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         Chapter One

         			
         Once a fallen angel got kicked out of Hell, there weren’t a lot of places to go.

         			
         He’d found one...but that didn’t mean he had to be happy about it. Then again, not
            being happy was kind of what the Fallen did.
         

         			
         Phenex perched on a stool on a small raised platform, ignoring the many eyes on him
            as his fingers danced over the guitar strings, coaxing from them an intricate melody
            that echoed out over the crowd that had gathered. He rested the heel of one battered
            boot on the bottom rung of the stool, tapping the toe of the other in time to the
            music. He hadn’t bothered to dress up—shredded jeans, an old T-shirt. No one in the
            fancy crowd of self-important humans and sleek vamps gave a damn what about he looked
            like when he played, and he knew it. That was fine. He wasn’t the type to play dress-up.
         

         			
         Phenex felt the song spark and catch deep inside his chest. He might not have a soul...but
            when the music began to flow through him like lifeblood, he thought this must be what
            having such a thing felt like. This intense connection of his was one that could be
            heard, felt, in every single note that poured from him. It was why the vamps loved
            to have him play at their pretentious club, and why he always accepted despite the
            fact that they paid like shit and made him buy his own drinks.
         

         			
         When he played, he was the music. But then, no amount of time spent in Hell would ever erase the fact that
            he was the original Angel of Song.
         

         			
         Phenex leaned into the microphone positioned in front of him and began to sing. His
            clear tenor went husky as the words twined with the guitar.
         

         			
         His lips curved, eyes slipping shut. He loved to play flamenco, loved the passion
            in every word, every chord. He doubted many in his audience fully appreciated it,
            but it didn’t much matter. They just stood there, some swaying, some gaping, whether
            he was in the mood to play Springsteen or classical...and that was fine with him.
            This was the one time nobody bothered him.
         

         			
         And considering how much work the white wings had been throwing him and his fellow
            Fallen exiles lately, somebody was always bothering him. A year ago, he never would have imagined all of this—Lucifer deciding
            to put him on a hit list, and Leviathan, of all the shapeshifting monstrosities in
            Hell, cutting a deal with the angelic host and bringing him in on it, effectively
            saving his immortal skin. Seven of them had escaped, seven mercenaries now gainfully
            employed by a bunch of uneasy, overworked angels. Seven Fallen trying to find a place
            among angels and vampires, werewolves and witches, none of whom were all that thrilled
            to see them running loose.
         

         			
         This—the stage, the guitar—was Phenex’s place. It was all he knew.

         			
         Phenex let “La Malagueña Salerosa” cast its spell over the crowd, savoring every honeyed
            word in Spanish. The storm so often raging inside of him quieted, and all of the empty
            places filled with music. He was used to walking around pissed off to one degree or
            another. He was a fallen angel, after all. Being pissed off was kind of a way of life.
            But when he was playing, he could admit to himself that all the anger was tiring.
            There had to be more, even if he didn’t know what the more was.
         

         			
         Not like he’d be asking anybody. His Fallen brothers gave him a hard enough time about
            his future in a boy band. And he’d ruined enough good instruments busting them over
            people’s heads.
         

         			
         Phenex let his hand fall across the strings, the final chord seeming to hang in the
            air for a long moment before vanishing. He opened his eyes, watching the people in
            the crowd blink and look around as though they’d just been released from a spell.
            Then the clapping began. And the whistling. And the shouting for more.
         

         			
         As the music left him, his stomach sank. Same old story—he showed up, everyone wanted
            what he had. Like he was a thing. A shiny, dangerous toy, wind it up and watch it go. There’d never been any getting
            away from that, not Above or Below. Or anywhere in between. Usually he could shrug
            it off. Tonight, he wasn’t in the mood.
         

         			
         Hellfire. Phenex stood, slinging his guitar across his back. No way was he leaving it on the
            stage for some sticky-fingered patron to paw at.
         

         			
         “Back in a few,” he muttered into the mic, then gestured at Luc, a lanky vamp lingering
            at the side of the platform. Luc frowned, his red eyes glinting in the dim light,
            but he jerked his head at someone across the room. Immediately, the room was filled
            with the music of a local band that played here regularly. There were murmurs and
            a chorus of unhappy sighs as Phenex left the small stage, striding on long legs through
            a crowd that parted quickly before him. They might love his talent, but none of them
            would ever make the mistake of getting in his way.
         

         			
         That was good. This guitar was one of his favorites. He’d hate to waste it on some
            asshole’s head.
         

         			
         He headed through an archway draped with heavy velvet curtains, barely seeing the
            ebb and flow of Amphora’s patrons around him. The place was nice, he’d give the vamps
            that. Justin, the vampire king he’d known for centuries, had taken a run-down old
            government building in the heart of DC and turned it into a marble temple dedicated
            to wine, women, and song. And bloodsucking, but that wasn’t something they put on
            the sign. Open at sunset every night, the sprawling building housed a nightclub, an
            acclaimed restaurant, and a beautiful, unexpected sunken garden. None of that was
            what interested him right now, though. All he wanted was the door, heavily guarded,
            that led to the lower reaches of the building...and then down farther, to the city
            of nightwalkers nestled safely beneath the nation’s capital.
         

         			
         Terra Noctem, the City of Eternal Night. It wasn’t exactly home—but for now, it worked.

         			
         He was nearly to the restricted area entrance when a hand fell on his shoulder.

         			
         “Where are you taking off to? You just started.”

         			
         Phenex turned slowly, eyes narrowed, and looked down at one of the only vamps he wouldn’t
            consider hurting. Unfortunately, Justin knew it. The vampire king of Terra Noctem
            looked up at him, one dark brow arched. To the vamp’s credit, he seemed genuinely
            concerned—not like he was just looking to yank his chain.
         

         			
         Phenex blew out a breath and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Justin
            was all right, for a vamp. He’d been a Roman soldier in the time of Julius Caesar,
            and both he and his sister had been turned by a vampire who decided he liked the particular
            flavor of their family. The two of them had, with the assistance of members of the
            other night races, created an underground, magically protected city that had moved
            various places over the years. The immense effort it had taken to make Terra Noctem
            a reality had been well worth it. Not only did the city serve as a near-impregnable
            fortress, ensuring that the night races would never go completely extinct, but the
            different beings that inhabited it had to work together to keep it. Amphora was a
            big source of revenue for the time being, but it was far from the only one. Werewolves,
            witches, Fae...they all pitched in from within and without.
         

         			
         And now, so did Phenex and his dark brothers. They’d paid a steep price for access—a
            blood oath that they would protect the city and its inhabitants had been required,
            insurance against the type of betrayal fallen angels were famous for. They’d had to
            fill the long-empty seat for the Fallen on the Necromancium, the governing body of
            all the night races, and be subjected to the occasional endless, mind-numbingly boring
            meeting. But they’d needed somewhere to stay, a protected base of operations for this
            odd existence of demon hunting and doing the right thing (albeit violently, and for
            pay) that they’d all stumbled into.
         

         			
         On the upside, the demons still hunting them couldn’t get in. On the downside, it
            was one more commitment he couldn’t get out of.
         

         			
         “Guess I’m just tired tonight,” Phenex said. Then he smirked, unable to help himself.
            “Maybe I’m getting a cold from your damn cave.”
         

         			
         Justin snorted. “It’s your cave, too, Phenex. And I wouldn’t believe you even if you
            could get sick.” The tall, slim vampire studied him so closely that Phenex fought the urge
            to just turn around and walk away. Finally, Justin spoke again.
         

         			
         “Okay, I’m not going to ask, because I know you won’t tell me, but it’s pretty obvious
            something’s been eating at you lately. I’ve never seen you take a walk at the beginning
            of your set before. If you need something, I’d hope you’d say so.”
         

         			
         Phenex looked at Justin impassively. What did he expect him to say? That he’d been
            pissy because of this strange, nebulous longing he couldn’t seem to shake? Yeah, right.
         

         			
         “You’re not going to try to hug me or something, are you?” Phenex grumbled. “You’ve
            been into some weird shit since you got married.”
         

         			
         Justin laughed, and some of the tension Phenex was lugging around like a ton of bricks
            lightened, just a little.
         

         			
         “No, Phenex. I need my limbs to stay attached. And I wouldn’t want to ruin Vivi’s
            good opinion of you. She likes you, for some strange reason.”
         

         			
         Phenex didn’t have much to say about that, but he couldn’t stop his lips from curving.
            He liked the vamp king’s wife right back, not that he intended to admit it. She was
            little, beautiful, and mean if you crossed her.
         

         			
         “Whatever,” Phenex grunted. “If you’re done with the psychoanalysis, I’m going back
            down. The mood here sucks tonight.”
         

         			
         Justin sighed. “You mean your mood sucks tonight. I don’t have a replacement, Phenex. At least half those people
            are in there because of you.” He paused, and Phenex knew what was coming.
         

         			
         “I’ll pay you double if you stay, all right? Make a habit out of this and you’re out
            of luck, but tonight I really need you to stay. If you’re having some kind of personal
            problems—”
         

         			
         “I’m not,” Phenex interjected. “Hellfire, can’t I just have an off night? It happens.”

         			
         “Not to you it doesn’t.” Justin looked at him with a degree of earnestness that made
            Phenex want to groan. He’d fought beside the vamp. Justin was as badass as any of
            them. But he was also basically a good guy. And that was still something Phenex wasn’t
            quite sure what to do with. He felt himself relenting and tried to tell himself it
            was because of the money, even if he had the unpleasant suspicion that he was bullshitting
            himself...and not doing a great job of it.
         

         			
         “Fine. Free drinks, though. It’s the least you can do,” Phenex said flatly. Justin’s
            grin told him they had a deal. The realization that he’d just done something nice
            for no particular reason left Phenex feeling confused and slightly nauseous.
         

         			
         Working for the good guys was screwing him up. He could feel the changes deep in his
            ancient bones, strange and worrying. But unless he wanted both Heaven and Hell trying
            to take him out, there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. Having wings meant picking
            a side. That was one rule he hadn’t figured out how to break.
         

         			
         “Thanks,” Justin said, but Phenex had already turned around and was walking away.
            He’d been joking about the hugging thing, but some part of him still worried that
            Justin would try to give him a friendly pat or something. And then he’d probably end
            up impaling him with the neck of his guitar, which wasn’t going to make anyone happy.
         

         			
         He made his way back through the thickening crowd, already brooding about what he
            might play. Cheering himself up wasn’t exactly his forte. Maybe he’d try some more
            flamenco, if he could manage it.
         

         			
         “Hey, watch it!”

         			
         Phenex jerked to a stop so quickly that he nearly fell over the woman who stood in
            the middle of the corridor, glaring up at him. He’d come so close to flattening her
            that it surprised an apology out of him, something he wasn’t in the habit of giving.
         

         			
         “Sorry,” he said. In an instant, his lousy mood had vanished, replaced by interest
            as keen as the edge of a blade.
         

         			
         She didn’t belong here. He knew it instantly. But then, she wouldn’t have been half
            as interesting if she had. Most of the human women who frequented Amphora were too
            perfect, too rich, walking ads for plastic surgery, here to see and be seen. This
            one didn’t look all that happy to be seen, at least by him. Pale green eyes, the color
            of seawater, glared irritably into his own. Such beautiful, light eyes, Phenex thought,
            the kind that could make you forget everything else. In marked contrast, the rest
            of her coloring bespoke sun-kissed warmth—long waves of dark brown hair, long dark
            lashes, and gold-dusted skin. Her lips were bee-stung, the color of coral, and pursed
            as she watched him.
         

         			
         Phenex let his eyes drift down over a slim waist and luscious curves, all displayed
            in a little black dress that glittered as it caught the light. By the time he’d shifted
            his attention away from her shapely legs and dragged his eyes back up to her face,
            a pretty flush had covered her cheeks. She knew he’d been checking her out.
         

         			
         Phenex felt his lips curve in a slow smile, his first of the night.

         			
         “You here for the show?” he asked.

         			
         She blinked, and the pink in her cheeks deepened. She didn’t look away, though.

         			
         “I...no, I’m not here for any show. I’m just here with...friends.”

         			
         Phenex tilted his head, fascinated. There was more to whatever she was doing here—and
            she was a lousy liar.
         

         			
         He leaned in close, his lips hovering just a breath away from her ear. Her scent enveloped
            him, all caramel and spice. Desire hit him so hard and fast that he had to curl his
            fingers into his palms to stop himself from touching her. The force of his need stunned
            him. It had been a while, granted, since he’d taken a woman. But not so long that
            this one should be in serious danger of bringing him to his knees by just standing
            here.
         

         			
         “You should come see the show. You’re missing out.”

         			
         “Am I?” He liked the way she sounded, a little breathless, her voice rich and sultry.
            “What exactly do you think I’m missing out on?”
         

         			
         He grinned, pulling back just a little as she turned her head to look at him. Those
            seawater eyes had warmed considerably, though her wariness was still stamped clearly
            across her face.
         

         			
         “Me,” he said, and she surprised him by laughing, a low, husky roll of sound that
            had every muscle in his body clenching.
         

         			
         “You’ve got a healthy ego, huh?” she said, and Phenex drank her in, from the way her
            brow arched with amusement to the way she angled her body into his as she spoke to
            him. He already knew how she would fit against him.
         

         			
         Perfectly.

         			
         “I’ve got—”

         			
         “Sofia! There you are!”

         			
         Phenex jerked his head toward the sound of another woman’s voice, instantly annoyed
            at the interruption. He was even more annoyed at the relief that flickered across
            his companion’s—Sofia’s—face. Sofia. It suited her perfectly.
         

         			
         A petite blonde, looking far more like the humans this place usually attracted, hurried
            over to grab Sofia by the hand. She glanced at him once, and he saw the usual mix
            of attraction and nerves he inspired in the opposite sex. Her voice was unsteady as
            she began to babble. Sofia, he noted, looked pointedly away from him.
         

         			
         “I’ve been looking all over for you. I think I found Sara. I...uh...” She looked at
            Phenex again, trailing off, and he could see she didn’t want him listening in on this
            conversation. Bemused, and interested despite himself, he stayed put. Figuring out
            what these two were up to was much more interesting than dragging himself back into
            the nightclub.
         

         			
         Sofia turned her head, and the way her eyes skimmed lightly, longingly, over his face
            filled him with an ache he was suddenly sure she wasn’t going to assuage.
         

         			
         “I’ve got to go. It was nice meeting you...”

         			
         “Phenex,” he said softly.

         			
         “Phenex,” she repeated, and he found he loved the sound of his name on her lips. Sofia
            gave him a small, puzzled smile, as though she was trying to figure him out. He was
            happy to stick around and let her try, but it seemed she was finished with him.
         

         			
         For now.

         			
         “Later, Phenex.”

         			
         “Later,” he agreed, wondering if she knew he meant it. Then he turned and watched
            Sofia walk away, enjoying every seductive swish of her shapely backside before she
            vanished into the crowd. He’d find her again before the night was out. That was a
            promise he made himself, the only sort of promise he never broke.
         

         			
         With a frustrated sigh, Phenex turned in the other direction and headed back to the
            stage.
         

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Two

         			
         It was a struggle not to turn around, but Sofia Rivera managed. Barely.

         			
         She could feel Phenex’s eyes on her as she walked away. Big, beautiful, intense blue
            eyes. Phenex. What kind of a name was that? It was probably made up. And yet, somehow, it suited
            him, from the dark copper color of his short, tousled hair to the long, lean lines
            of his body. He had the sort of angular face she was a sucker for, and he was so...tall. Which was to say nothing of the obvious muscles beneath the ripped jeans and plain,
            fitted T-shirt. Or that voice, the thing that had caught her attention before she’d
            even really looked at him. It was the most compelling voice she’d ever heard, soft
            but impossible not to hear. Even though he’d been speaking, it had been like listening
            to some exquisitely sung melody.
         

         			
         She really, really needed to focus on the task at hand.

         			
         Sofia shook her head a little, wishing it could be that easy to clear away the lingering
            cloud of lust she’d stumbled into, and turned to the petite blonde looking nervously
            around them.
         

         			
         “Would you stop looking so guilty, Amy?” Sofia muttered. “If we were going to get
            busted, it would have happened by now.”
         

         			
         “I know, I know, I just... The vibe in here is a little weird, don’t you think?”

         			
         Sofia glanced at some of the people they passed as they moved deeper into the room
            that functioned as a swanky cocktail lounge and silently agreed. She’d expected the
            place to be full of beautiful people. Amphora was the opposite of a dive bar. Still,
            there was something almost creepy about how perfect some of these people were. Pale
            and young and gorgeous, with eyes that glittered strangely in the dim light provided
            by the modern-looking sconces lining the walls. She fought off a shudder and kept
            moving. She and Amy had come here for one reason only, and it wasn’t to see and be
            seen with DC’s most fabulous.
         

         			
         If it had been, they wouldn’t have taken the risk of sneaking in through the kitchen,
            a ploy that had only succeeded because their roommate worked here. Whenever they’d
            gotten a strange look, they’d just giggled, acted completely clueless, and asked where
            Sara Morgan was since she’d asked them to bring her forgotten wallet from home.
         

         			
         So far, it seemed that they were in without trouble. But no one had known where Sara
            was—at least, not that they would say, despite the fact that Sara always worked weekends—and
            that was a problem.
         

         			
         That was, in fact, why they were here. Operation Rescue the Roommate.

         			
         Sofia just wished she had a better idea of what they were rescuing her from. And whether
            Sara would even allow it.
         

