any reason we shouldn’t go hunting with Cousin Kaleb?”

Kaleb laughed. “Are all decisions approved by Mistress Anna now?”

“Anna thinks she sees—”

“Anna’s friends needn’t concern Cousin Kaleb.” Judith shot Will a quelling look. He glared mutinously. “Do you want to go hunting or not?”

“Aye,” he grumbled.

“Then show the proper respect.”

He opened his mouth, but his mother’s cocked eyebrow made him shut it again.

* * * * *
 

Nate reined in as they rode across the drawbridge, bringing his mount alongside Daniel’s. He lowered his voice. “You haven’t stopped scowling since we left the stable yard. Why are you so irritable?”

“To be honest, I’m not certain.” Hamill and Kaleb led the procession with Will close behind. Kaleb laughed at something his son said. “How long have you known Kaleb?”

“He fostered at Monthamn Castle, but his family has always lived in London. He was my older brother’s best friend.”

Nate lapsed into silence and Daniel heaved a frustrated sigh. The more people assured him of Kaleb’s good character, the more uncomfortable he became. Could he no longer rely on his instincts?

As they rode through the village, Nate waved and greeted those who noticed him. The people of Monthamn were obviously fond of their lord. Daniel watched Kaleb for signs of jealousy. Could Kaleb have arranged the ambush? There was much to envy at Monthamn Castle.

Kaleb hardly noticed the attention being lavished on Nate. He challenged Hamill’s outrageous boasting and smiled at Will. Again, despite the evidence supporting Kaleb’s innocence, Daniel was unable to suppress his suspicion.

Beyond the village spread a vast forest, undulating over countless hills. They left the wide, well-traveled path and headed deeper into the woods. Hamill dared Will to keep up with him and the boys raced on ahead, weaving through the trees. Daniel shook his head at their mischief. Stealthy hunters they were not.

Kaleb reined in his horse and leapt to the ground. Trepidation washed over Daniel in an icy wave. He dismounted and rushed toward Nate, drawing his sword as he went. With surprising dexterity, Nate slid to the ground on the opposite side from his cousin.

“I shall never doubt you again,” Nate said in an urgent whisper. “Kaleb is glowing with demonic energy.”

Shocked by the information, Daniel studied Kaleb. He still appeared entirely human.

“I’m allowing you to see me, so you won’t resist.” Kaleb advanced with measured steps, his gaze moved back and forth between Nate and Daniel. “My father wants Nate unharmed. I have no instructions regarding you.”

“If you think I’ll meekly follow you into Hell, you are deluded,” Nate snapped.

Kaleb laughed. “That’s rather dramatic, don’t you think? Our destination is not nearly so far, but you will follow me. You see, I’ll slit young Will’s throat if you don’t.” His expression didn’t change with the threat. His tone remained congenial. “They’ll be confused by our disappearance, but Hamill is smart enough to return to the castle. You don’t have long to make your choice. I hear their voices in the distance.”

Gathering his angelic power into the center of his chest, Daniel prepared to fight.

This is neither the time nor the place for a battle. He is not alone.

Daniel looked at Nate. Had he heard Gadrayel’s voice?

“Do what you must, Daniel,” Nate said emphatically. “I’ll not endanger the boy.”

* * * * *
 

“They are coming.”

Confused by the fear in Anna’s tone, Lailah glanced at the little girl. She stood on a bench, looking out one of the solar’s slit windows.

Judith set her embroidery aside. “Have the men returned from their hunt?”

“Nay, Mama.” Anna motioned beyond the shutters. “The creatures are almost here.”

Both women rushed to the window. Lailah scanned the inner bailey and the battlements. Her senses strained and her eyes stung, but nothing appeared out of the ordinary.

“I shielded the horde,” Enos muttered. “That child really is a nuisance.”

Lailah spun to face the enemy, releasing her angelic being as she moved. Her wings unfurled, shielding Judith and Anna. Enos stood in the middle of the room, six demonic soldiers behind him. Their gray-tinted skin and sunken eyes only accented Enos’ misleading beauty.