         			
         “I thought you said you found her. Where is she?” Sofia asked. Amy rocked up on her
            tiptoes and craned her neck.
         

         			
         “I swear to you, I caught a glimpse of her just a few minutes ago. She’s in here.”
            Amy gave her a dark look. “And she sure didn’t look like she was working.”
         

         			
         Sofia felt a measure of relief at that. The three of them had been friends through
            college, then roommates, and even though Sara had been pulling away for a while, Sofia
            still cared what happened to her. First had come the job at Amphora, cocktail waitressing
            while Sara kept hunting for a full-time job at a law firm. That was fine. But then
            had come the stranger and stranger hours, the phone calls Sara didn’t want to talk
            about, and just lately, the long stretches of days away from the apartment with nothing
            but short phone messages left when she knew the other two wouldn’t be around to answer.
         

         			
         Sofia was worried...and so was Sara’s mother, judging by the number of calls from
            Mrs. Morgan she’d been fielding.
         

         			
         Amy felt the same. So here they were. It wasn’t ideal, busting in and ambushing Sara
            like this, but where else were they supposed to try to talk some sense into her when
            she’d basically broken off contact?
         

         			
         “Great. Maybe we can drag her into a broom closet and read her the riot act,” Sofia
            said, suddenly uncertain about all of this. What if Sara just told them off? That
            was a distinct possibility. It wasn’t until just now that Sofia realized the deeper,
            darker reason she’d felt compelled to come here tonight.
         

         			
         She’d begun to worry that Sara hadn’t returned home because she couldn’t. Because
            something bad had happened.
         

         			
         Anger was fast on the heels of Sofia’s relief. Sara was here having a good time? Great.
            Nice of her to let them all know she was alive and well. They’d been friends for what,
            six years now? And this was what they got?
         

         			
         Sofia looked behind her and caught a glimpse of a familiar head of brown hair streaked
            with red heading out the doorway they’d just come in through.
         

         			
         “Damn it,” Sofia said, spinning on one spindly heel and dragging Amy back in the other
            direction. “There she goes. And you’re right, she’s not in her work clothes. She’s
            with some guy.”
         

         			
         One of the preternaturally gorgeous, unusually pale guys, to be exact. Nerves pooled
            in the pit of Sofia’s stomach. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off here. The brief glimpse of Sara’s face had shown her friend laughing, but also looking
            almost feverish, her eyes glassy, two bright points of red riding high on pale cheeks.
         

         			
         “She looks weird,” Sofia told Amy, who stumbled as she tried to keep pace.

         			
         They headed back down the wide corridor, past the spot where she’d been nearly run
            over by Phenex just a couple minutes ago. She found herself irrationally disappointed
            that he was nowhere to be seen. Sara had vanished as well, but there was really only
            one destination in this direction.
         

         			
         “Nightclub,” Amy said, her brow furrowed, then looked at Sofia with a wry smile. “We’re
            in one of the most exclusive clubs in DC. There’s a line out front down the street.
            I feel like this should be more fun.”
         

         			
         Sofia huffed out a soft laugh. “Once she tells us to get lost, we’ll stay and get
            drunk on overpriced booze. At least we know she’s alive and well.”
         

         			
         She had the fleeting thought that maybe she’d get another chance to see Phenex, then
            immediately discarded the idea. If he was in here, he was out of her league on any
            number of levels. No man who looked like that, and who was probably rich to boot,
            was going to be seriously interested in a twenty-five-year-old nurse from nowhere
            special who’d sneaked in wearing a borrowed, non-designer dress.
         

         			
         Still, the way he’d looked at her...

         			
         “Wow,” Amy said, slowing so that Sofia was dragging her. “Do you hear that?”

         			
         Pulled out of her own thoughts, Sofia slowed, too, and really listened. What she heard
            stopped her dead in her tracks.
         

         			
         “Oh,” was all she could say, and it was more a sigh than a word. Drifting out of the
            curtained archway that led into Amphora’s main nightclub was the most beautiful voice
            she’d ever heard, singing a song she vaguely recognized. Whatever the song was, though,
            it had never been done like this...that she knew.
         

         			
         The memory of Phenex’s wonderful voice whispered through her mind: Here for the show? And the half-remembered item slung over his shoulder, something that had barely registered
            considering how much else there’d been to look at: a guitar.
         

         			
         Now she understood. The show really was him.
         

         			
         Sofia managed to put one foot in front of the other, feeling strangely dazed as she
            moved to the doorway, then through it, brushing heavy velvet aside. Bouncers on either
            side only glanced at her. They obviously thought she belonged here, even if she knew
            better.
         

         			
         Amy murmured something beside her, but Sofia’s attention was completely captured by
            the sight of the man on the raised platform on the far side of the room.
         

         			
         Perched on a simple stool, alone under the lights, a lot of musicians would have faded
            into the background of a place like this. Not Phenex. He seemed to fill the entire
            room, that magnificent voice flooding every nook and cranny. Sofia watched the way
            he coaxed the notes from his guitar—long, elegant fingers dancing over the strings—and swallowed hard. Everything that had been in her mind vanished but for the desire
            to feel those hands on her.
         

         			
         His gaze shifted suddenly, and in an instant he’d found her in the crowd. It was almost
            as though he’d sensed her come in. That was crazy...but no crazier than the way she
            nearly melted into a puddle on the floor when their eyes met.
         

         			
         “Sofia!”

         			
         Amy’s voice was a soft, insistent hiss in her ear. Sofia drank in a quick, shuddering
            breath and pulled her eyes away from Phenex, feeling slightly disoriented. She’d never
            met a man with the kind of power he seemed to wear like a second skin. Even looking
            at him was like being drugged. It was seriously disconcerting.
         

         			
         “Sorry,” Sofia said, feeling ridiculous. It wasn’t like her to lose her mind over
            a guy. Especially not some random, pretty singer...though she guessed the “pretty
            singer” part worked well as an excuse.
         

         			
         Amy rolled her eyes. “Yes, he’s gorgeous. But Sara and the guy she’s with just headed
            for the restrooms, back behind those curtains over there.”
         

         			
         Sofia sighed. “We corner her in the bathroom?”

         			
         Amy nodded, her jaw set. She looked like an angry pixie. “We corner her in the bathroom.
            Let’s do this.”
         

         			
         So they did, winding through the crowd. It wasn’t as slow going as it might have been—almost
            no one moved into their path, everyone much more focused on the man entertaining them.
            When they reached the ladies’ room door, they looked at each other. Sofia took a deep
            breath.
         

         			
         “Okay, so when we get in there, we say—”

         			
         She was cut off by a soft female gasp that echoed on the other side of the door. It
            might have been one thing if it had been a sound of pleasure. But it was accompanied
            by a muffled cry that was anything but.
         

         			
         Sofia didn’t think. She pushed open the door, surprised to find the lights off in
            what, at first blush, was a cavernous, luxurious restroom. There was an awful, wet
            sucking sound coming from the direction of the stalls, shapes Sofia could barely make
            out.
         

         			
         “Get help,” Sofia said flatly. She flipped the light switch, then strode in before
            she could talk herself out of it. All that mattered was that her friend was in here,
            and she was being hurt. Whoever this asshole was, he had no idea what was about to
            hit him.
         

         			
         It took her only seconds to find the stall they were in and kick open the door, adrenaline
            coursing through her system. Still, whatever Sofia had expected to find, it wasn’t
            what was in front of her. Sara was sprawled across her companion’s lap, her limbs
            gracelessly flung in all directions. The tight-fitting little black dress Sara wore
            was, up close, a shocking contrast to the whiteness of her skin. Even more shocking
            was the man whose face was buried in Sara’s neck, sucking. Sara’s big brown eyes rolled up to meet Sofia’s, silently pleading.
         

         			
         Sofia shouted, some furious, incoherent sound of fury. She watched, horrified, as
            the man raised his head, glaring at her with burning red eyes. He opened his mouth,
            snarling like a feral animal.
         

         			
         Fangs. He has fangs. He can’t have fangs, he can’t—

         			
         Then he lunged for her, his inhuman scream ringing in her ears.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Three

         			
         Phenex knew something was wrong the minute Sofia disappeared into the curtained alcove
            where the restrooms were. Centuries of expertise in causing trouble had given him
            a sixth sense when it came to finding it.
         

         			
         Funny…she hadn’t struck him as the type to attract problems. Then again, she attracted
            the hell out of him.
         

         			
         Not really caring how it looked, Phenex cut the song short and stood. He set his guitar
            on the stand, ignored Luc’s glare, and leaped lightly from the stage. In a series
            of steps so swift they were invisible to human eyes, he was standing at the curtains.
            He knew he’d get an angry lecture later for using his power so openly here with so
            many humans around, even though he doubted any of the mortals in attendance would
            even notice what had happened—a blink, and he’d been gone. Still, the vamps took great
            pains to hide themselves. Small wonder. Vamps might not be hunted by demons, but they
            were hunted. Yet his rapid movement had been necessary.
         

         			
         He smelled blood.

         			
         The little blonde who’d taken Sofia away from him turned just as the ladies’ room
            door swung shut. She jumped a little when she saw him, but none of the fear in her
            wide eyes was for him.
         

         			
         “Where is she?” Phenex growled.

         			
         “She said get help. Sofia. Something’s wrong. Sara…and the noises…” Her hands fluttered
            nervously up to her throat, and she’d gone as pale as some of the vamps in here. Even
            if he’d been a creature inclined to comfort, he wouldn’t have. The smell of blood
            was everywhere, thick as molasses, cloying.
         

         			
         “I’m the help. Stay here.” Phenex slammed into the bathroom just as a high-pitched,
            feral scream filled the small room, echoing off the tile. He bared his teeth, fangs
            deadly sharp in their own right, and launched himself at Sofia just a split second
            after a dark shape came flying out of an open stall toward her. The instinct to protect
            was as overwhelming as it was unfamiliar. In that moment, all he knew was that he
            needed to be a shield…her shield.
         

         			
         The vampire’s scream stopped abruptly with a choking gurgle, but Phenex never made
            contact with either Sofia or her attacker. Instead, he found himself springing to
            his feet empty-handed on the far side of the bathroom, whirling to engage in the fight
            he knew was coming.
         

         			
         I missed her…how did I miss? I never miss…

         			
         It was a shock to see Sofia land a hard punch to the vamp’s windpipe and then slam
            her foot into his crotch before hunching into a fighting stance. The well-dressed
            vamp staggered, then crumpled, clutching his throat and collapsing to writhe on the
            floor. He wouldn’t be down long, but somehow, this beautiful, out-of-place human had
            managed to save herself, at least for the moment.
         

         			
         Phenex could only stare at her, torn between irritation and admiration.

         			
         “You’re going to want to finish him off before he gets up,” he finally said. If Sofia
            had a bloodthirsty streak, he figured, that just made less work for him. And he wouldn’t
            be the one getting bitched at for making a mess in here.
         

         			
         Sofia didn’t seem to hear him. When she drew in a shuddering breath, Phenex saw the
            truth—she was terrified, almost beyond reason. That was when he felt it again, that
            rush of instinct insisting that he protect her. The words that fell from his lips
            came before he could think better of them.
         

         			
         “Hey. It’s okay. I’ll take care of it. Hang on.”

         			
         Then she finally did look at him, those sea-glass eyes burning bright. She looked
            like a hunted animal. The vampire at her feet gagged again, but this time he managed
            a word.
         

         			
         “Bitch.”

         			
         “I only see one bitch in here,” Phenex said, knowing that in seconds the vamp would
            be back on his feet and twice as dangerous. He strode forward, letting his hidden
            wings unfurl. They slid through his skin like water, then snapped out to his sides,
            enormous black things that had carried him to Hell and back. From between them he
            drew the weapon he always carried, a longsword, ancient and razor sharp.
         

         			
         The vamp tried to spring to his feet.

         			
         Only half of him made it.

         			
         Phenex grinned, pleased with himself. It was a nice, clean stroke, dividing the bastard
            neatly in two. It wasn’t until he’d cut off the head and stabbed him through the heart
            for good measure that he realized Sofia was less than impressed with the display.
         

         			
         Hellfire. Apparently bloodshed wasn’t her thing after all.
         

         			
         She looked more than a little green, gulping air as she stumbled into the stall the
            vamp had come out of, slipping in the rapidly spreading pool of blood. She only barely
            stayed upright, clinging to the edge of the stall and then dropping to her knees beside
            a woman Phenex hadn’t even noticed until now. She was sprawled on the floor, deathly
            pale, her streaky brown hair half in her face. The ragged bite on her neck was a splash
            of violent red against white.
         

         			
         “Sara,” Sofia rasped, her warm, husky voice barely more than a whisper. “Sara, stay
            with me. I’m here. You’re safe.” She tried to pull Sara into her arms, but the woman
            was dead weight. Without even touching her, Phenex could tell that this Sara would
            have a feeble pulse at best. She’d been nearly drained.
         

         			
         Though it went against everything he knew, Phenex folded his wings back until they
            vanished and wedged himself into the stall, nudging Sofia out of the way so he could
            pick up the mostly dead human. The look Sofia gave him was as venomous as any serpent
            in Hell. What surprised him was how it stung.
         

         			
         “Don’t touch her!” Sofia hissed.

         			
         He leveled a glare at her. “I’m no bloodsucker,” he said flatly. The very idea was
            revolting. He didn’t keep great company these days, but no one had ever mistaken him
            for a vampire.
         

         			
         He could feel Sofia’s eyes on him as he stood, Sara’s body dangling limply. He’d been
            right. There was only the barest flutter of a heartbeat. She was in the perfect state
            to turn into a vamp herself, given a willing partner. But he’d bet money that the
            now-bisected vampire on the floor hadn’t had any intention of making her an immortal.
         

         			
         Sofia rose, too, but rather than taking a swing at him, she wrapped her arms around
            herself, looking incredibly vulnerable. Touchable, even. Phenex bit back a groan.
            This was a hell of a time to remember he had a libido. And she was human, of all things. The source of every damned problem he could think of. He didn’t like
            humans.
         

         			
         He liked Sofia.

         			
         Phenex gritted his teeth.

         			
         She seemed to collect herself then, so quickly it happened in the blink of an eye.
            She shoved all that thick, dark hair out of her face, inhaled deeply, and fixed her
            eyes on a point somewhere over his left shoulder. When her eyes returned to meet his
            gaze, the anger was gone. In its place was a kind of forced calm that impressed him.
         

         			
         This one had a spine of steel. For a human, anyway.

         			
         “I don’t care what you are or aren’t. She needs an ambulance,” Sofia said, speaking
            slowly and clearly. Most wouldn’t have heard the faint quaver in her voice, but he
            did. He heard every tiny catch in her breath. It was almost like music. She hadn’t
            stopped being afraid, no. Only a fool would have. But she wasn’t letting it rule her.
         

         			
         “No,” Phenex said. The expression on her face was priceless.

         			
         “No?”
         

         			
         Sofia looked like she wanted to kill him. And for some twisted reason, the heat in
            her eyes was one of the most erotic things he’d encountered in centuries.
         

         			
         The door to the bathroom thudded open, and Phenex felt relief flood him when Justin
            and two other vamps strode in. One was leading Sofia’s friend, who was obviously thralled.
            Her eyes were glazed, and she smiled vacantly at him. He had to admit, the thrall
            was a handy trick the vamps had. They’d needed an adaptation like mind control to
            survive here among the humans for so long. Unlike their kind, angels—fallen and otherwise—had
            never been meant to hide themselves, had always been meant to set themselves above
            the beings most of his dark brethren likened to talking monkeys.
         

         			
         So he had no thrall in his arsenal, just wings, fangs, and a big-ass sword. For now,
            it worked, but no one could accuse the Fallen of subtlety.
         

         			
         “What the hell happened?” Justin demanded, reddish eyes darting from Phenex to Sofia
            to the body in Phenex’s arms. “Most of the humans didn’t hear the screaming because
            of the music, but there isn’t a single vampire here who didn’t! If this is your idea
            of fun…” Then his gaze settled on the various pieces of vampire on the floor, and
            understanding dawned. He shoved a hand through his hair and closed his eyes. Phenex
            thought he looked as though he was praying for patience, and he smirked, amused.
         

         			
         “Oh. Great. One of these.”
         

         			
         “One of these? Does this happen a lot here?” Sofia’s voice fairly vibrated with outrage. Phenex
            looked down at her, enjoying the way she was glaring at the vampire king. Justin was
            far too nice, in his opinion, but he doubted many humans had looked at him this way
            and lived to tell the tale. Sofia didn’t seem to have any inkling of the danger she
            was surrounded by, though, even now. In fact, she seemed to be struggling to keep
            her patience with them.
         

         			
         “You know what? I don’t care,” she said. “I don’t know what you people are, or what
            this place is, but my friend is dying! The guy on the floor was…was…eating her! Sucking her blood! She needs help!”
         

         			
         Justin locked eyes with Phenex. “Well?”

         			
         Phenex shrugged. “Still alive. If you’re going to do something about it, better be
            now.”
         

         			
         Justin heaved a sigh, then gestured at one of the two vampires who’d come in with
            him. “Amir,” he said to the tall, dark-haired vamp, “if you would.”
         

         			
         Amir gave a short nod, then stepped forward. Phenex gladly gave Sara over into his
            arms. This turn of events wasn’t unexpected. Justin had too strong a sense of justice
            to let the human die if he had any say in it, and turning her wouldn’t take much at
            this point. Amir wouldn’t exactly be exerting himself. The man arranged her against
            him so that her bite mark didn’t show and left swiftly.
         