Silent yet intense, Lailah felt the alarm spread among the angelic guard. Six burly Guardian Angels materialized in front of Lailah, flaming swords drawn, wings spread wide. The demons lunged. The angels countered. Metal clashed against metal, showering the room with sparks.

Similar sounds echoed from outside the castle. The demon horde had arrived. Enos parted the soldiers with a wave of his hands. Both demons and angels went flying as he advanced on Lailah. Gathering the feeble remains of her angelic energy, she raised her arms, prepared to deal what damage she could.

Eyes gleaming yellowish-green, Enos grabbed her wrists and bent her arms behind her back, pressing one of her hands against Judith, the other against Anna. “Take hold of my wrist, Judith, and tell your child to do the same.”

“Go back to Hell. I won’t play your games.”

“Then I’ll leave you here for the horde to defile, but your daughter comes with me.”

“Nay!”

Lailah slapped the side of his head with her wing. He snarled and seared her wrists. She cried out, tugging against his hold. Enos released one of her hands and dragged Anna away from Judith.

“Wait!” Judith reached frantically for her daughter, panic sharpened her tone. “I’ll go with you. I’ll go.”

He accepted Judith’s decision with a smug smile and turned his gaze on Lailah. “Furl your wings. A battle is no place for a child.” He glanced at Judith meaningfully. “And women tend to suffer indignities you don’t want to think about.”

Her wrists still stinging from his effortless attack, Lailah looked into Anna’s terrified eyes. If Lailah refused to cooperate, Enos would leave Judith behind at the mercy of the demonic horde. The battle raged around them. Metal clinked and scraped, shrieks of agony echoed. Trembling, Anna pressed her face against Lailah’s side.

Determination surged through Lailah. She could accomplish nothing here, but if she only had Enos to contend with… It was really their only option. Lailah furled her wings.

Enos chuckled and pulled her into his arms. Judith wrapped her body around Anna and took hold of the demon’s wrists. The solar faded, the floor dissolved and everything around them blurred.

Anna screamed, clutching Lailah’s hips. Lailah tried to reassure her, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. A hissing erupted as they accelerated. Unfocused images sped by. Anna’s screams were lost in the indecipherable sound.

They spun within the maelstrom, like leaves tossed upon the wind. Then the hissing receded and the spinning slowed. Anna’s whimpers emerged from the din. A room came into focus. Not a room—a corridor.

Lailah stumbled back against a stone wall as they materialized. Enos shoved Judith and Anna into a cell and slammed the thick wooden door, sliding the iron bolt into place before he turned to Lailah.

“Come.” He proffered his hand.

She glared at him, pushing away from the wall. “Why have you brought us here?” Were they in the Netherworld?

“I despise the Netherworld. You will never be subjected to that place.” Lowering his hand, he turned his back on her and walked down the corridor.

His message was clear. Stay or follow, it was her choice. Lailah looked at the cell in which Anna and Judith were locked. They were unharmed for the time being. She needed information. Where were they? What must she do to secure their escape?

Enos paused at the end of the corridor and glanced back at her. She walked after him, refusing to rush. Instead of offering his hand again, he motioned for her to precede him around the corner. She looked first and then brushed past him, entering the room directly ahead.

A large bedchamber spread before her. She staggered to a stop.

He closed the door with a negligent wave of his hand. Another gesture ignited numerous candles. Lailah gazed around in stunned disbelief. The room was finely appointed, richly decorated yet elegant and sedate.

“Not what you expected?” He strolled by her, approaching the massive bed. Turning, he leaned against the elaborate footboard and smiled. He looked so much like his brother Sariel it made Lailah tremble. “Have you enjoyed my gift?”

She closed her eyes, composing her thoughts, or at least allowing herself to think. “Why have you brought me here?” His hand cupped her chin and she gasped. Opening her eyes, she met his ink-black gaze, struggling against the compulsion residing there. She hadn’t heard him move, hadn’t sensed his nearness.

“I want you to spend eternity at my side.”

Chills broke out on her arms. “You want me to Fall.”

“I want you to transform.” He moved closer, towering over her. “You understand transformation. It’s nothing you haven’t experienced before. Fallen angels forfeit their souls and become connected to the Netherworld. I have found a way to survive without the collective energy of the Netherworld. I made my discovery too late to salvage my own soul, but I believe you can transform with your soul intact.”

She shook her head. Lies! Half-truths and insinuations were the tools of his trade. “You think, you believe. Until I try and I am damned.”

He spread his arms wide, his expression challenging. “Do I look damned? Am I surrounded by filth and evil?”

“Regardless of your surroundings, you are evil to the core.”

Growling, he took her face between his hands and bent toward her. His lips brushed hers as he spoke. “And you are so much better? Even as an angel you dealt in death. You have always craved the darkness, understood its allure.”

“You cannot force me to Fall. If that is your purpose, release me now and save us both the aggravation.”

He laughed and pushed her away. “Brave words, my dear, but our interaction has just begun. You have wandered too long in the shadows. I will help you accept the dark.” His gaze never left her face. “Kaleb. Have you prepared my second gift?”

“Aye, Father. Everything transpired as planned.”

Kaleb moved out from behind a large tapestry, his smug smile very much like his father’s. Lailah pressed her hand to her pounding heart. Daniel had known. Why hadn’t she listened? Her stunned brain shook off the stupor and fear dried her mouth. The hunting party. What had become of the others?

“How did it go at the castle?” Kaleb asked casually.

“Despite my shield Anna spotted the horde, but Makatiel will be busy for some time to come.”

“Gadrayel will summon reinforcements,” Kaleb predicted cheerfully.

Tension gripped Lailah’s belly. If Kaleb doubted the outcome of the battle, why did he sound pleased?

“Of course he will,” Enos agreed. “But it could take days before the battle is over and they interrogate Makatiel.”

“Makatiel?” Each word they spoke filled Lailah with dread. They were entirely too calm.

“Aye, your former prince. Surely you remember Makatiel.”

Clutching the trailing ends of her sleeves, she stared at Enos, refusing to contribute to his amusement with her curiosity.

“The Guardian Angels will capture him, though there is no telling how many he will destroy before they succeed.” Enos walked around her in a lazy circle, his hands clasped behind his back. “He will enjoy their interrogation, but eventually he will reveal what they want to know. Who is his master, and where have I taken the Empowered One?”

Her gaze flew to his at the phrase.

“Oh aye, I know about the Empowered One. In fact, I seem to know more about him than the Council of Ancients. But we’ll return to that in a moment. Makatiel, being the selfish bastard he is, will lead the Guardian Angels back to me.”

“Only we’ve relocated in his absence.” Kaleb chuckled. “He has no idea where we are.”

Lailah licked her lips and looked from Enos to Kaleb and back. “You sent him in to distract the Guardians, knowing he would betray you in the end.”

Enos shrugged. “Makatiel no longer concerns me. He is in the hands of God.”

She flinched from the sarcasm in his tone.

“Now on to the Empowered One.” He nodded and Kaleb pulled the tapestry to one side. Nate was chained to the wall, gagged and bloodied, his clothing reduced to tattered rags.

“Nay!” Lailah lunged forward. Enos caught her around the waist, drawing her back against his chest.

“I sensed this one’s potential shortly after his birth. I have orchestrated his entire life to make him susceptible to my will, but he is stubborn.”

“You hid him from Gadrayel, like you concealed the horde.”

“Very good. I shielded his true nature, so they wouldn’t interfere.”

Nate twisted in his chains, his gaze bright with hatred and defiance.

Lailah stopped struggling. Demons thrived on conflict. She needed to understand his purpose. “What has he to do with my transformation? Release him. This is between you and me.”

“Actually, it will be between the three of us.”









Chapter Eleven
 

 

Nate clenched his fists until his fingers went numb. The gag bit into the corners of his mouth and the bitter taste of blood lingered on his tongue. He had allowed Kaleb to bear him away from the forest, ensuring Will’s safety. But the moment their surroundings stopped spinning, Nate had launched a brutal attack.

Knowing the fight was lost before it began hadn’t stopped Nate from trying. In the end, Kaleb had had to summon help to secure Nate in the shackles. That fact was small consolation with Enos wrapped around Lailah like a cloak.