         			
         “Is she going to be okay? I want to go with her. Amy and I should go with her.”

         			
         Phenex looked down at Sofia. “Careful what you wish for.”

         			
         A flush stained her cheeks, but she didn’t look away from him.

         			
         Brave little human. You have no idea what I’m wishing for.

         			
         Justin cursed softly. “This is a mess. What happened?”

         			
         “These two came in tonight looking for their friend,” Phenex said. “They found her,
            plus some extra.”
         

         			
         One dark brow winged up. “And you showed up in here why?”

         			
         He’d be damned all over again if he answered that one truthfully. “I smelled blood.
            And I’m good at finding trouble.”
         

         			
         Justin seemed to accept that at face value, which was a relief. “True enough.” He
            shook his head. “I’m starting to think we have a problem.”
         

         			
         “You’ve got lots of problems.”

         			
         Justin laughed again, though there wasn’t much humor in it. “Add a couple more to
            the list. We’ll talk back at the, uh…home.” He eyed Sofia as he continued speaking
            to Phenex. “I’d been hoping I was being paranoid, but I should know better by now.
            I’ll need your help. You and the others.”
         

         			
         Phenex shifted his weight and hooked a thumb in one belt loop. “You usually do.”

         			
         Justin looked at the remaining vampire by his side, a sandy blond who looked as though
            he might have been a surfer in his mortal life.
         

         			
         “Trey, take Amy home. She should be able to tell you where to go.”

         			
         “As you wish,” Trey said, his formal manner completely at odds with the way he looked.
            He gave Justin a small bow, then led Amy from the bathroom. Sofia watched them go,
            her brows drawing together. Her tension was rising again. Phenex could feel it radiating
            into him, through him. It worried him, how aware he seemed to be of her every mood
            and movement.
         

         			
         “What about me?” Sofia asked.

         			
         “Good question,” Justin replied. “Right now, you’re the only witness to this who’s
            in any kind of shape to be of use. I’m just not sure how useful one frightened human
            can be.”
         

         			
         Sofia’s golden skin paled. Phenex heard her breath begin to catch again. It was all
            he could do not to gather her into his arms and nuzzle her.
         

         			
         The urge was appalling. And appealing.

         			
         He began to feel even more doomed than usual.

         			
         “This can’t be happening,” she said softly. “This is nuts. It can’t be. Wings and
            fangs and cutting guys in half…” It surprised Phenex when Sofia looked not to Justin,
            but to him.
         

         			
         “Please,” she said. “Whatever this is, I don’t want any part of it. I just want to
            know that Sara’s okay, and I want to go home. Please.”
         

         			
         How many poor souls had begged him for mercy over the course of his long life, Phenex
            wondered? And not one had pulled at him the way Sofia’s simple “please” did. He wasn’t
            sure what that said about him, but he was pretty positive it was nothing flattering.
            He would have been insulted if it had been.
         

         			
         His eyes moved between Justin and Sofia. Justin’s reddish eyes were steely. Sofia’s
            were full of her simple plea. Between the two, he knew what he had to do. It was what
            he had always done…and yet somehow, this time, there was little satisfaction in it.
            Phenex leaned down to Sofia, breathing in the sweet scent of her.
         

         			
         “No,” he said softly.

         			
         And with a single word, he crushed her hope.

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Four

         			
         She might still be in one piece, but Sofia felt as though she was the one who’d taken
            the punch to the windpipe.
         

         			
         “No?” she repeated, turning her head to look into eyes that were fathomless up close.
            Inches away from her, Phenex’s breath feathered her mouth, almost a kiss. His lashes,
            long and dark, lowered as his eyes dropped to her lips, as though he’d been thinking
            the same thing. Heat flooded her cheeks.
         

         			
         Phenex said nothing, just shook his head slowly from side to side, silently reinforcing
            that simple, biting word. No. Maybe she was imagining it, but he looked almost sorry. He was also completely focused
            on her, his interest so intense that she felt every hair on her body prickling with
            awareness. It took a surprising amount of effort to remind herself that she was standing
            in a blood-soaked bathroom with an inhuman corpse and two men who didn’t seem to be
            anything like humans. Sofia turned her head, breaking eye contact despite the sharp
            pang of regret it produced. This wasn’t exactly hookup time on the dance floor. He’d
            grown wings. Wings. Enormous, beautiful, black ones, complete with feathers. After which he’d sliced
            her friend’s attacker neatly in half with a sword he’d brandished as if he were some
            ancient warlord.
         

         			
         Focusing on the gore, and on the slim, dark-haired man staring at her with eyes that
            gleamed red no matter how she tried to convince herself they couldn’t be that color,
            worked quickly to clear Sofia’s head. Still, instead of backing away, she found herself
            moving closer to Phenex. It might have been foolish, but he’d already protected her
            once.
         

         			
         Hopefully, if things went south here, he’d be inclined to do it again.

         			
         “What’s your name? And no games, please. I’ll know.”

         			
         She looked at the man with the red eyes and knew he was telling the truth. “Sofia
            Rivera,” she said, wishing the words had come out less tentatively. He gave a curt
            nod.
         

         			
         “Miss Rivera,” the man said, his voice commanding but not exactly unfriendly. “I’m
            Justin, the owner of Amphora. No one here is going to hurt you. But before I let you
            go, I need to know what exactly happened. Did you know the man your friend was with?”
         

         			
         It was strange. He gave no order, didn’t issue any threats. And yet, the longer Sofia
            looked into those dark crimson eyes, the more she felt as though she could tell this
            man anything, that she wanted to tell him everything. Her thoughts were slowly enveloped by a pleasant fog, and she heard herself speaking
            as though from far away.
         

         			
         “I...I’ve never seen him before...” The word “master” nearly fell from her lips before
            Phenex’s voice interjected, beautiful but razor sharp, dispelling the fog as quickly
            as it had rolled in.
         

         			
         “Knock it off, Justin. She’ll answer without you laying it on so thick. Sofia didn’t
            do anything.”
         

         			
         Sofia blinked, startled at the speed with which she came back to herself. The room
            reappeared in sharp relief, from the sea of red on the tiled floor to the two men,
            each unusually handsome in his own way, glaring at each other.
         

         			
         “Sofia can answer for herself, I’m sure. I’ll take care of this, Phenex. You’ve got a crowd
            to entertain, and I’ve got a mess to get cleaned up. I told you, we’ll talk later.”
         

         			
         Phenex crossed his arms over his chest, and Sofia saw, with a wave of relief, that
            he had no intention of going anywhere. The expression he wore was arrogant, unimpressed,
            and decidedly mulish.
         

         			
         She wondered, suddenly, if it was a mistake to be putting so much faith in him, so
            blindly. Still, right now, he was all she had.
         

         			
         “It’s fine,” Sofia heard herself saying. “I’d rather he stayed.”

         			
         The man—Justin, Phenex had called him—looked almost comically surprised, though he
            recovered quickly. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Phenex’s smirk.
         

         			
         Oh, God, what had she gotten herself into?

         			
         “Suit yourself, then. What can you tell me, Sofia? May I call you that?”

         			
         “Yes, please,” she replied, finding his formality bizarre. She wished she was still
            with Amy, and anywhere but this blood-covered bathroom. “I didn’t know him. The one
            he was”—she couldn’t bring herself to say biting—“attacking is my roommate Sara. The blonde who just left is my other roommate, Amy.
            We came looking for Sara tonight because she’s barely been home lately. Her mom is
            worried, we were worried... She hasn’t been right since she started working here a
            few months ago. It was only getting worse, and things had gotten to the point that
            this was the only place I thought we might be able to see her. So we—”
         

         			
         “Sneaked in,” Phenex finished for her. When she turned her head toward him, he looked
            as amused as he sounded. “I knew you were up to no good.”
         

         			
         He looked too appreciative of the fact for Sofia to really be offended by the observation.
            Anyway, he was right. Or partially right. Whatever her intentions had been, not much
            good had come of this trip. Then again, Sara was still alive. She hoped. This mess
            would be worth it, Sofia thought, if that held true.
         

         			
         Justin’s sigh was exasperated. “Phenex. Not helping.”

         			
         “We came in through the kitchen,” Sofia admitted. “I said we’d brought Sara her wallet,
            since she was supposed to be working tonight. And that’s about it. We saw her with
            that guy, followed her in here, and I found...what I found.”
         

         			
         “And then punched what you found in the throat and the nuts,” Phenex said. “You take
            martial arts?”
         

         			
         “I’m an ER nurse at Georgetown,” Sofia replied, a little unnerved by Phenex’s casual
            attitude about violence. Then again, she reminded herself, that was probably one of
            the least unnerving things about him, all things considered. “I know how to handle
            myself.”
         

         			
         He looked intrigued, and there was a flicker of that sensual smirk. “I bet.”

         			
         There was no mistaking his meaning, and Sofia had to force her attention elsewhere.
            What kind of a guy hit on women in situations like this? What kind of women liked it? Her kind, apparently, Sofia thought, utterly disgusted with herself. She turned
            her head to watch Justin frowning at the mess that had once been a fanged psychopath.
            When Sofia forced herself to look more closely at the head, those fangs were still
            very much in evidence. She went cold as the harsh reality of the situation hit her
            again like a bucket of ice water. Fangs. Wings. And her friends were gone.
         

         			
         “Are Sara and Amy going to be okay?” she asked, the panic she’d so successfully kept
            at bay trying to work its way up the back of her throat again. Staying calm in crazy
            situations was one of her gifts, a thing that helped her excel at her job. But even
            she had her limits.
         

         			
         “Amy is being returned home as we speak,” Justin said, which was comforting until
            his eyes went carefully blank. “Sara is going to require extra care for a while. You
            shouldn’t worry. We’ll get it sorted out.”
         

         			
         She felt slightly ill. “Are you kidding? Of course I’m going to worry!”

         			
         Justin shrugged, an infuriatingly casual gesture considering what they were standing
            in the middle of, and what Sofia had just seen. She glared at him helplessly as frustration
            joined fear to twist into a hard knot in her stomach.
         

         			
         “She’s one of my best friends,” Sofia said, struggling to keep the urge to scream
            in check. “I got that monster away from her. I at least deserve to know what’s going
            on.”
         

         			
         “You already know more than you should,” Justin told her. The look he gave Phenex
            was decidedly beleaguered. “Go ahead and gloat, Phenex. You Fallen were right. Hiring
            humans was a bad idea.”
         

         			
         “Told you.”

         			
         Sofia’s chin went up as she looked between them. “If I’ve already seen too much, then
            a little more information can’t hurt.”
         

         			
         To her surprise, Justin smiled then, a startling flash of humor in a face that was
            as serious as it was handsome. It was gone before it could even begin to set her at
            ease, but there was a softening in the way he looked at her that helped the raw nerves
            she was contending with. It gave her some small amount of hope that she would walk
            out of here in one piece. Still, her friends…
         

         			
         “You don’t cower, do you? I can appreciate that.” Justin drew in a deep breath and
            looked away, appearing to be in deep thought about something. At her side, Phenex
            leaned over to murmur in her ear.
         

         			
         “Relax. He isn’t going to eat you.”

         			
         She turned her head just enough to give him a sidelong glance. He didn’t seem to have
            any trouble being completely in her personal space, something that normally would
            have bothered her. Now, the fact that it didn’t bother her bothered her. Especially because he seemed a lot more dangerous than Justin
            did.
         

         			
         “Nothing about this is funny,” she hissed back.

         			
         “Sure it is. Humans just have no sense of humor.”

         			
         His amused disdain for her, well, species, did nothing for Sofia’s ragged nerves. An acid comment rose to her lips, only to
            be banished by Justin’s sudden reentrance into the conversation.
         

         			
         “Fair enough. I know you’re telling the truth, Sofia. I just wish you knew more than
            you do about what went on here. As it is, I’m going to have my hands full with…this…for
            a while.”
         

         			
         “Aren’t you going to call the police?” she asked. Justin’s reddish eyes narrowed,
            and for an instant she caught a glimpse of what he must be like when he was truly
            angry. It would be terrifying, she realized. Phenex might be bigger, but Justin was
            deadly in his own right. Like the guy in pieces on the floor. Except far, far more
            competent.
         

         			
         “We take care of our own problems here,” he said, his voice deceptively cool. “I suggest
            you heed that, unless you want even more attention from my kind.”
         

         			
         “What are you?” Sofia didn’t realize she’d asked out loud until it was too late to take the
            words back. She blamed the shock now setting in, making her shiver, fuzzing her thoughts.
            But that didn’t make the question vanish. Some part of her already knew the answer.
            She just couldn’t quite bring herself to believe it.
         

         			
         I’m no bloodsucker, Phenex had told her, seeming offended that she might think so. Justin simply arched
            a dark brow.
         

         			
         “You know what I am,” was all he said, then turned the subject with businesslike precision.
            “You’re free to go, provided you can keep tonight to yourself.” He tilted his head,
            his gaze intense. “I think you can, actually. Unusual. Which is why I’ll give you
            a choice I didn’t give your friend. If you’d rather just forget everything, I can
            accommodate that. She won’t even remember coming here tonight. I can do the same for
            you. You’d be happier.”
         

         			
         “No,” Sofia said, sure of this if nothing else. “I wouldn’t.” She didn’t want anyone
            messing around with her thoughts, erasing memories. Justin didn’t look surprised,
            though there was something calculating in the way he was watching her that she didn’t
            like at all.
         

         			
         “I can provide you an escort home, at least.”

         			
         Sofia was already backing toward the door, treading carefully around the blood. “No,”
            she said, hardly able to believe he was letting her go so easily. “No, that’s fine.
            I—I’ll get a cab. Out front. But thanks. Really.”
         

         			
         That sudden flash of a smile again. “No thanks are necessary. I appreciate the fact
            that you’re managing to stay so calm. Your injured friend will be in touch. Soon,
            I’m sure. And, of course, you’re always welcome at Amphora.”
         

         			
         The coppery tang of blood filled her nostrils, and the room suddenly seemed too bright,
            too harsh, too everything. Sofia drank in a gulp of air that she hoped wasn’t too
            noticeable as her stomach started to roll again. Reality was catching up to her…and
            all she wanted was to be far away from here when she finally lost it. She’d dealt
            with injuries that most people could only imagine, functioned in situations where
            normal people would have broken. But she’d never feared for herself, or questioned
            her own sanity, quite like this.
         

         			
         “I’ll…yeah. Okay,” she said, shooting one more look at an obviously puzzled Phenex
            before she felt the door at her back and pushed it open. A few steps and she was out
            in the crowded club, where everyone but the tall, muscular man discreetly stationed
            right outside the bathroom door seemed oblivious to the bloodbath that had just occurred.
            That, or it was just so ordinary to him that he didn’t care.
         

         			
         And no one would ever believe her if she tried to tell them, so Justin didn’t need
            to worry about that. She just wanted to go home.
         

         			
         Sofia suffered only the briefest moment of hesitation as she watched the bathroom
            door swing shut, her eyes meeting Phenex’s for a single, electric second. If this were somewhere else, some other night, she thought wistfully, but then stopped herself. He wasn’t human. That wasn’t changing,
            and she needed to get out of here before somebody decided to bite her. She straightened her shoulders, turned on one spindly heel, and walked away as fast
            as she could.
         

         			
         When she hit the front doors, heels be damned, she ran.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Five

         			
         “Have you lost your fucking mind?”

         			
         Phenex glared at Justin as a section of wall slid away on the far side of the bathroom
            and a group of vamps with heavy-duty cleaning supplies and a reinforced body bag hurried
            in as silently as ghosts. Justin murmured a few instructions to the leader of them
            before beckoning Phenex to follow him back into the hidden corridor.
         

         			
         The fallen angel sighed irritably, but there weren’t a lot of choices if he wanted
            to know what the vampire king was up to. He was working some kind of angle, he had
            to be. You didn’t just pat the witness to a vamp attack and subsequent murder, however
            justified, on the head and send her on her way. He’d only barely managed to keep from
            following her out himself. Maybe then she would have tried some of those defensive
            moves on him. The thought made him smile. He’d never let anyone pin him, but with
            Sofia, it might open the door to all kind of possibilities.
         

         			
         Resigned, Phenex stepped through the hidden doorway into a dimly lit corridor that
            he knew ran, mazelike, behind the walls of the entire building. If you didn’t know
            where you were going, or how to open the doors back into the club proper, you could
            wander in here forever. He’d heard rumors that more than one curious human had been
            pulled out starving and half-crazy—and he didn’t doubt them. Justin could be annoyingly
            soft when the mood struck him, but never when it came to security. The man was a soldier
            through and through.
         

         			
         All the more reason why Phenex didn’t get what had just happened.

         			
         Justin walked a few paces away before turning and waiting. Phenex stalked over to
            him, keeping his voice low.
         

         			
         “Well?”

         			
         Justin looked annoyed, a good sign that he hadn’t just decided to embrace mercy on
            the off chance it would buy him a little redemption should anyone ever manage to get
            a stake in him—which was unlikely.
         

         			
         “Give me some credit, Phenex,” Justin said. “I’m having her followed. Like I said,
            this isn’t the first time we’ve had to bring out the cleanup crew recently. I’m starting
            to think there’s an organized group of breakaway vamps trying to use Amphora as their
            own personal feedlot. It needs to stop before we do end up in a situation where I can’t keep the police out of it.” He ran a hand through
            his short crop of hair, the first time he’d let his agitation show. “You know how
            much this could ruin.”
         

         			
         Phenex did, though most of the sympathy he mustered was out of a desire to preserve
            his own comfortable living situation. The vamps, weres, and other night creatures
            of Terra Noctem needed the freedom to feed, the safe-from-human-eyes jobs, and the
            steady cash flow that places like Amphora provided. When it worked and everyone followed
            the rules, Amphora was a bridge between day and night that drew humans and supernatural
            beings alike. If things started to fall apart, it was going to get dangerous on both
            sides.
         

         			
         And he’d be stuck in the middle. Without making overtime, no doubt. The angels were
            picky about only paying for the work they’d specifically doled out, which usually
            entailed cleaning out pockets of low-level demons in areas where they were threatening
            to tilt the balance between light and darkness in what Heaven deemed to be the wrong
            direction. Dirty work, and lots of it—enough that the angels had gotten desperate
            enough to pay for help in the first place. But protecting Terra Noctem was expected
            to be, much to his continuing annoyance, gratis.
         

         			
         “You could have said something,” Phenex grumbled, caught off guard by the depth of
            Justin’s concern about the situation. He and his brothers had been out of Hell for
            over a year now, and even if they hadn’t exactly kept out of trouble, they were earning
            their keep. It would be nice to be in the loop at the beginning more often. At least
            as a kind of “thank you” for not wrecking anything so far. Well, anything big. The
            other stuff was the fault of the demons they were paid to hunt down. Mostly.
         

         			
         Justin shrugged, frowning. “I didn’t know what I was looking at. I still don’t.”

         			
         “Could be demon involvement. Though Uriel would probably have already shown up if
            it was.” The archangel, for all his annoying righteousness, had an amazing nose for
            demon-related trouble. And Uriel just loved that he now had a band of black wings to take care of it. Just thinking of the Heavenly
            golden boy had Phenex curling his lip. Uriel seemed to be looking at the renegade
            Fallen as some kind of weird pet project.
         

         			
         He didn’t need to be anyone’s project. All he really needed right now was a stiff
            drink.
         

         			
         Justin was mulling what Phenex had said. “You’d think Uriel would have shown up, yes.
            That he hasn’t tells me that it’s either an all-vampire problem, or some kind of vamp-demon
            side project that doesn’t threaten the Balance. Which means we’re on our own.”
         

         			
         “You mean you. I hunt demons, not vamps.”
         

         			
         “No, I mean we. You’re blood-bound to protect Terra Noctem now, remember? Whatever threatens it.
            Raum and Meresin are off demon-hunting, but Levi should be back soon from wherever
            he sneaked off to. Caim, Murmur, and Gadreel are just taking up space down there right
            now.” His eyes narrowed. “Especially Gadreel. Which gives me plenty of firepower to
            take care of this before it gets any worse.”
         

         			
         Phenex grunted. “More than you need for this sort of thing, if you ask me. You know
            we don’t leave much behind but smoking rubble.”
         

         			
         Justin’s razor-thin smile surprised him. “Which is exactly why I want you on it. An
            example needs to be made, and soon. That should be much easier to accomplish now that
            we actually have survivors.”
         

         			
         All at once, Phenex got it. Of course Justin had let Sofia run. It even made sense
            in a way he normally would have approved of. But this time, this one time, he found
            himself bothered. It caught him completely off guard.
         

         			
         “Damn it, Justin, you’re using her as bait?”

         			
         Justin’s brows winged up. “Yes. And?”

         			
         “And nothing. She’s going to end up dead before you figure anything out.” The renegade
            vamp wouldn’t have been alone in the club. His companions would have been out there,
            watching, waiting. Sofia’s flight wouldn’t have gone unnoticed. “Who’s following her?”
         

         			
         “Daegan, for now. Amir tagged him on his way out.”

         			
         Phenex threw his head back and gave an infuriated growl as he curled his hands into
            fists. “Daegan? Seriously?”
         

         			
         Justin’s expression darkened, but Phenex ignored it. He didn’t care whether the vampire
            king enjoyed having his decisions questioned or not. It obviously needed to happen
            more often if he was going to do stupid things like this.
         

         			
         “He was available, and he’s plenty competent,” Justin said flatly.

         			
         “He’s also functionally illiterate and he scratches himself so often you’ve got to
            wonder what he does in his off-hours,” Phenex pointed out. “Daegan. Hellfire, Justin,
            you’ve got better than that!”
         

         			
         Justin bared his fangs. “If you’ve got a better idea, I suggest you tell me before
            I follow Sofia’s lead and punch you in the throat. Except by ‘punch’ I mean ‘rip out
            your vocal cords so I have some peace until they grow back.’ I’ve found three half-dead
            humans in this place in the last month, and now I’ve got a brand-new accidental vampire
            down below. This is pressing, and I’m not in the mood for any Fallen bullshit right
            now.”
         

         			
         Phenex snorted, amused despite himself. Getting under Justin’s skin wasn’t usually
            so easy, but it was always entertaining.
         

         			
         “Touchy, touchy,” he said.

         			
         “Phenex.” It was, he knew, the final warning before Justin made good on his threat.
            Not that the vampire would win, but he didn’t need any bad blood right now. Not if
            he wanted to get his way without a lot of immortal bitching.
         

         			
         “It’s simple,” Phenex said. “Call off Daegan. I’ll play bodyguard until you get this
            sorted out.”
         

         			
         Justin frowned. Blinked. Then frowned even more deeply. “What?”

         			
         “You heard me. I’ll watch her. You’re welcome.”

         			
         “Phenex…” Justin shook his head when he trailed off, then gathered himself to try
            again. “Phenex, that’s…an interesting offer…but I’d rather have you—”
         

         			
         “Tough shit,” Phenex interjected. The longer this took, the farther away Sofia got.
            “I’d rather be sitting on that beach you and Vivi hooked up at, playing my guitar,
            and getting paid not to do anything. But I’m here, and Sofia needs to stay alive while
            you try to figure out who you need to kill. My brothers hunt, I guard, and you don’t
            lose anyone. Everyone’s happy.”
         

         			
         Justin looked at him blandly. “You’re never happy unless you’re giving me a headache,
            any of you. And for somebody who struts around like some mysterious demigod you’re
            about as transparent as glass, Phenex.”
         

         			
         Phenex just shrugged. He didn’t answer to Justin, or to anyone, as long as his decisions
            didn’t endanger Earth. He was pretty sure that wanting Sofia Rivera in his bed didn’t
            qualify as upsetting the Balance, the precarious equilibrium between light and darkness.
            Though that body of hers might inspire him to try things that would.
         

         			
         Justin rolled his eyes to the ceiling and exhaled loudly through his nose.

         			
         “Fine. If this is what it takes to get you to lighten up, fine. But until someone
            makes a move on her, keep out of sight. I need them to think she’s alone. Most vamps
            aren’t going to get anywhere near you voluntarily.”
         

         			
         That made him smile. “Damn right. I’ll draw demons, though, if they’re involved. I’ll
            wait and see, but I don’t think it’ll take long.” He sure as hell hoped not. Hiding
            himself from Sofia wasn’t exactly the plan. Phenex turned away, giving a disinterested
            wave behind him. He had what he wanted. “Later, Justin.”
         

         			
         “Yeah, great. Thanks for, what, two songs?”

         			
         “Three. And you’re welcome.”

         			
         “You owe me.”

         			
         “Whatever.” Phenex headed for the nearest exit, his power beginning to pulse in time
            to the beat of his immortal heart. Justin, Amphora, his ever-growing stack of obligations…everything
            vanished in the face of the hunt. He could barely wait to unfurl his wings and begin.
         

         			
         Justin muttered a few curses in a long-dead tongue under his breath, watching Phenex
            go. Then he turned and stalked away.
         

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Six

         			
         Someone was watching her.

         			
         Sofia paused in the middle of the parking lot and looked around, frowning. Apart from
            a young couple getting out of their car and, a little farther away, a homeless woman
            pushing a small cart filled with plastic bags, there was no one around. Still, Sofia
            couldn’t shake the sensation of eyes on her, couldn’t stop the hair from rising at
            the back of her neck.
         

         			
         Leftover trauma, she told herself, clutching her keys as she got moving again. She’d worked eleven
            to eleven yesterday and today, and it had gone a long way toward keeping her sane.
            The ER was a busy place most of the time, and even during the occasional lull, there
            was always something that needed doing. She hadn’t had to think. All she’d had to
            do was eat, sleep, and work. It was only during the short spaces between those things
            that her mind had tried to fill with the memories of what had happened. Blood, and
            vampires, and black wings…she still couldn’t make sense of it. The only thing that
            convinced her she’d really seen it all was that Sara was still gone…and the note,
            written in an elegant, unfamiliar hand, that had been slipped beneath the apartment
            door while she’d slept after her return from Amphora.
         

         			
         Your friend is well. Thank you for your silence. No signature. She didn’t bother showing it to Amy. Just as Justin had said, her roommate
            didn’t even remember going to Amphora. Something about the glazed look that came into
            her eyes every time the subject came up was deeply unnerving, and Sofia had decided
            not to push it. The memory of what had happened seemed to belong to her, and her alone.
         

         			
         She still couldn’t decide whether that was a good thing or not.

         			
         Sofia blew out a breath and tried to just enjoy the facts that it was a warm September
            night, she had the next two days off, and most importantly, that she was alive to
            appreciate both. Yeah, she was twitchy. But she’d handle it. Based on the other night,
            she seemed to be able to handle just about anything.
         

         			
         She was almost to her car when she caught a flicker of movement, no more than a shadow,
            out of the corner of her eye. She hadn’t even finished spinning around to confront
            whatever—or whoever—might have made it when a man dropped from the sky and landed
            not ten paces from her. And he didn’t just fall. He landed gracefully, like a cat,
            and directly on top of another man who seemed to have appeared from thin air. The
            unlucky landing cushion gagged and squawked, a noise that would have been an ear-piercing
            shriek if he hadn’t been pinned to the pavement, the other man’s hand around his throat.
         

         			
         Sofia’s sharp gasp seemed overly loud in the relative quiet. Her mouth dropped open,
            though she covered it quickly with her hand. Her heart began to pound.
         

         			
         She knew the guy who’d dropped out of the darkness. And she’d caught a glimpse, at
            the moment he’d landed, of shadows that could almost have been wings.
         

         			
         “You,” she breathed, unable to run, unable even to move. Shock froze her in place.
            Phenex raised impossibly blue eyes to hers. They gleamed unnaturally at this distance,
            beautiful and strange. He was dressed much the same as he had been the other night,
            in worn jeans, run-down boots, and a faded blue T-shirt. His auburn hair was vibrant
            beneath the fluorescent lights. When their eyes met, he grinned, though there was
            a ferocity to it that had Sofia backing up a step. Still, she couldn’t escape the
            burst of wild joy she felt at the sight of him. Out of all the confusion and horror
            the other night, he was the one thing that had stayed with her, crystal clear. She’d
            dreamed not of blood, but of him, as though he continued to protect her even when
            she was at the mercy of her imagination. And he really existed. He’d come to see her.
         

         			
         He was…strangling someone. Very effectively. And he looked as though he was enjoying
            himself. Her pleasure at seeing him vanished as quickly as he had appeared. Phenex
            cut her off neatly before she could start shouting for help.
         

         			
         “Get in the car and go home, Sofia. I’ll meet you there.”

         			
         His voice, compelling in a way her memory hadn’t done justice to, brooked no refusal.
            The man beneath him thrashed and bared his teeth. Long, pointed teeth. Sofia’s stomach
            sank as the pieces fell easily into place. This wasn’t a social visit.
         

         			
         She knew that Justin had made it too easy to just walk away.

         			
         “Oh, God. Was he…following me? Am I being followed?” she asked. Her voice sounded
            strange and thin.
         

         			
         “Not after I’m done with him. Go home.”

         			
         Much as she hated being ordered around, Sofia wouldn’t argue when staying was the
            last thing she wanted to do. Without another word, she ran to her sporty little sedan,
            got in, and started the engine, trying not to panic. Looking in her rearview mirror
            as she peeled out, she saw a blur of black shoot upward into the night sky, out of
            the harsh glare of the lights, leaving nothing but empty space behind.
         

         			
         “He flew,” she muttered to herself as she tried to focus on the road, her heart pounding.
            “With wings. Hijo de puta.”
         

         			
         She hadn’t been to church in years, much to her parents’ chagrin, but it was impossible
            not to make the connection between the man with the black wings and the images she’d
            been exposed to every Sunday growing up. Except…angels were supposed to have white wings. And there weren’t any stories about them flirting with human women. Or playing
            guitar at clubs filled with vampires.
         

         			
         But then, not every angel in those long-ago stories had stayed in Heaven.

         			
         Sofia groaned and pushed her foot down harder on the gas. Whatever Phenex was, she’d
            worry about it when she was safely—she hoped—home.
         

         			
          

         			
         It took her a half hour to get back to the apartment, and by the time she found a
            parking place Sofia had nearly decided to quit her job, pack up her stuff, and relocate
            somewhere sunnier. A lot sunnier. And really, really far away from what appeared to
            be a hotbed of violent supernatural activity. She knew she’d gotten away too easily
            the other night. She knew it. After seeing everything she’d seen, it hadn’t made any sense when Justin had
            let her go.
         

         			
         Now she understood. And with that understanding came a mix of fear and anger so potent
            that she could hardly separate one from the other. All she’d wanted to do was help
            a friend, and this was what she got? Sofia was shaking as she stepped out of the car, her flight response
            screaming at her to just keep driving. But her practical side, the thing she relied
            so heavily on, insisted that she needed time to think this out, without all the emotion
            in the mix.
         

         			
         It was just hard when every shadow suddenly seemed like a potential threat.

         			
         She punched in the security code at the door, then took the stairs two at a time to
            get to the third floor. It was habit, skipping the elevator, but even the well-lit
            stairwell didn’t feel safe. Nothing did.
         

         			
         By the time Sofia unlocked the door, flipped on the light, and hurriedly locked up
            behind herself, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to sleep until the sun came up.
            Amy was on nights this week, and with Sara still gone…she was alone. She flipped the
            deadbolt, braced herself with one hand against the door, and dropped her head, taking
            a deep breath.
         

         			
         I’m home, she told herself, over and over. I’m here now, I’m home, and everything is going to be okay.

         			
         “I don’t know what you’re so freaked out about. I took care of it.”

         			
         Sofia screamed before she could stop herself, spinning around and flattening her back
            against the door. Phenex looked at her from where he was sprawled comfortably on her
            couch, his expression faintly amused.
         

         			
         Once the initial burst of terror subsided and she managed to process exactly who was
            sitting in her apartment speaking to her, anger quickly moved in to take over. Her
            fuse, normally fairly long, ignited. Sofia’s hands fisted. It was the first time she’d
            seen that gorgeous face and wanted to punch it. He looked completely comfortable sitting
            there, as though he didn’t have a care in the world. as though he wasn’t very busy
            trying to make her nice, orderly life a living hell.
         

         			
         “What are you doing in here? Get out!”

         			
         One dark red brow arched. “That’s a nice way to say thank you.”

         			
         Her mouth dropped open. “Thank you? Thank you? For what? For following me around, breaking into my apartment, scaring the shit out
            of me? I don’t know what you people are, and I don’t care. I don’t want anything to
            do with it! And your friend can find somebody else to use as vampire bait, because
            I’m out of here. I didn’t sign on for this!”
         

         			
         “You figured that out, huh? If it helps, you made beautiful bait. Worked like a charm.”

         			
         Phenex’s slow, sensual grin only fed her building fury. Was this funny to him?

         			
         “It’s not some kind of fucking joke, cabrón! I mean it, get out!”
         

         			
         Phenex stood in a single, fluid movement that startled her with its speed, and was
            looming over her before she could make a run for it. He was much faster than any human
            could ever hope to be. She needed to remember that he wasn’t human. Sofia glared up at him even as she pressed back against the door, barely able
            to breathe. Up close, Phenex was overwhelming���the sheer size and strength of him,
            the faint, unmistakably male scent that reminded her of sultry nights and endless
            oceans. She had no doubt he was the sort of man who was used to getting his way. She
            was determined not to show how close she was to just slumping to the floor and curling
            up in a ball. But she hadn’t gotten where she was without being a fighter, and she
            wouldn’t crumble now.
         

         			
         As intimidating as he was, Phenex didn’t sound remotely angry.

         			
         “You’re angry,” he said, his voice turning even a simple sentence into a dark melody.
            “Don’t be.”
         

         			
         “I’ll think about getting over it, if you leave.”

         			
         He made a soft, amused sound, his eyes searching her face with an expression that
            was almost confused. That didn’t make any sense to Sofia. Between the two of them,
            she was far from the confusing one.
         

         			
         “You cursed me out in two languages,” he said.

         			
         “So?”

         			
         His lips curved. “I liked it. You might want to think about that before you do it
            again.”
         

         			
         Sofia stared up at him incredulously, her emotions so potent and muddled that she
            could feel herself quivering like a live wire. “What are you?” she finally asked. “I saw the wings, but you’re no angel.”
         

         			
         “Wrong. I’m the best kind of angel. A fallen one,” Phenex said. “I’m also your new
            bodyguard, so you might as well get used to me. I’m not going anywhere.”
         

         			
         It took a moment for the words to sink in. When all the pieces clicked into place,
            Sofia let loose with a string of curses that were a mix of English, Spanish, and completely
            unintelligible.
         

         			
         And the man—or whatever he was—had the audacity to laugh.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Seven

         			
         

         			
         It was a good thing she was cute when she was angry, because Phenex was beginning
            to think he might see a lot of that from Sofia. At least until she came to terms with
            the fact that he wasn’t going anywhere.
         