“I think she needs a demonstration.”

Kaleb nodded and walked from the room.

Lailah twisted in Enos’ grasp, her fingers prying at his forearm. “If this is between the three of us, then release Judith and Anna.”

“You will understand everything soon, my dear.” He cupped her breast, his gaze lifting to watch Nate’s reaction. “Judith is expendable, but the child is not.”

She stopped struggling and closed her eyes. Fragmented images from his vision returned to mock Nate. Lailah wasn’t yet chained to the bed, but this was the same room. If he was truly the Empowered One, his gifts were useless.

Your gifts are not yet active. You are far from useless.

Nate waited for Enos to react to the strange male voice. He continued pawing Lailah, his face pressed against her hair. Her eyes remained closed and her posture hadn’t changed.

I am sending my thoughts to you alone. Blink your eyes if you can hear me.

Nate blinked several times to be sure.

I am Sariel. Do you know who I am?

Nate blinked again.

Don’t try to respond. Enos will detect your thoughts. Cooperate for the time being. We are formulating a plan.

Kaleb returned, dragging a gray-green creature by the arm. Its grotesque features and putrid stench identified its origin. Only something from the Netherworld could smell that bad.

“That is not worth the effort. Could you not find a fledgling at least?”

“We are a long way from the main gate here. I shall hunt later, but I thought this would suffice for the demonstration.”

Enos released Lailah and picked up the gray-green demon by its misshapen head. It shrieked, its spindly legs flailing wildly. As Enos gazed into its eyes, the creature exploded in a puff of dust, leaving a cloud of eerie green light. Enos inhaled the cloud, absorbing it through his eyes, mouth and nose.

Lailah shook her head, backing away from Enos. Terror filled her gaze and the color drained from her face. “You’re a leech, one of the Ravenous.” She whispered the word with such dread, it made Nate bite down on the gag and jerk against the chains. “I don’t understand. They were all destroyed.”

“Ravening is not a nature. It’s a skill. It’s one of many I’ve managed to acquire. Kaleb has learned how, and you will too. You will be more powerful than you ever dreamed—free, immortal, indestructible.”

“But you must complete your transformation,” Kaleb said. “You don’t have far to go.”

“Nay! I will not Fall.”

“You are so fixated on that word. It’s just a word. I found you alone in the dark. I gave you back life’s splendor.”

She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “You offer me darkness of all eternity. I’m not a fool.”

“That has yet to be seen,” Enos sneered. “My patience is wearing thin. I thought I could explain this to you logically and… Well, no matter, there are always alternatives.”

Enos grabbed her by the hair and yanked her against his chest. Her cry echoed off the stone walls and Nate’s heart lodged in his throat. He twisted and tugged, ignoring the pain stabbing up his arms.

“The Empowered One dies today. Either I absorb his energy, which will give me enough power to bow you to my will, or you cooperate and I’ll give his power to you.”

“You can’t force me to Fall.”

“With his power, I can. The choice is yours, slave or treasured mate. One way or the other, you will be mine.”

“You know, Father, you could use the child to motivate Lailah.” Kaleb grinned, and bile rose into the back of Nate’s throat.

“I know you had your heart set on a family, but you could use Anna’s power to complete Lailah’s transformation. Then, when your reluctant mate is being more reasonable, you can implant Nate’s essence inside her.”

“Nay!” Lailah threw herself against Enos, punching and slapping, kicking and spitting.

Enos wrapped his arms around her, trapping her arms against her sides. She pounded her head against his chest and continued to kick. Laughing, Enos turned toward his son. “You see why I must have her. Such spirit is hard to find.” He tightened his arms until Lailah went limp in his embrace. “That’s better. We will find more constructive avenues for all this passion once your transformation is complete. I was hoping to raise Anna as our own while I search for suitable breeders, but Kaleb has a viable idea.”

“Breeders?”

“Aye. Human women—like Kaleb’s mother—who will carry my children.”

“You’re mad.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, but the fire had not left her eyes.

“Nay, I’m a demon who is not content to wallow in filth and bow to a Fallen angel who was created long after me. The Grigori were the original angels. It is only right that I purify Hell!”

Golden light flashed through the chamber and three angels appeared in front of Nate. Daniel and Gadrayel stood on either side of a massive, golden-haired angel Nate had never seen before. Their wings shifted, overlapped, creating a solid iridescent shield.

“Oh Sariel, we’ve been through this before,” Enos muttered. “You don’t have the stomach to kill me.”

“I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to see you are locked in the deepest pit of the Netherworld for attempting to ‘purify Hell’.”

“As usual, there’s a flaw in your plan. Each creature I’ve devoured has increased my power. You’re no match for me anymore.”

“As usual, you’ve underestimated my recourses.” Sariel waved his hand behind his back and Nate’s chains released. “I’ve got the Empowered One.”

Sariel and Gadrayel rushed forward. Their flaming swords illuminated the room. Enos and Kaleb poised, ready for battle, long, lethal swords materializing in their hands. Daniel grabbed Lailah and dragged her toward Nate as the angels attacked.

Daniel’s expression commanded attention. His angelic radiance wavered and his wings drooped. “Sariel believes we can trigger Nate’s abilities if we saturate him with our angelic energy. In its pure form, he would not be able to absorb it, but because of our unique nature—”

“I understand.” She took one of Nate’s hands between hers. “I have so little left, but what I have I give freely.”

Tingling heat spread up his arm. “Wait! What will happen to you?” She didn’t answer and the burning flow continued, making it impossible for Nate to protest.

Her hand slipped from his and Nate gasped in a breath. He only had time for one. Daniel’s energy slammed into Nate, knocking him back against the wall. Fire exploded through his chest, shot down his legs and flared from his eyes. He groaned, slumping against the wall, legs trembling.

Understanding expanded within Nate, shocking him with its clarity. By concealing his true nature from the Council, Enos had locked Nate in a sort of twilight, never allowing his abilities to mature.

I sensed this one’s potential shortly after his birth. I have orchestrated his entire life to make him susceptible to my will…
All the death and unhappiness that had been heaped upon him, had Enos arranged every tragedy?

Power sizzled through Nate’s body and purpose filled his mind. Pushing away from the wall, he rolled his shoulders and tightened his fists. Gadrayel trapped Kaleb in the corner with a flurry of jabs and lunges too fast for the human eye to distinguish. Kaleb yelped and his sword clattered to the stone floor.

Without turning from Enos, Sariel manifested a second sword and slid it toward Nate with a measured kick. Nate bent, picked up the sword and advanced without breaking stride. Sariel furled his wings and moved out of his way.

Enos snarled. His features contorted as his demonic nature surged.

Pouring energy into the sword, Nate ignited the flames. He swung in a precise arc, but Enos blocked the attack. The impact jarred Nate’s shoulder and he quickly adjusted his stance. Retreating a half-step, he disengaged their blades and swung at the demon again.

Enos parried then launched his own attack with several skillful jabs. Nate blocked each attempt, anticipating his moves. “Did you push my father down the stairs?”

Enos grinned. “I see. They loosed some memories along with all this anger.”

Nate accepted the rush of fury triggered by Enos’ smug tone. He absorbed the energy and channeled it into the sword. The flames flared. Enos yelped and jumped back. “Did you kill my brother?”

Enos laughed. Nate swung, hit the demon’s sword and swung again. The second swipe cut deep into Enos’ arm.

“That hurt!” Enos spun, swinging his sword in a tight circle. Nate deflected the blow, knocking the sword out of the demon’s hand. “Fine. It’s more of a prop anyway.” His eyes ignited with yellowish-green light and he lifted his hand, palm out.

Nate pointed his sword toward Enos and seared his palm with the flame. Enos screamed, shaking his scalded hand.

“Did you arrange the ambush?” Nate remained composed, his features an expressionless mask.

“Nay! That was Makatiel.”

“Of course.” Nate narrowed his eyes. “You needed me alive.”

A moment of silence followed. Nate stared at the demon, not allowing emotion to hinder his concentration.