         			
         He watched her bang a few things around in the kitchen while she got herself some
            coffee, noting that she hadn’t asked if he wanted anything. Nor would she, from the
            couple of infuriated glares she’d shot him since he’d laid it all out for her. He’d
            given her the basics: asshole vampires, witness protection, and, of course, how lucky
            she was to have a former Hell-dweller at her disposal. Sofia hadn’t said a word, but
            her face left no questions about what she thought of all this. He didn’t really blame
            her—she’d had her universe upended. But he didn’t feel sorry for her, either. This
            was the sort of thing that caring too much about others got you. Better she learn
            that now.
         

         			
         Actually, the point where he’d mentioned that was about when she’d gotten up and walked
            away. Humans—always so oversensitive.
         

         			
         As Phenex watched her, with all her misdirected anger, all her useless caring, the irritating wound deep within that had plagued him so much lately opened anew,
            flooding him with unwanted memories. Ages ago, when his wings had been the color of
            snow, he’d tried to inspire humanity to beautiful, wondrous things. He’d cared. Until
            he’d watched passion born of that inspiration destroy one too many lives. He’d hated
            them for wasting what he’d given them. Just as he hated them for experiencing emotion
            with a depth that he had never been able to muster for anything but song itself.
         

         			
         His Fall had not cured the emptiness inside him.

         			
          “Here.”

         			
         Phenex jerked his head up. He’d been so lost in his own thoughts that he’d forgotten
            where he was for a moment. The way Sofia was looking at him suggested she’d seen more
            on his face than he would have liked. The mask he’d perfected slipped more and more
            often lately. Justin was right. He was wallowing. He needed to get a grip.
         

         			
         He needed to figure out what was so special about this woman who made him coffee even
            when she was completely pissed off at him.
         

         			
         “Maybe I don’t like coffee,” he said, just to see whether Sofia would throw it at
            him. It was better than pity, or whatever this was. Instead, Sofia just shrugged,
            her fury channeled into cool detachment for the moment. It fascinated him—her beauty
            covered steel.
         

         			
         “More for me if you don’t. You just looked like you could use something, since you’re
            sitting here looking like you lost your last friend.”
         

         			
         “I don’t have friends,” Phenex said, unpleasantly confused about his reaction to her
            small act of kindness. She was gorgeous. Her fire entertained him. The heat between
            them promised to be even more entertaining. But this…he didn’t know what to do with
            this. Was it compassion? Simple manners? Nonplussed, he took the coffee and sniffed
            it.
         

         			
         “No sugar?”

         			
         Without a word, she dangled two packets of sugar in front of him, along with a spoon.

         			
         Chagrined, Phenex took one of the packets and the spoon, then set his mug on the coffee
            table to doctor it.
         

         			
         Sofia tossed the other packet on the table and headed for the love seat, apparently
            unwilling to get too close. For now. Phenex eyed the extra sugar packet, considered,
            then decided that now was a lousy time to develop a sense of shame. So he dumped that
            one in his cup, too, stirred it, and took a sip. The sweet, smoky taste was soothing,
            despite the fact that he didn’t particularly want to be soothed.
         

         			
         Sofia watched him silently with those catlike green eyes, drinking her own coffee.
            He ignored her, mostly, until she got tired of it and spoke.
         

         			
         “So you really think you’re just going to stay here until this Justin figures out
            who’s messing with his clientele?” She still didn’t sound like she could quite believe
            it, and she sure as hell didn’t like it.
         

         			
         “I don’t think I’m staying here,” Phenex replied. “I am staying here. You need a bodyguard until this network of vamps, if that’s what they
            are, is taken care of. They know who you are, remember? That one I grabbed in the
            parking lot wasn’t waiting for you just to talk, I promise.”
         

         			
         She frowned and looked away, giving Phenex another opportunity to stare. She was more
            mouthwatering in scrubs and a ponytail than he had previously believed might be possible.
            Everything about her, including his reaction to her, was unexpected.
         

         			
         And because he could be honest with himself, if no one else, Phenex knew that was
            one of the main reasons he was sitting here. In an eternity of sameness, she was,
            for some reason, different.
         

         			
         “Even if they saw me, I’m no threat. That’s what I don’t understand. I’m just a human
            who was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Sofia said. “If I had some secret insider
            knowledge, I would have done something about it by now.”
         

         			
         The forlorn note in her voice tugged at him. Phenex tried to shake it off. “One, these
            vampires are outside of Justin’s purview. They don’t accept him as king. They don’t
            follow rules, and they don’t care about peaceful coexistence. Two, they don’t know
            what you heard, what Sara might have said to you. You might know something as simple
            as a name you shouldn’t. They’d consider that too much. Three, they enjoy killing,
            so it’s not like they need much of an excuse.”
         

         			
         “So you followed me around until one of them tried,” she said.

         			
         “Didn’t take long. I told you, you made excellent bait.”

         			
         Her eyes narrowed. “Yay for me. Did you at least find something out?”

         			
         Phenex considered her. Normally, he would have refused to say. But these rogue vamps
            weren’t going to leave her alone regardless of what she did or didn’t know. Terra
            Noctem was off-limits in conversation, because staying hidden, staying little more
            than an obscure myth, was key to its survival. But as far as the vampires, why not?
            They weren’t his kind. If she wanted to get pissed and turn vampire hunter eventually, it was just
            less work for him in the long run.
         

         			
         “Interrogating him isn’t my job,” Phenex finally answered. “I passed him off to one
            of my brothers, which is how I got here before you did. Your admirer is now sitting
            in a cell…elsewhere. He’ll talk. Most renegade vamps don’t amount to much when you
            get them alone and start hurting them.”
         

         			
         She winced, ever so slightly. Compassion, Phenex decided, was her weak spot. It disgusted
            him less in her than most, but he still didn’t understand such sentiment for those
            so unworthy of it.
         

         			
         “Don’t feel bad for him, Sofia. He would have had a lot of fun killing you.”

         			
         “Oh, I know,” she replied, a frown creasing her forehead as she stared into her coffee.
            “I just… Hurting people in general doesn’t really appeal to me. I’m a nurse, remember?”
         

         			
         “Then you probably hurt people all the time,” Phenex said, amused by the dirty look
            she gave him.
         

         			
         “Keep it up and you’ll find out.”

         			
         “That a promise?”

         			
         She wasn’t in the mood to play. Disappointed, and fascinated in spite of himself,
            Phenex watched various emotions flicker across her face as she struggled to keep her
            cool. There didn’t seem to be any guile to her. That stunning face was an open book,
            and it was more refreshing than he’d imagined to find her so easy to read. He was
            used to deception. Sofia had already proven herself terrible at it.
         

         			
         “This isn’t funny. Not to me,” she finally said, her voice strained. “I can’t have
            you staying here with Amy and my job and… Look, what if I leave DC? I have some time
            off saved up. If I took a trip home, I’d be less of a distraction.”
         

         			
         It was bizarre, how little he enjoyed dashing her hopes.

         			
         “You want to endanger your family, too? They’ll chase you, Sofia. Good and bad, vamps
            enjoy the chase, and we’re talking about people who have all the time in the world.
            Until this group is wiped out, you’re not safe anywhere.”
         

         			
         “What about Amy? Is someone watching her, too?” she asked.

         			
         Phenex shook his head. “Not necessary. She was outside the bathroom, remember? And obviously thralled when she was escorted out. Unlike
            you.”
         

         			
         Sofia looked so crestfallen that, for just a moment, he wished he could take it back.

         			
         Which was stupid. She belonged here. Within reach.

         			
         “Look, don’t worry,” he heard himself saying, common sense overridden by his strange
            instinct to soothe her. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”
         

         			
         She shook her head, then locked eyes with him. He was as startled by her sudden intensity
            as he was by the flash of white heat he felt in that instant, accompanied by an inspired
            fragment of song that flickered through his consciousness. It was gone as quickly
            as it came, impossible to catch hold of, but as sweet as spreading his wings in the
            moonlight. He didn’t know what to make of it. He hadn’t composed in centuries. That
            part of him had gone as dead as what passed for his heart. Unnerved, Phenex shifted
            on the couch, hunching a little as though he could defend himself against the strength
            of this attraction.
         

         			
         He wanted, needed to be in control here. Floundering around like some…well, like some
            human was out of the question. He was a supremely powerful being, damn it.
         

         			
         And her words burned right through him.

         			
         “I don’t want to die,” Sofia said quietly.

         			
         “You won’t.” The words came out more harshly than he’d intended, but that didn’t seem
            to faze her.
         

         			
         “Can you promise me?” she asked. “Can you absolutely guarantee, give me your word
            that I’m going to survive this?”
         

         			
         It was a struggle to conceal his surprise. Nobody ever banked on his honor. It was
            assumed that he had none. His word had meant nothing for eons. He ought to be amused
            by Sofia’s naïveté. But he wasn’t.

         			
         Truth be told, he didn’t know what he felt. With Sofia, he was still stumbling around—willingly—in
            the dark.
         

         			
         “You did catch the part about me being a fallen angel, right?” he finally said. “My word isn’t worth much to people.”
         

         			
         Sofia’s glaze was intense. “You helped save my butt twice already. If your word is
            still worth something to you, then it’s worth something to me.”
         

         			
         He found himself nodding. “Fair enough. You’ve got my word, Sofia. I’ll keep you alive.”

         			
         She exhaled harshly, and it was only then that Phenex realized how badly she’d needed
            his guarantee. That she was actually depending on him. He couldn’t quite remember
            the last time he’d been in a similar position. His most important relationships worked
            because of mutual self-interest. They sure as hell weren’t grounded in honesty and
            integrity.
         

         			
         He had a sudden, overwhelming desire to jump out the window and take wing until he
            got his head back on straight. Instead, he forced himself to stay put.
         

         			
         “I still can’t quite believe that this is happening.” She sighed, and he finally realized
            just how tired she looked as she shoved her hair out of her face, propped an elbow
            on the arm of the chair, and rested her head in her hand. The coffee didn’t seem to
            be helping with alertness…there were shadows beneath her eyes. What she’d seen had
            been eating at her, he realized. And why wouldn’t it? Not everyone was as accustomed
            to seeing—and causing—gore as he was.
         

         			
         The guilt that hit him was sudden and unpleasant. Guilt was one of those things he’d
            been glad to leave behind millennia ago. He didn’t intend to pick it back up now.
         

         			
         “You need to go to bed,” he grumbled. And he needed some space. Sofia’s green eyes
            were instantly wary. He would have laughed, if his mind hadn’t gone into the gutter
            right along with hers. That was a good start, as far as he was concerned.
         

         			
         “There are still a lot of things we need to work out about this,” Sofia said. “And
            I’ve got a lot of questions.”
         

         			
         “I bet,” Phenex replied. “They can wait until tomorrow.”

         			
         “You’ll actually answer them?”

         			
         He smirked. “Probably not. But you can ask them.”

         			
         “Great,” she said flatly. “Look, Phenex, you’re welcome to the couch, I guess, but
            I have no idea what Amy’s going to think when she comes back. She’ll be home around
            four, and she isn’t going to recognize you in the dark.” She frowned. “Actually, she
            won’t remember you at all, will she?”
         

         			
         “No,” Phenex replied. “Justin said they wiped her memory pretty clean. She didn’t
            need those images in her head. You, though…not that it would have changed things if
            you’d wanted to forget, but it helps that you remember the big, dangerous-looking
            yet incredibly handsome guy following you around. Saves me ducking a restraining order.”
         

         			
         The hint of amusement at the corners of her mouth had his jaw tightening. The woman
            had no idea how appealing she was. He wished she’d tone it down, just a little, so
            he wasn’t quite so tempted to put her to bed himself and then crawl in after her.
            He already knew they’d both enjoy it. But he was pretty positive he wasn’t invited.
            Yet.
         

         			
         “Somehow I doubt a restraining order would work on you,” Sofia said. “And that doesn’t
            tell me what you’ll do when Amy shows up.”
         

         			
         “She won’t even look at me,” Phenex said. “She’s being intercepted on her way home
            from work. Amy’s about to get a burning desire to take a trip to her parents’ house
            for a few days. By the time you wake up, she’ll be gone. Her schedule at the hospital’s
            already been adjusted.”
         

         			
         Sofia turned her head to stare pensively out the window. “I hate that you can do that.
            It’s wrong, messing with people’s heads.”
         

         			
         “We can agree to disagree there, but you’ve got the wrong you. Only vamps use the thrall. I fly and stab things. Totally different skill set.”
         

         			
         She looked sharply back at him. “That’s an interesting way of putting it.”

         			
         Phenex chuckled, unable to help himself. “It’s the truth. Look, Sofia, it’s late.
            I’ll still be here when you wake up. Why don’t you try to get some rest? You look
            like you’re ready to drop.”
         

         			
         Her look was withering.

         			
         “Thanks. Maybe I look tired because I work for a living.”

         			
         “So do I.”

         			
         “I think we might have different definitions of work.” Sofia shook her head. “No,
            forget it. I’m going to make some more coffee. We need to get a few things hammered
            out before I’m comfortable with you just being here. I mean—”
         

         			
         Phenex watched her, tuning out her voice in favor of the graceful dance of her hands
            as she gestured at him, the weary but determined look in her eyes. The woman needed
            sleep and was too stubborn to allow herself to rest. Lucky for her he had no compunction
            about helping her along.
         

         			
         Underhanded tactics, in most circumstances, were his favorite kind.

         			
         In a blur of movement he retrieved his guitar from where he’d leaned it against the
            wall in the corner. Sofia stopped in mid-sentence, staring at him.
         

         			
         “What are you doing?”

         			
         Phenex situated the guitar across his lap, feeling it as though it were an extension
            of himself, and let his fingers fall across the strings to play a G.
         

         			
         “Sorry. Q & A time is over for tonight. Looks like you’re going to make me sing you
            a lullaby.”
         

         			
         Her eyebrows shot upward. “I hope you’re joking.”

         			
         “I’m offended. I have people beg for private shows.”

         			
         Sofia snorted. “I don’t think you’re capable of being offended. And I don’t want a
            lullaby. I’m not five.”
         

         			
         He didn’t even try to hide it when he drank her in from head to toe. Her cheeks were
            flushed when his perusal worked back up to her face.
         

         			
         “No,” he agreed. “You’re not.”

         			
         She opened her mouth to protest just as he began to sing a sweet, only faintly mocking
            version of a traditional lullaby. Phenex poured all of his will into the melody, winding
            the simple song around Sofia like a warm blanket. Sleep, the music whispered. Sleep.
         

         			
         By the second verse, she was slumped sideways on the couch, curled into herself like
            a child. Phenex put the guitar aside, stood, and lifted Sofia into his arms the way
            he’d wanted to the first time he’d seen her, even spiriting her away to a bed the
            way he’d imagined. He just wasn’t invited to join her.
         

         			
         So he consoled himself with her warmth, and the feel of her against his chest as he
            carried her into her bedroom. After a short debate with himself, he left her in her
            scrubs, only slipping off her shoes before he pulled the comforter over her, smiling
            a little when he caught the sound of a soft snore.
         

         			
         His eyes swept the room only once, seeing trinkets from places she’d been, pictures
            of people he would never know. All the trappings of a human life, full of sentiment,
            a temple of warmth to remind him he had none. He couldn’t have the things he sang
            of, only inspire them—it was something he’d come to terms with a long time ago, right
            about the time he’d cut out and let his wings go black.
         

         			
         But something within him—maybe the empty place where a heart should have been—ached
            anyway as he stepped away from her.
         

         			
         “Good night, Sofia,” Phenex whispered.

         			
         Then he headed back to the couch, ready to resume the watch.

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Eight

         			
         She awoke with a smile on her face.

         			
         Sofia lay in her bed with her eyes closed, her lips gently curved as the notes of
            a lullaby drifted through her mind. She hadn’t felt so content in…well, years, probably.
            Her body was relaxed, her mind was at peace. And it only took a single deep breath
            to catch the mouthwatering scent of bacon in the air.
         

         			
         Bacon. Someone was cooking breakfast. Someone who wasn’t Amy…and who’d been on her
            couch last night. Her smile faded as her memories returned. Memories that included
            a fragment of being sung to so that she’d shut up and go to sleep instead of asking
            questions. It had been heartbreakingly beautiful.
         

         			
         Damn him.

         			
         Her temper had only just kicked in when the arguing started.

         			
         “I can’t believe you blew off hunting to play housewife. I should have brought you
            an apron. With puppies and kitties on it, even. Maybe some ribbon.”
         

         			
         The voice had her opening her eyes. It was unfamiliar, deep and resonant, but not
            nearly as musical as Phenex’s. She had a moment of pure panic until she heard a voice
            she did know respond. He didn’t sound angry or threatened. Just deeply annoyed.
         

         			
         The relief she felt at his presence was as overwhelming as it was nonsensical. She
            should have wished him gone. But her better judgment didn’t seem to have a thing to
            do with her reactions to him.
         

         			
         “Keep it up. Really,” Phenex was saying. “Because once I shove this frying pan up
            your ass I’ll be welcomed back to Terra Noctem as a hero.”
         

         			
         “You’re in a good mood. I’m going to assume the Betty Crocker act hasn’t gotten you
            laid yet, then?”
         

         			
         There was a muffled sound, like something heavy connecting with a solid piece of furniture…or
            person. Sofia was up like a shot, though it occurred to her even as her feet hit the
            floor that staying in her room might be a better idea. Still, this was her home. She refused to hide.
         

         			
         Sofia barely registered that she was still in her scrubs, minus her shoes, before
            she was standing in her living room and staring at yet another oversized warrior type,
            this one sprawled on her floor and rubbing his head. His back was to her, but she
            had an excellent view of Phenex as he loomed over the stranger, brandishing the smaller
            of her cast-iron frying pans. For a few seconds, he didn’t seem to notice her. Then
            those deep blue eyes lifted, connecting with hers, and she felt something electric
            sizzle through her from head to toe.
         

         			
         Only one word formed in her head: wow.
         

         			
         It wasn’t right for a man to be so beautiful that the sight of him knocked her on
            her ass every single time. He was manipulative and underhanded and incredibly dangerous,
            and all she could seem to think about was pawing at him. Normally, in life-or-death
            situations, sex was the last thing on her mind. Now, here she was ignoring an assault
            in favor of fantasies about getting Phenex’s clothes off.
         

         			
         It didn’t help that she was pretty positive he’d be on board with that.

         			
         “Bastard,” the man on the floor growled. Then he stilled, and Sofia had the fleeting
            impression of a predator scenting its prey before he turned his head to look at her.
            She blinked, thinking she must be imagining him. Her mouth went dry and words evaporated.
         

         			
         There was more than one of them. And this one was a masterpiece.

         			
         He could have stepped from the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, the very image of a
            classical angel and twice as stunning for being flesh and blood. His features were
            chiseled, though slightly full lips lent a hint of sensual softness to his face. His
            wavy hair was a golden crown, begging for fingers to toy with its silken softness.
            Eyes the color of emeralds, stunningly clear, watched her with frank assessment. He
            was beautiful. Completely, ridiculously beautiful.
         

         			
         And from the way his mouth curved, a motion both slight and seductive, he knew it.

         			
         It was only that hint of arrogance that allowed Sofia to quit gawking and pull herself
            together. Her cheeks flooded with heat when she saw the look on Phenex’s face. He
            knew what she’d been thinking, too. And to say he didn’t seem to like it was an understatement.
            Actually, from the way his hand tightened around the handle of the frying pan, it
            looked like he wanted to give the new guy another good whack with it.
         

         			
         Desperate to prevent a bloodbath in the middle of her apartment, Sofia jumped in with
            the first thing that came to mind.
         

         			
         “Please don’t kill each other. I can’t afford a cleaning crew, and I don’t want to
            have to deal with violence before I’ve had my coffee.”
         

         			
         The men were perfectly still for a moment, and then the blond’s face lit with an amused
            grin. Sofia felt her jaw threatening to drop, but managed to hold it together. He
            was just so pretty. And in a completely different way from Phenex, who smoldered rather than sparkled.
            Somehow, she had ended up with two candidates for Sexiest Man Alive in her apartment,
            one of whom appeared to be cooking her breakfast. And all she’d had to do to get them
            there was nearly be killed by vampires.
         

         			
         Her life had gotten very messed up very fast.

         			
         “Well, well,” the blond said, his voice almost a purr as he got to his feet. “You’re
            Sofia? No wonder Phenex was so eager to volunteer for guard duty.”
         

         			
         Volunteered? That was news. And Phenex’s silent glare said it was also the truth.
            Sofia shook off the flattery and tried to focus on the issue at hand. She’d agreed
            to one bodyguard, not to running a boarding house for immortals.
         

         			
         “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, but one of you is enough,” Sofia said, crossing
            her arms over her chest and looking between them.
         

         			
         “I agree,” the blond said. “One of us is more than enough, and sadly for you, it isn’t our resident songbird. I’m
            quite willing to switch places with him, though…and I promise, I’m very entertaining.”
         

         			
         This time, he was ready for it when Phenex took a swing at him. He caught Phenex’s
            wrist in midair, and the two men glared at one another, locked together, teeth bared.
            Despite what Phenex had said about not being a vampire, both he and the unwanted company
            were sporting long, sharp incisors.
         

         			
         “Hit me again and I start biting.” The blond’s words were a hiss, and something in
            his eyes changed, became reptilian just for an instant.
         

         			
         “You even try it and this songbird is going to enjoy ripping out your eyes with its talons,” Phenex shot back. “If you’ve
            got anything useful to say, Gadreel, then say it and take off. I’m not usually this
            far up on your list of people to annoy.”
         

         			
         “Because you’re not usually doing anything interesting. Or anyone.”
         

         			
         They glared at each other silently, and Sofia’s stomach clenched while she wondered
            which one would manage to strike first. But after a minute that seemed to last years,
            Phenex snorted, Gadreel gave a wry smile, and they stepped away from each other at
            the same time. It was almost…friendly. Not quite, but enough to assure Sofia that
            her furniture and walls were safe.
         

         			
         “You’re a lot more fun when you’re not doing all that broody musical moaning,” Gadreel
            said. “I suppose I’ll stay for coffee.” He headed into the kitchen without another
            word, leaving Phenex staring irritably after him. Sofia moved closer, drawn to him
            so strongly that she barely noticed what she’d done until she was standing right in
            front of him.
         

         			
         He lowered dark crimson lashes when he looked down at her, and for a few seconds Sofia
            could pretend that circumstances were entirely different, that he was just the gorgeous
            musician she’d met. That he’d been in her bed all night.
         

         			
         She had to stop herself before she started imagining all the things they might have
            been doing, glad that Phenex seemed too preoccupied to look at her as intently as
            he usually did. Those eyes seemed to see everything.
         

         			
         “I made breakfast,” he said quietly, jerking his head toward where Gadreel was fiddling
            with her coffeemaker. “I didn’t invite him, but he’s got a habit of inviting himself.
            Hopefully he’ll take off soon.”
         

         			
         “I heard that,” Gadreel said blandly as he finally figured out how her one-cup machine
            worked.
         

         			
         “Who is he?” Sofia whispered. “What kind of a name is Gadreel?” It sounded like Gabrielle,
            but more exotic, less feminine. Not that she had any intention of making the comparison
            to her newest visitor. She figured he probably had some kind of crazy weapon on him
            somewhere to go with the fangs. Though the fangs would be enough.
         

         			
         “One of my Fallen brothers,” Phenex whispered back, lowering his head so that his
            lips nearly touched her ear. The feel of his breath on her skin made her shiver. “Gadreel
            is a snake. Literally. Keep that in mind when you’re dealing with him.”
         

         			
         Fallen. That word, evocative and mysterious all at once.
         

         			
         “I don’t want a snake in my apartment!”

         			
         That seemed to amuse him, and the flash of a grin he gave her made her absurdly glad
            that whatever else Phenex was, he didn’t seem to have anything in common with the
            distant, shining beings she’d learned about as a child.
         

         			
         “Don’t tell him that. He’ll never leave,” Phenex said, his breath feathering her skin
            one last time before he straightened and jerked his head in the direction of the kitchen.
            “Grab some food if you want it. Gadreel wouldn’t have come unless he wanted something,
            and he’s not going to talk until he eats.” Then he walked away to grab a plate for
            himself.
         

         			
         Sofia finally looked down at her rumpled scrubs, lifted a tentative hand to the rat’s
            nest currently masquerading as her hair, and sighed. It was a little late for vanity
            at this point.
         

         			
         By the time she sat down at the table with her coffee and a slightly obscene amount
            of bacon, Phenex and Gadreel had been munching and insulting each other for several
            minutes.
         

         			
         She slid into a chair between the two men, tucked one leg beneath her, and looked
            from one to the other as she tasted the bacon. It was, as expected, amazing. Her eyes
            rolled back in her head. Bacon made everything better. Even this, if not by much.
         

         			
         It took her a minute to notice that Gadreel had stopped eating and was watching her
            intently.
         

         			
         “Hungry?” he asked. Somehow, coming from him, that seemed like a loaded question.

         			
         “Well…ah…”

         			
         “You’ve got a very expressive face, Sofia. Did you know?”

         			
         Sofia swallowed, with some effort, and tried to look casual when she smiled. “I don’t
            have a poker face. No one in my family does.”
         

         			
         “With a face like yours, that’s forgivable.”

         			
         “You’re going to make her puke if you keep it up, Gadreel.” There was a warning in
            Phenex’s voice. Gadreel just grinned. He might be beautiful, Sofia decided, but there
            was something unnerving about him. Maybe it was just because she’d heard Phenex sing,
            but he seemed to have a depth of emotion that wasn’t readily apparent in Gadreel.
         

         			
         “I don’t think you came here to admire my radiant morning beauty,” Sofia said. “So
            you should probably just get to the point.”
         

         			
         Gadreel blinked, then chuckled. His laughter, to his credit, was much more genuine
            than she’d expected.
         

         			
         “Oh, I like you. Are you sure you don’t want me here instead?”
         

         			
         In response, she shifted, ever so slightly, closer to Phenex. “I think I’m good with
            the singing chef here, thanks.”
         

         			
         “Your loss.” Gadreel sniffed. There was a flicker of something crestfallen in his
            expression that surprised her, but it vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared.
            Had she really hurt his feelings? Did he even have feelings to hurt? Part of her doubted
            it. But then, there seemed to be a lot more going on beneath the surface than she
            would have thought with both Phenex and Gadreel. Even if they were…well, what were
            they? Demons, even though they’d left Hell for good? The thought was chilling. Silently,
            she cursed Phenex again for putting her to sleep before she’d been able to ask all
            the things she needed to.
         

         			
         “So,” Phenex said, “what did you get out of the vamp?”

         			
         The memory of the creature that had come after her last night almost ruined Sofia’s
            appetite. Almost.
         

         			
         “You interrogated him?” she asked Gadreel. It was easy enough to picture, but he shook
            his head.
         

         			
         “Not me personally. I was around, but Meresin was the one who had a…discussion…with
            him.”
         

         			
         “Meresin?” she asked.

         			
         “Another Fallen. He likes to play with electricity,” Phenex said. When she just stared
            at him speechlessly, he shrugged. “We all have our talents.”
         

         			
         “I…oh.”

         			
         “The good news is that we’re now certain that this is an organized group, and that
            they’re definitely targeting Amphora,” Gadreel said, taking a bite from another strip
            of bacon and wagging it at Phenex as he spoke. “Not only that, they’re planning to
            escalate. It’s going to get a lot bloodier around there. The recent stuff? Just boundary
            testing. Couple of dead vamps and a handful of pretty-drained humans. This Sara would
            have been the first human fatality. Doubt she’ll be the last, but that’s not the main
            goal.”
         

         			
         “What is it, then?” Phenex asked, then waved a hand and sighed. “No, you know what,
            it’s never that complicated with these bloodsuckers. I already know. This stuff is
            cover. There’ll be something bigger in the works. They want Justin.”
         

         			
         Gadreel took a sip of his coffee. “I’d say you’re astute, but you’re right. They’re
            just really, really predictable.”
         

         			
         Phenex shook his head. “Dumbasses. Justin’s been king for what, like two thousand
            years? Maybe he’s just lucky and only winds up with stupid enemies, but you’ve got
            to wonder whether they take into account the fact that he is what he is because he’s
            insanely tough to kill. How many are there this time? How long before we can take
            them out?”
         

         			
         Gadreel’s brow furrowed ever so slightly. “That’s the bad news. Sofia’s would-be assassin
            seems to be a low-level operative who’s been deliberately kept in the dark about anything
            important. Could be just a few. Could be quite a few. This time, my money’s on the
            latter. Especially because the one who got at her friend,” he said with a nod in Sofia’s
            direction, “was no young thing. A strong, thousand-year-old vampire doesn’t hook up
            with a bunch of inept fledglings. Whoever is behind this is coming from a position
            of strength. And I’ll be honest, Justin is coming up short on names of possibilities.”
         

         			
         “Hellfire,” Phenex muttered. “I know where this is going.”

         			
         “You and me both.” Gadreel popped a piece of bacon in his mouth and dropped a wink
            at Sofia. “No rest for the wicked.”
         

         			
         She didn’t know what they meant, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. What she did know
            was bad enough. Sofia hadn’t missed Gadreel’s small mention of Sara, though, and she
            latched onto it with fervor.
         

         			
         “You said it was an old vampire who attacked Sara, but that she wasn’t a fatality.
            Have you seen her, then? Is she going to be all right?” she asked Gadreel.
         

         			
         “Mmm,” he agreed, his tone disinterested. “For a vampire.”

         			
         Sofia nearly choked on the bite of bacon she’d just taken. “What?”
         

         			
         Gadreel gave her a long-suffering look as he watched her try not to aspirate tiny
            pieces of fried pork.
         

         			
         “Please, it’s hardly shocking. Your friend was bitten and nearly drained. It’s not
            like there are a lot of options at that point. She’s fine. A little pissed off over
            the whole thing, but fine. I expect she’ll be able to come back above once the current
            mess is taken care of, and then you can shout at her or beg her to bite you or whatever
            it is you had in mind.” His eyes brightened with sudden interest. “In fact, if you
            do decide to let her bite you, please let me know so I can watch.”
         

         			
         Sofia glared at him as she got the coughing under control, though at this point his
            lack of empathy didn’t surprise her. On some level, she’d known this was the most
            likely outcome for Sara. She’d watched the looks between Justin and the one who’d
            taken Sara away—Amir, she thought his name was. Still, knowing that one of her best
            friends was now a blood-drinking immortal was a lot to take in on top of everything
            else. She’s not dead, Sofia told herself. She’s alive—I think vampirism qualifies—and she’s safe. That’s all that matters right
               this second.
         

         			
         Phenex was watching her closely, and when he spoke, the melody of his voice was soothing.

         			
         “You’ll see her. Maybe not a lot, but you’ll see her. At least she’s walking and talking.
            There was only one other option, and it wasn’t a good one.”
         

         			
         She looked at him and nodded. He was right, even if she didn’t like it. The best idea
            for the time being, she decided, was to take things one step at a time.
         

         			
         “It could be worse,” Gadreel interjected. “There are so many other things that could
            have gotten her. A vampire is cake. We get chased by things you won’t even see in horror movies. They’re that disgusting.”
            He seemed obscenely proud of the fact, Sofia thought. And then his look turned sly
            and speculative, making her dread whatever was coming next. He seemed to like being
            the center of attention. Whatever it took.
         

         			
         “Phenex told you about all that, right? What we do? Why we’re slumming it up here
            instead of ruling the fiery expanses of the underworld? That’s what the lords of Hell
            are, you know. Fallen angels, every one. We were the highest of demons. We exiles
            are still Fallen, of course, but the lords of Hell part, not so much.” One eyebrow
            quirked up ever so slightly. “He really didn’t tell you how we came to be the only
            Fallen ever to be sentenced to death by the Infernal Council and escape?”
         

         			
         The look Phenex gave Gadreel at that moment would have sent most people screaming.
            Instead, Gadreel simply grinned, showing gleaming white teeth that looked ready to
            bite. And the hell of it was, Sofia wanted to know what he would say next. This information
            interested her, and he knew it.
         

         			
         So, from the looks of things, did Phenex.

         			
         “No,” Sofia said, feeling a little guilty as Phenex turned that fulminating glare
            on her. “He hadn’t gotten to that part yet.” If he ever intended to. Which I doubt.

         			
         Gadreel’s eyes widened in sheer wicked delight.

         			
         “No? It’s quite a story. You see, Lucifer had decided to crack down on those the Infernal
            Council had deemed...insufficiently devoted, let’s say, to the cause of destroying what we call the Balance. The human realm
            functions as it should when it’s fairly equal parts darkness and light, though things
            fluctuate at times. And, of course, Heaven and Hell are always trying to push things
            one way or the other to gain an advantage.” He waved his hand dismissively, as though
            he were talking about the weather instead of creatures battling over the onset of
            the Apocalypse.
         

         			
         “Why were you condemned to death?” Sofia asked, unable to help herself. If nothing
            else, Gadreel was an engaging storyteller, leaving her hanging on every word. She
            wanted to know it all, what they’d done to make the devil himself want to kill them,
            how they’d gotten here. But her question was quickly brushed off, accompanied by the
            slightest stiffening of Gadreel’s shoulders before he relaxed again. His reaction
            only sharpened her curiosity.
         

         			
         “I didn’t do anything but be better at everything than Mr. I-Am-Hell.”

         			
         Phenex’s snort told Sofia that there was a lot more to that story, and Gadreel shot
            him a nasty look before continuing.
         

         			
         “Anyway, there were six of us. Six glorious lords of Hell, unjustly singled out for a variety
            of reasons, condemned in secret. They’d plotted to make a spectacle of us, a warning
            to the others.” Gadreel grinned, eyes glittering with pleasure. “We would never have
            known until it was too late. Except who should come knocking at our doors in the wee
            hours but Leviathan, the mighty and terrible, bearing both the news of our impending
            demise and the strangest offer he’d put together to save our skins. Phenex barely made it out. He’d sent Belial
            into a fury for stealing his—”
         

         			
         Phenex got to his feet so quickly that his movement was a blur. Sofia had seen him
            move that way last night, but it still startled her. It left her speechless long enough
            for him to put an end to the conversation.
         

         			
         “Enough,” he growled. “If there’s nothing else, take off. Find somebody else who wants
            a story.”
         

         			
         Gadreel’s mouth curved into a small smile, though there was no humor in it. He got
            to his feet with deliberate grace. Sofia found herself holding her breath again as
            she rose, too, stepping back from the table and closer to Phenex. She still couldn’t
            quite get a read on what the relationship was here, but it seemed unstable, whatever
            it was.
         

         			
         “Embarrassed, Phenex? Don’t want your new conquest to know why you were marked to burn in the Phlegethon?” He curled his lip. “I didn’t think it was
            possible for us to fall further, but you’re working on it. She’s just a human, and here you are playing house and worrying about her opinion. You should worry
            more about this fixation on helping the weak. The last one was nearly the end of you.”
         