Kaleb lunged for Gadrayel, planting his shoulder firmly in the angel’s midsection. Gadrayel stumbled back and Kaleb grabbed his sword. Gadrayel blocked the escape with his wing, but Kaleb twisted to the side. Gadrayel swung. Instead of lifting his blade to block, Kaleb tossed it to his father. The angel’s sword stabbed through Kaleb’s chest, dispersing his energy.

Enos screamed in fury and raised his son’s sword, prepared to fight. With one final lunge, Nate pierced the demon’s heart. Enos burst into a cloud of dust that showered the entire room. Nate coughed, fanning the air in front of his face.

His sword dematerialized as Nate spun to face Lailah. She stood against the far wall. Daniel had wrapped his arm around her shoulders. Her wide, sightless eyes stared into the distance.

“Nay!” Nate’s steps faltered and his heart missed a beat. “It cannot end like this. I will not allow it!”

Sariel moved in front of Nate. “It was the only way.”

“I do not want this power if they must pay the price.” He sidestepped Sariel and pulled Lailah into his arms. She pressed her face against his throat, her breath warming his skin. Nate trembled with frustration and regret. “What has Daniel sacrificed?”

“Their quests are complete,” Sariel said. “They are both human.”

“Not good enough.” Nate glared at him, stroking Lailah’s hair. “You will speak with the Council of Ancients—”

“This is beyond their power to change.”

“Then take your petition before the throne of God! This is not acceptable.”

Daniel chuckled. “Are you going to argue with the Empowered One?”

Lailah raised her head and her ice-crystal gaze met his. “Judith and Anna are locked in a room down the corridor. Let’s release them and figure out where we are.”









Chapter Twelve
 

 

Three days later Lailah sat on Nate’s lap in the great hall of Monthamn Castle. A fire crackled in the massive stone hearth, offering its warmth. His hand stroked her unbound hair. She leaned into the caress. “You need to stop brooding, my love. I have no regrets.”

He pressed a kiss against her temple and whispered in her ear, “You could use my guilt to bend me to your will.”

She chuckled. “I have other means for that.”

“You certainly do.” He nibbled at her ear then eased away. “You are human now and I love you desperately. I want no shame to fall upon you or any child that might come from our union.”

“I’m not even certain I can have children.”

“Will you still wed with me?”

She smiled, found his lips with her fingertips and kissed him tenderly. His arms tightened suddenly and his breath hitched. “What’s the matter?”

“We have visitors.” The hairs on the back of her neck prickled as he set her on the bench and stood. “You better have good news for me.”

Lailah stood as well, looping her arm around the crook of Nate’s elbow. “You’re being rude, Lord Monthamn. Who are our visitors?”

“We’ve come with a message from the Council of Ancients.” She recognized Sariel’s deep voice.

“And if you don’t accept their offer, they’ve agreed to let me deal with you.”

Sariel laughed. Lailah stiffened. Sariel seldom laughed.

The other voice…she hadn’t heard it in centuries, not since the day on the hillside. “Michael?”

“Aye. It has been a long time.”

Swallowing with difficulty, Lailah waited for the intense rush of anger that generally accompanied thoughts of Michael. It had seemed natural to focus her fury on him. She felt a pang of resentment, but only a pang.

“This involves Daniel and Judith as well. Summon them, please.”

Lailah smiled at Sariel’s imperious tone. At least he’d said please.

Nate sent a servant to the solar to fetch Daniel and Judith. “Shall we sit around the table?”

“I have a gift for Lailah first,” Michael said.

Her heart thudded wildly and she clenched her hands into fists. Michael led the Armies of God. He dealt in punishment and reckoning. What could he have that she would want? Warm air wafted across her face then fingers touched her forehead.

“You provided hope while you dwelt in darkness.” His thumbs gently brushed across her lashes until she closed her eyes. “You surrendered the light to stop a virulent evil. God would honor your sacrifice.”

Her lids fluttered and her eyes tingled. She gasped. The heat intensified. Her breath escaped in a gradual hiss and Michael moved away.

“Nate, where are you?”

“Here.” He took her hands and guided them to his face.

Lailah took a deep breath and slowly lifted her lids. She blinked until her vision cleared and his features came into focus. He smiled and her heart turned over in her breast. Tenderness shone in his eyes, making her entire body tingle.

Wrapping his arms around her, he whispered, “I love you.” Then he kissed her thoroughly.

“What is this?” Laughter danced through Daniel’s tone. “The servant made it sound urgent. This doesn’t look urgent.”

Lailah eased away from Nate and smiled at Daniel.

“Your eyes…” Judith rushed to Lailah and hugged her.

“If I hug her, will you pummel me?” Daniel didn’t wait for Nate’s permission, however. He pulled Lailah into his arms and spun in a circle before returning her to Nate. Daniel’s beaming smile faded and his gaze turned speculative as he looked at Michael. “I thought our quests were complete.”

“They are.” Michael inclined his head and golden hair brushed his broad shoulders. Lailah had forgotten how regal he appeared, how formidable. “The assignments we are about to propose are long-term and strictly voluntary.”

“I think being seated would be a good idea.” Sariel motioned toward the table behind them. They all chose seats, the two angels on one side, the four humans on the other. “With Lailah’s sight restored, it brings us to another crossroad. The Council has been anticipating the arrival of the Empowered One.” Sariel looked at Nate. “Have you accepted that you are the one they seek?”

“I accept that I have abilities far more powerful than I ever dreamed possible, but Anna is gifted as well. How can you be certain I am the only one?”

Sariel smiled. “The Council came to the same conclusion. We believe there will be others, perhaps many others. These Empowered Ones will need a sanctuary, a place for training and sound direction.”

“You wish Monthamn Castle to become this sanctuary?”

“It’s more complicated than giving up your castle. The Council wants to appoint you Head of the Protectorate. You will be trained and educated by various members of the Grigori so you in turn can train the others.”

“Train them for what?” Daniel asked.

“Just what the name implies. The Protectorate will be an organization of Empowered Ones stationed strategically across the land. They will be aware of spiritual forces and able to combat—”

“You’re describing the role of the Guardians,” Daniel objected.

“Guardian Angels can be hampered by their own purity,” Michael said. “Because the members of the Protectorate are a blending of natures, they have unique abilities.”

“Anna sensed the demonic horde before the Guardians sounded the alarm.” Judith shuddered. “She is so young. Is there no way to restrict her abilities until she is more mature?”

“The Council believes it unwise to tamper with her development,” Sariel explained. “But they want to ensure her protection as she matures. This is the role they have chosen for Daniel. Are you willing to be Anna’s official Guardian?”

He looked at Judith, his dark eyes shining. “I will do whatever I can, without reservation.” Pausing for a deep breath, he turned back to Sariel. “But how will I protect someone as exceptional as Anna now that my abilities are gone?”

“A very good question.” A smile bowed Sariel’s lips. “The Council has sanctioned me to empower you with specific abilities. The skill set of a Guardian will be restored to you so long as you use your abilities to protect Anna.”

“And when she no longer requires my protection?”

“You will be assigned to another.”

Judith scooted to the edge of her chair. “Will this make him immortal?”

“Immortality is more complicated than you might think. Angels are blessed with long lives, but they can be destroyed. The Council has been waiting for the proper time to form the Protectorate. They believe that time is now. An organization of this importance will not be established overnight or over the course of an average human life. For this reason all four of you will remain in your prime until the responsibilities can be passed to a new generation. If that takes fifty years or fifteen hundred…” He shrugged. “We shall have to wait and see.”

“And who will provide this new generation?” Lailah forced the words beyond dry lips. She longed to feel a new life growing inside her, knowing Nate had put it there.

“Your fundamental nature is human, so you should be able to conceive.”

She looked at Nate and found him grinning from ear to ear.

They lapsed into silence. Lailah’s head was spinning with questions and possibilities.

“Is this ending acceptable to you, o mighty Empowered One?” Sariel offered the question with a playful smile.

“It could not have been more perfect had I planned it myself.”
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The stakes are high, higher even than Lady Rowena realizes. For the Fairy curse is real and dark forces are at work, ready to tear the young lovers apart and rob them of their happily ever after.
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