         			
         Cold fury burned through her, and the words came before Sofia could think better of
            them.
         

         			
         “Maybe I’m not as strong as your kind, but at least I have a soul.”

         			
         The barb hit its mark. There was a burst of black rage, just for an instant, in the
            depths of Gadreel’s eyes. Before she could react, Phenex had placed himself in front
            of her, shoving her behind him as he tensed for a fight. But the first blow never
            came. Gadreel had gotten it under control almost as quickly as it had begun to slip,
            though his bitterness lingered in his voice.
         

         			
         “Touché,” he said, and gave her a mocking little bow when she peered around Phenex’s
            arm at him, chafing at the way Phenex tried to shove her back. “Just remember, my
            little sharp-tongued primate, that a soul isn’t everything. And now, before your protector
            threatens to shove any more kitchen implements in places they don’t belong…”
         

         			
         She blinked, and Gadreel was gone without another word, without a sound.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Nine

         			
         Phenex didn’t move a muscle.

         			
         Sofia stepped carefully around so that she faced him. He looked lost, she thought.
            Lost, and very distant. She wanted desperately to know the missing pieces of Gadreel’s
            story, but asking would gain her nothing right now. Instead, she filed away what she’d
            learned and tried to pull him back to the here and now. For reasons Sofia didn’t care
            to examine too closely, she seemed to want his company this morning. And though his
            serious expression didn’t detract at all from his looks, she preferred his smile.
         

         			
         “So...your friend is kind of an asshole,” Sofia said.

         			
         His laugh, a soft huff of breath, was less than she’d hoped for. But it was a start.

         			
         “Yeah, he really is, most of the time. But for future reference,” Phenex replied without
            meeting her eyes, “the one thing you don’t want to give a fallen angel a hard time
            about is his lack of a soul. It’s kind of a sore subject.”
         

         			
         Sofia’s stomach sank.

         			
         “You really don’t have a soul? That was just a shot in the dark.” She didn’t care
            about having offended Gadreel, but Phenex hadn’t done anything to deserve it. His
            voice was cool when he answered her, his gaze still directed away.
         

         			
         “No. Angels weren’t given them. And demons haven’t figured out a way to steal them.
            So…either way we’re pretty much screwed.”
         

         			
         She couldn’t imagine. Just as she couldn’t imagine Phenex, with his overwhelming presence,
            simply ceasing to exist one day. Unsettled by the thought, she tried to defend herself.
            “He treated me like…well, like a talking monkey that could double as a sex toy. It
            pissed me off.”
         

         			
         Phenex’s lips twitched as his eyes finally shifted to meet hers again. “You’d be surprised
            at how many women go for it.”
         

         			
         She wrinkled her nose, relieved at the humor in his voice. “Not really. He’s so beautiful
            that they probably don’t hear a word he says.”
         

         			
         “You did.”

         			
         “Only because I find men who look like they spend more time on their hair than I do
            off-putting.”
         

         			
         Now he did laugh, a warm, rich sound that flowed over Sofia in a rush. It was a beautiful
            surprise. Even knowing him for so short a time, she got the impression that most of
            his amusement was of the cynical, jaded variety.
         

         			
         “It’s true. He preens. And he hogs the bathroom. You get used to it,” Phenex said.

         			
         Sofia smiled, though it faltered a little as she asked the question she couldn’t get
            out of her head. “So I know you told me you were a fallen angel last night, but...you
            were really in Hell? As in, an actual place full of flames and demons and”—she gestured,
            looking for the right words—“you know. Eternal punishment. Evil. And even demons wanted to kill you?”
         

         			
         Phenex sighed, shoved a hand through his hair, looked at the ceiling, and then finally
            back at her. “Yes, it’s a real place. And Gadreel was telling the truth, for once.
            Each of us was marked for death. We Fallen had gotten...complacent, I guess you could
            say. Eternity is a long time. The underworld never changes. Fight to tip the Balance,
            run herd on the tormented souls of the damned, be seen at the right parties, whatever.
            Some of us got tired of playing. Lucifer and the Council decided they needed to make
            a statement, shake things up, and for various reasons, I ended up on their list.”
            He rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. “We got lucky, I guess. All this new effort
            from Hell to tip the Balance into darkness has thrown the white wings for a loop.
            They needed extra help dealing with these massive outbreaks of low demons—you’d never
            want to run into one, I promise—and they were willing to pay, so...”
         

         			
         Sofia shook her head, amazed. “You’re mercenaries. Angelic mercenaries.” She’d always
            been willing to accept that there were more things in the universe than she could
            imagine or comprehend, but still, being hit over the head with all of this was an
            experience she’d never expected to have.
         

         			
         “Uh, we’re not angelic. You might have noticed.” Phenex pressed his lips together
            and exhaled loudly. “Look, it doesn’t matter. Here’s the deal. We have wings, we have
            to be on a side, at least nominally. In Hell, we were about to get tossed into a flaming
            river for entertainment. Up here, we work for the good guys and stay alive. So we
            slay demons and keep the Balance in shape, and deal with some extra things for the
            vamps so we have a protected place to stay. We get paid well, because it pisses off
            the white wings when we steal, and, best of all, we get to keep breathing. It’s weird,
            but I guess it works.”
         

         			
         Sofia raised an eyebrow. “So you still need protection.”

         			
         “Sure. No one in Hell knew what they meant to do to us except the Council, which is
            very small. To everyone else, we look like a bunch of traitors. Any one of the other
            Fallen would be happy to end us. And as for the Council...they don’t like to lose.
            We count as unfinished business. They already tried for my brother Raum.”
         

         			
         “What happened?”

         			
         He looked smug. “The Infernal Council has one less member.”

         			
         Sofia widened her eyes, blinked, and looked away, shaking her head in wonder. “Good
            to know.” He was trouble any way you sliced it, an ex-demon mercenary on the run from
            Hell. And for some reason, he was here with her.
         

         			
         The words came before she could think better of them.

         			
         “Phenex, why are you doing this? Gadreel said you volunteered to watch me. Why? You’re
            a warrior, not a nanny. I’m not even going to pretend that I live an exciting life.
            That vampire you grabbed last night was so out of his league it was ridiculous, and
            I doubt this vampire king needed to waste one of his big guns here. So why?”
         

         			
         His face was impassive, though his eyes told another story. There were emotions roiling
            beneath the surface in him that Sofia couldn’t begin to guess at. Likely it was safer
            not to. Such an ancient creature would have some fairly extreme baggage. Just another
            reason not to get too close.
         

         			
         Except she’d already taken a couple of steps toward him before she realized it and
            stopped herself. The magnetic pull he seemed to exert on her was going to be a big
            problem if she didn’t watch it. It was like having a force of nature show up in her
            life for an unexpected and extended visit. She was too busy flailing to even try to
            nail down what came next. Understanding him, even a little, was something she needed.
            Maybe then she could figure the rest of this out.
         

         			
         Phenex moved forward, closing the distance between them with just a few steps, until
            there were only inches separating them. Sofia didn’t move a muscle. She could actually
            feel the heat radiating from him, as though he really did nurse a fire deep within
            him, just like the mythical bird he shared a name with. Even his eyes seemed to burn
            as he looked down at her. His focus was so singular, so intense, that her every nerve
            ending sizzled, waiting for the slightest touch. When he lifted his hand to her cheek,
            lightly brushing a lock of hair away from her face and tucking it behind her ear,
            Sofia heard her own sharp intake of breath and blushed. Her inability to hide her
            reactions to Phenex embarrassed her. And still, she couldn’t move away, hungry for
            another brush of his hand.
         

         			
         She knew next to nothing about him, and it didn’t seem to matter. This was attraction
            at a level she hadn’t thought existed outside of fantasy.
         

         			
         “Sofia,” Phenex said, and he made her name sound like a fragment of some exquisite
            song. “I’m here for a very simple reason. Eternity is boring. You’re not.”
         

         			
         She turned her cheek into his touch as he stroked his fingers down her jaw, making
            her shiver. The heat from his fingertips rippled through her, shimmering over her
            skin, turning her breaths shallow. Sofia’s lips parted when Phenex ran his thumb gently
            over them. Her eyes slipped halfway shut. She couldn’t seem to think, every possible
            protest of her better judgment scattering in the face of pure desire. She lifted her
            chin, asking without words for his mouth, for more. She caught a fleeting glimpse of Phenex’s beautiful face through her lowered lashes
            and saw an expression that bespoke a hunger so deep that it ought to have terrified
            her. Instead, it found its match in her own, rearing its head with shocking force.
         

         			
         His hands clamped on her hips. Her hands fisted in his shirt. Then his mouth was on
            hers, and Sofia gave a soft, broken cry an instant before his tongue swept in to taste
            her. Her hands flattened against the hard planes of his chest, then slid upward, over
            the place where she could feel the rapid beat of his heart, over the broad contours
            of his shoulders, into the silken softness of his hair, where she tangled her fingers.
            Phenex’s lips were warm and soft, a startling contrast to the hardness of the man.
            Sofia felt any control she might have had deserting her as his tongue rubbed against
            hers in a rhythm that matched the aching throb between her legs—legs that threatened
            to give out on her as he licked and nipped, teased and then plundered. She arched,
            pressing her breasts into his chest, the thin material of her shirt abrading nipples
            that were hard and tight, sending tiny shock waves spiraling deep inside her.
         

         			
         One of Phenex’s hands slipped around to cup her backside, holding her up, while the
            other slid higher to press against the center of her back. Sofia melted into him,
            sighing into his mouth while he swirled his tongue against hers again. The hand on
            her ass tightened, firm but not painful, guiding her hips against his so that she
            could feel the thick, hard ridge of his cock against her lower belly. Even through
            their clothes she could feel the heat pulsing off of him, and Sofia rolled her hips,
            wanting the friction, wanting to be closer.
         

         			
         At her movement, Phenex made a sound deep in his throat, a low, purring vibration
            that was the singularly most erotic sound Sofia had ever heard. As he made it, he
            pressed back against her, meeting each searching motion of her hips with his own until
            they were caught together in an erotic dance. The hand at Sofia’s back moved down
            again, and Sofia pulled her fingers from Phenex’s hair to wrap her arms around him.
         

         			
         The kiss began to change subtly, becoming harder, more insistent. Phenex’s breathing
            grew harsh, and those impossibly sexy sounds he was making became more akin to growls.
            Sofia could feel the scrape of his teeth against her lower lip, gasping at the bright
            shock of pain when one of his fangs drew blood.
         

         			
         “Phenex,” Sofia whispered, clinging to him for dear life. She was brutally aroused,
            her body screaming at her to take him, to find a way to have him pounding inside of
            her. Her nails dug into his shoulders, dragging down his back. Her breath caught in
            her throat when he wound a hand in her hair, then pulled her head back to expose her
            throat. His fangs flashed when he bared them, and there was something wild, something
            completely inhuman in his eyes.
         

         			
         Demon. The word flashed fever-bright through her mind, and for the first time, the word
            and the man seemed to match.
         

         			
         Sofia went rigid in his arms, every doubt and fear returning with a vengeance in one
            horrible moment. She didn’t know him, no matter how much she wanted him. And, God,
            how she wanted him…the need to have Phenex was so overwhelming she was shaking. It
            scared the hell out of her.
         

         			
         It took every ounce of willpower she could muster to brace her hands against his chest
            and try to push him away. It was like trying to move a boulder. He dragged his mouth
            down her throat, beginning to suckle at the sensitive skin. She writhed against him,
            eyes rolling back from the pleasure, even as she continued to push at him. Her sanity,
            now that it had returned, refused to allow Sofia to lose herself again.
         

         			
         “Phenex,” she said, her voice ragged and barely audible. “We can’t. I can’t. Stop.”

         			
         He said nothing, and she felt those dagger-sharp incisors scrape against her throat.
            Her immediate instinct was to grab his head and press it to her neck, inviting his
            bite, his teeth in her skin, a joining as intimate as any she could have imagined.
         

         			
         Sense won out over instinct, though just barely.

         			
         “Phenex,” she said more sharply, finding her voice. She began to struggle against
            him, fear beginning to trickle down her spine like ice because of how badly she still
            wanted this and how fragile her control seemed to be even now. It was too much, too
            soon. She needed to think this through before she made some kind of huge mistake.
         

         			
         “Phenex, stop!”

         			
         He shuddered violently, and then Sofia was stumbling backward as Phenex shoved her
            away. The abrupt loss of him against her, of his heat, was almost painful. Sofia sucked
            in a breath as she wrapped her arms around herself, confused and aroused and barely
            able to stand. Phenex had staggered back, slightly hunched over, head down with his
            hands dug into his hair. His harsh breathing sounded more animal than man.
         

         			
         When he finally lifted his eyes to hers, they glowed like blue flames. In that instant,
            she could see him exactly as he was. Phenex was beautiful, and terrible—and even as
            a fresh wave of desire swamped her, Sofia knew that he was as dangerous to her as
            any vampire. More dangerous. Phenex would be able to hurt her in ways that would leave
            her body intact and her much-vaunted soul in tatters. Standing here, her body aching
            for him, Sofia was as sure of this as she’d ever been of anything.
         

         			
         She had to get a handle on it. Now, before she lost herself in a beautiful immortal
            who would never belong to anyone. Especially not to some inconsequential human.
         

         			
         Slowly, and with what appeared to be great effort, Phenex straightened and pulled
            himself together, though his eyes still burned and his breathing remained uneven.
            It was all Sofia could do not to close the distance between them and wrap herself
            back around him. Instead, she held back, her own breathing shallow, hoping her knees
            wouldn’t give out on her. She could still feel his mouth, his hands on her skin.
         

         			
         “Phenex,” she said, her voice uneven. She felt that she ought to try to explain why
            she’d stopped him. “I—”
         

         			
         “Get dressed.”

         			
         Sofia blinked, taken aback by the steel in his voice. “What?”

         			
         “Get dressed. I need a minute,” he said, and she realized that his control was only
            marginally better than her own at this moment. Slowly, Sofia nodded, and managed to
            get her feet moving without falling on her face, though it was a close call at first.
            Just before she vanished into her bedroom, though, he said her name in a way that
            made every hair on the back of her neck stand up.
         

         			
         “Sofia.”

         			
         She turned to see him watching her with raw desire, looking like some debauched god.
            For an instant, all of her synapses fried, refusing to work properly. Why was she
            walking away, again? And then the dark music of his voice reminded her, soft as silk,
            sexy as sin.
         

         			
         “Next time you touch me, you’d better be sure.”

         			
         The promise in those words had heat curling through her, and she could feel her cheeks
            flushing. Sofia nodded, afraid to speak in case the truth came out. She’d never known
            want like this, had never been wanted like this. She just didn’t know if she could
            get entangled without risking more than she was willing to lose. And until she did,
            they both needed to keep their hands to themselves.
         

         			
         Unsteady on her feet but determined, Sofia walked into her bedroom and shut the door.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Ten

         			
         Phenex managed to make it to sunset without trying to get Sofia out of her clothes,
            but it was hard to feel all that triumphant about it when the self-denial left him
            nothing but pissed off. He didn’t usually wish for a horde of demons to kill, but
            for once a gang of the smelly bastards would have been a welcome distraction. Cleaning
            up the cold bacon grease in the kitchen sure didn’t do much for him. Not when he could
            hear the shower going, and all he could think of was Sofia, naked.
         

         			
         Really, really naked. And wet.

         			
         That image had gotten him through several hours of skulking along behind her while
            she ran some of the world’s most boring errands. Not like she was in serious danger
            of a vamp attack in broad daylight at Shopmart, but Phenex couldn’t think of anything
            better to do. Besides, tailing her afforded him ample opportunity to stare at her
            ass, which so far had proven to be a pastime that never got old.
         

         			
         He needed something to do while she was busy being too nervous or shy or whatever her problem was to
            say more than three words at a time to him.
         

         			
         Currently, that something was sitting on the roof of Sofia’s apartment building in a shabby little seating
            area, playing his guitar, and trying to figure out how he was managing to screw this
            up so fast and so completely. So far, he hadn’t maimed or killed anyone, and his pants
            hadn’t burst into flames. How was that not a win?
         

         			
         Phenex lounged in an old plastic chair, strumming his guitar as the sky turned to
            fire and wondering why, exactly, he’d felt that dragging along after Sofia Rivera
            was a good use of his time. He’d given up toying with humans centuries ago—they were
            too emotional, too needy, too breakable, too everything. And yet here he was.
         

         			
         Letting her see how hungry he was for her had been a mistake. Phenex could see that
            now. He should have tried to hold back a little, at least right off the bat. The woman
            had only barely accepted him being around. Showing off his claws and fangs could have
            waited. The problem was, he hadn’t been able to control it. Before today, he’d thought
            that all his centuries of life had dulled his capacity for experiencing true need,
            intense pleasure. For fully experiencing anything, really, except the feeling his
            music gave him. But with Sofia pressed against him, he’d felt a heady rush of something
            new. Something real.
         

         			
         From a human.

         			
         He wondered whether he should be worried about it.

         			
         Without thinking, Phenex began to play, his fingers dancing along the strings. It
            was a plaintive Spanish melody, the notes twisting and twining around one another
            while he mulled over his preoccupation with one particular green-eyed Latina. He liked
            that she could curse him out in more than one language. He could curse in every language.
            Ever. Profanity was one of his favorite mediums. He especially liked her reactions
            to him… Hellfire, she didn’t hold anything back.
         

         			
         Just a human, he told himself. Except it felt like bullshit, and he didn’t know why. He was fine
            with lying, but he didn’t make a practice of doing it to himself.
         

         			
         Unsettled, Phenex lifted his voice, the wordless song soothing him in ways nothing
            else could. Music was the only constant in his long, long life. It was all he’d been
            made for, and the only thing that saved him from being truly alone.
         

         			
         Getting a second chance at existence wasn’t all it was cracked up to be so far, Phenex
            thought. But at least he was still breathing, even if he wasn’t making a lot of progress
            otherwise. He looked at the moon. He wanted.
         

         			
         “Phenex?”

         			
         Her voice penetrated his musical cocoon. Startled and trying not to show it, he picked
            his head up and looked around. When had it gotten so dark out? How long had he even
            been up here? The look on Sofia’s face, wary and concerned, said it had been longer
            than he’d intended. Some bodyguard he was.
         

         			
         Sofia stood at the top of the stairwell that led up from inside. She wore no jacket,
            and her arms were wrapped around herself as a feeble defense against the early February
            air. The cold didn’t bother him—he hadn’t even noticed it before now. But Sofia shivered
            as he watched. Just another reminder of how very human she was. How very deliciously,
            desirably human.
         

         			
         Sofia hesitated for the briefest instant, then started toward him. He had to give
            her credit. Most people wouldn’t have come looking for him. They would instead have
            wished him gone and probably locked the door for good measure. But then, Sofia was
            no coward.
         

         			
         “Aren’t you cold up here?”

         			
         Phenex shook his head. “Barely feel it. I needed some air.”

         			
         “Ah.” She nodded as she slowly approached him, finally coming to a stop only a couple
            feet away from where he sat in the beat-up chair. She looked skyward, where the lights
            of the city made it difficult to see any but the brightest stars, and then out across
            the rooftops of the buildings that surrounded them. Finally, she sighed heavily, and
            the steam curled upward into the night air.
         

         			
         “We need to talk,” she said.

         			
         He raised his eyebrows and said nothing. He hadn’t expected her to be so direct. Probably
            he should have.
         

         			
         “About this morning,” she added.

         			
         “What part?”

         			
         Sofia’s mouth tightened ever so slightly. “You know what part.”

         			
         “Maybe.” He plucked out a melody absently, watching Sofia try to figure out how to
            deal with him. “There were a number of parts to this morning.”
         

         			
         “Only one part involved you almost biting me.” She paused, and then her voice dropped.
            “Among other things.”
         

         			
         Phenex stopped and tilted his head at her.

         			
         “Almost doesn’t count, last I checked.”

         			
         “I’m not used to guys with fangs. ‘Almost’ was too close for me.” Sofia took a deep
            breath and seemed to be gathering herself.
         

         			
         Phenex waited, curious, and after a minute, she got around to saying what she’d come
            up here for.
         

         			
         “Look, I’m not sure what you’re…I mean…” She raised her eyes to the sky and gave her
            foot a frustrated little stomp before pulling it together, a steely glint in her eye
            when she met his gaze again. “It’s not a good idea.”
         

         			
         Phenex pretended to consider that. “You’re right,” he said, then smirked at her. “It’s
            an excellent idea.”
         

         			
         She didn’t crack even a hint of a smile in return. “Okay, let me put it another way.
            It’s not a good idea for me. I’ve had two vampires try to kill me in the last week. I don’t think that hooking
            up with a fallen angel is going to do a lot for either my sanity or my health. We
            need to keep this platonic.”
         

         			
         Phenex watched her, noting the stubborn little tilt of her chin as his fingers skipped
            quickly over the strings. The emotions that surfaced puzzled him for a moment until
            he could sort them through, considering how unfamiliar they were. Finally, he understood—he
            was actually offended. That was a switch. Then again, being turned down was a new
            one, too.
         

         			
         “You think I’ll hurt you.” A statement, not a question. And she had a point. He hurt
            a lot of people. But he thought he’d made it pretty clear that he was making an exception
            for her.
         

         			
         Sofia frowned and held herself more tightly as a cold breeze ruffled her hair. “Not
            exactly. The fangs and the growling just sort of drove home that we’re not coming
            from the same place. I’m not looking for a fling.”
         

         			
         It was some small comfort, Phenex guessed, that she was just as confused about what
            to do with him as he was about her. What was he supposed to say? He hadn’t been looking
            for a damned thing when he’d run into her, either. So what? He’d adapted. So should
            she. The scent of Sofia, warm and inviting, with a faint hint of arousal, wound around
            him and banished the chill.
         

         			
         Her common sense might be telling her one thing, but her body wasn’t going along with
            it. That was a relief.
         

         			
         “I’m not going to pretend that I don’t want you, Sofia,” Phenex finally said. “Since
            you want me, too, you might want to think about enjoying it instead of fighting it.”
         

         			
         “I— Damn it, I knew you were going to argue with me.” Sofia shoved her long dark hair
            away from her face when the wind blew it again, leaving her other arm wrapped around
            her waist.
         

         			
         Phenex leaned forward over the body of his guitar, the music momentarily forgotten.
            He loved watching her, the way her eyes went catlike in the dim light afforded by
            the city around them. Here in the cold night, she seemed to carry all the warmth of
            the sun. But the heat in her was nothing like the indifferent, brutal fire of the
            underworld. He would have pulled her into his arms and basked in her warmth if he
            didn’t think she’d punch him for his trouble. And he wanted her willing. He would
            have her willing.
         

         			
         “I’m not arguing,” he said evenly. “I’m being realistic. I see the way you look at
            me. It’s the same way I’m looking at you.”
         

         			
         The truth seemed to fluster her. “Phenex, my being attracted to you doesn’t mean I’m
            going to jump in bed with you, no matter what you think. It’s a bad idea.”
         

         			
         “Why? I’m easy.”

         			
         She laughed then, and he thought the sound was some of the sweetest music he’d heard
            in ages. He felt his answering grin before he could stop it.
         

         			
         Knock it off, asshole. Keep it casual. You’ll blink, and she’ll be dust, like all
            of them eventually are.
         

         			
         It was hard to concentrate on holding back, though, when he was so focused on the
            smile that warmed just for him, even as she shook her head to disagree with him.
         

         			
         “Great, Phenex. Good to know. But nothing else about this is easy. Not for me.”

         			
         “You humans overthink everything,” he replied, exasperated. He had forgotten just
            how nonsensical her kind could be. “You need protection right now. I’m offering you
            pleasure on top of that. No strings. No commitments. Hellfire, Sofia, it doesn’t have
            to be complicated.”
         

         			
         She arched one dark brow, and he could hear the sudden displeasure in her voice. “Just
            like that. It’s so easy for you.”
         

         			
         “Sure,” Phenex replied, uncertain where her issue was. He cast around a little to
            try to find it before she could argue with him. “If you’re worried about the fangs,
            don’t be. They don’t work like a vamp’s fangs—no venom. But I won’t use them on you
            anyway.”
         

         			
         Sofia looked skeptical, and he couldn’t blame her. He’d been close earlier—too close—to
            just sinking in, tasting her. What he wouldn’t tell her was that it would have been
            a first. He’d never used his teeth on a woman during sex. He’d heard—at length, and
            usually from Gadreel—about how it could heighten the sensation. But Phenex had never
            wanted that kind of intimacy with anyone he’d taken to his bed.
         

         			
         Avoiding it had never been a problem before. He’d manage.

         			
         “My word was good enough for you before. You’ve got it on this, too,” Phenex said.
            “I told you before, Sofia. I’m no bloodsucker.”
         

         			
         “No,” she replied quietly. “I guess you’re not. But that’s not so much the problem,
            Phenex. You make sleeping together sound like no big deal. Just a fun perk, or whatever,
            to this whole mess. But I don’t know if I can be comfortable with a setup like that.
            Not to mention, we don’t even know each other.”
         

         			
         Phenex bristled. Of all the humans he could have gotten fixated on, it had to be one
            who liked sex to have some deeper meaning.
         

         			
         “You know me well enough. I’ve been here since last night,” he pointed out.

         			
         Sofia rolled her eyes. “Yes, and you’ve been hiding up here for hours. Wow, quality
            time.”
         

         			
         “I’m not hiding.” Phenex shifted in the uncomfortable little chair. This was the problem, he thought.
            Humans and their sentiment and their need to make connections even when it would do
            more harm than good. And still, he couldn’t make himself get up and leave her here,
            even if it would have made his life easier.
         

         			
         “You know everything about me that matters,” he added, hating how defensive he sounded.

         			
         Sofia gave him a look that could only be described as withering. “I know that you’re
            an amazing musician, that you’re some kind of winged fallen angel, ex-demon something-or-other,
            and that you kill things with a sword for a living.”
         

         			
         “Exactly,” he said. “That’s all you need to know.”

         			
         She didn’t look convinced. “Uh-huh. And what do you know about me?”

         			
         His smile faded as he tried to come up with things. “You’re a nurse.”

         			
         “Very perceptive, since you’ve been spying on me at work. What else?”

         			
         “You speak Spanish. You can swear in Spanish, anyway.” She looked at him expectantly
            while he tried to think of other things, but none of what he came up with was all
            that relevant. He knew she wasn’t afraid to tell him what she thought, though the
            jury was out on whether that was a good trait or not. But as far as her life went,
            she was right, he guessed…he hadn’t paid much attention to humans, any human, in so
            long that he couldn’t even remember the last time. With a rush of frustration, Phenex
            wished he’d taken a closer look at all the pictures in Sofia’s bedroom. She probably
            had a family. Or something.
         

         			
         “And?” she prodded again.

         			
         “And nothing,” Phenex grumbled. “Why does it matter? It’s attraction, not rocket science.
            I want you in bed. On the floor. Against the wall. You pick, I’m game.”
         

         			
         He couldn’t miss the flash of desire in her eyes before she looked away, visibly flustered.

         			
         Good. He liked her flustered. And hot.

         			
         “It’s not that simple,” she insisted again.

         			
         “It can be.”

         			
         She blew out a breath. “No, it can’t. I can’t just say screw it and start messing
            around with a demon! I know you’re not technically working for Hell anymore, Phenex,
            but that doesn’t mean you’re not still some kind of evil. I don’t want to sleep with
            evil. That’s entering B-movie territory.”
         

         			
         Phenex tried to keep his frustration from his voice. He’d never had to defend his
            nature before. Nor had he had to define it in the time since he’d left Hell. What
            was he, exactly? It wasn’t a comfortable question, and it certainly wasn’t one he
            was going to spend a lot of time on when his ass was parked in a plastic chair on
            Sofia’s roof.
         

         			
         Finally, he said, “I am who and what I am, Sofia. For thousands of years now, actually.
            It’s not that interesting, and telling you all about it is just wasting time that
            could be better spent otherwise. I’m not an angel, no. But it’s not like you have
            to worry about taking me home to your parents.”
         

         			
         She looked at him long and hard, as though she were searching for something. Phenex
            forced himself to be still under the scrutiny. She would relent. No matter his interest
            in her, she was still a human, even more guided by her desires than he was. The way
            she’d kissed him, moved against him, left no doubt that he would have her. And right
            now, he wanted nothing more than to lose himself in Sofia for a while. It would be
            worth it. She’d see.
         

         			
         But when Sofia spoke, she did what humans almost never managed to do.

         			
         She surprised him.

         			
         “It might not be interesting to you, but your life is interesting to me. I guess I’ll have to think about it, Phenex. For right now, there’s
            TV and the Chinese I ordered. Which should be here any time, actually, so when you
            feel like bodyguarding again, come on down.”
         

         			
         Without another word, and only a brief flicker of a smile, Sofia turned and walked
            back toward the stairwell, leaving a dumbfounded Phenex staring after her.
         

         			
         “Maybe?” he asked incredulously.
         

         			
         But she was already gone, taking her audacity back to her apartment with her. What
            did she think he was? Phenex wondered, as his jaw muscle began to twitch. He was ancient,
            powerful, immortal! He offered her the kind of pleasure most humans would only ever
            dream of! And she wanted…conversation? She needed to think about it. Really? He didn’t need to be here. He could find about a million better things to
            do. Things where people actually preferred he kept his mouth shut. He could…he could…
         

         			
         He could quit bitching and start thinking, because whether she understood it or not,
            Sofia had just thrown down the gauntlet. And if anything, he was only more determined
            to have her. Clever little witch. Stupid, stupid demon. And knowing it didn’t change
            a damned thing.
         

         			
         “Hellfire.”

         			
         After a few minutes of muttered curses, Phenex stood, slung his guitar over his shoulder,
            and stomped downstairs.
         

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Eleven

         			
         The next morning, Sofia immediately knew something was up.

         			
         Part of it was that Phenex cooked her breakfast again, this time adding pancakes and
            eggs to the ridiculous amount of bacon he seemed to find necessary. If he stayed much
            longer, Sofia thought, she was going to have to start using the gym membership she’d
            studiously ignored for the past three months.
         

         			
         The other, bigger clue was the question he asked as soon as she sat down with the
            plate he’d piled with food. That, and how uncomfortable he looked asking it.
         

         			
         “So what kinds of things do humans, you know…do together?”
         

         			
         Sofia paused with a forkful of food halfway to her mouth. She waited a moment to see
            if he was messing with her, but since he looked a little like he wanted to crawl out
            of his own skin immediately after asking, it made her think otherwise. Slowly, she
            put the fork down.
         

         			
         “You mean, what do they do if they want to just hang out?”

         			
         “Yeah, sure. That works.”

         			
         Sofia tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and considered him. There was something
            just a little bit human in the way he hunched, slightly defensively, over his own
            breakfast. She didn’t want to find it endearing—it just made the situation that much
            more frustrating—but it was impossible not to. If he’d been the sort of distant sex
            god that his friend Gadreel seemed to be, it would have been a lot easier to write
            him off. But something about Phenex pulled at her, despite the fact that the more
            she thought about getting involved with him, the more certain she was that it was
            a terrible idea. After what had happened in the parking lot the other night, she wasn’t
            ready to jettison the bodyguard thing entirely, no matter how awkward it was, but
            taking on some kind of supernatural creature as a temporary lover would be adding
            problems she didn’t need.
         

         			
         Too bad she couldn’t just say no and let it be. Instead, she’d baited him last night,
            telling him she needed something that she was almost positive he wouldn’t be willing
            or able to give—not just sex, but intimacy.
         

         			
         The last thing she’d expected was that Phenex would actually take the bait.
         

         			
         “Well,” she said, propping her chin on her fist as she thought about it. “This is
            DC. There’s a ton of stuff to do.”
         

         			
         “Like?”

         			
         Sofia frowned at what seemed to be his genuine lack of knowledge. “Don’t you live
            here?”
         

         			
         “Sort of,” he replied, an edge in his voice. “I’m mostly at Amphora. I don’t pay a
            lot of attention to what humans do up—I mean, around here.”
         

         			
         “Okay,” she replied, deciding not to push it. She’d already gotten the feeling that
            he lived in a place that wasn’t exactly out in the open. “Well, people go out to eat,
            they go see movies. And in DC you can do the touristy thing, see the monuments, the
            museums. There’s a bunch of amazing stuff, if you like art or history or science.”
         

         			
         “What do you like?”

         			
         “Um,” Sofia said, still waiting for the catch. There didn’t seem to be one, though.
            He just looked deadly serious. When he stayed expectantly silent, she decided he actually
            wanted to know. She wasn’t sure whether to feel vindicated or nervous. He seemed to
            have taken her insistence that he get to know her to heart.
         

         			
         Which meant that he must really, really want to get her naked. Her chest suddenly
            felt very tight, and it was difficult to breathe. Whatever his reasons, having Phenex’s
            undivided attention was heady stuff. She was going to have to watch it or she’d decide
            that crawling up the front of him before they went anywhere was an acceptable plan.
         

         			
         She needed to refocus before she did something she knew she’d regret.

         			
         Sofia thought quickly about the things she’d geeked out over when she’d first moved
            to DC and chose one of her favorites. If Phenex didn’t like it, he couldn’t say he
            hadn’t asked for it.
         

         			
         “Museum of Natural History,” Sofia said, and then grinned. “They have dinosaur bones
            and an IMAX. And there’s a great sushi place nearby. They make a mountain roll that’s
            to die for.”
         

         			
         Phenex listened while he devoured his pancakes, his expression almost comically serious.
            And when she’d finished, he nodded slowly. “Dino bones and raw fish. Okay. We’ll do
            that.”
         

         			
         Her brows lifted. “Really?”

         			
         “Sure. Works for me.”

         			
         Sofia stared at him for a moment while he ate. He looked as innocent as she figured
            it was possible for him to look, which wasn’t very. She wasn’t fooled at all.
         

         			
         “That’s really all it takes to get an angel to go on a date? The possibility of sex?”

         			
         “I’m not an angel. And it’s not a date,” Phenex said quickly.

         			
         “Then what is it?” She took a sip of coffee, trying to fight back the smile that wanted
            to surface. He looked like he was about to choke on his eggs.
         

         			
         “A fact-finding mission.”

         			
         Sofia only barely managed to swallow her coffee before she burst out laughing. “You
            sound like you’re going to present your findings to the UN afterward.”
         

         			
         His smile was reluctant, but it was there, making the deep blue of his eyes glitter.
            Sofia had a feeling she’d fall in if she wasn’t careful. Still, she found that she
            was actually excited at the prospect of showing Phenex some of the city today. Apart
            from the disaster of the other night, it had been a while since she’d done anything
            outside of the usual routine of work, eat, work, sleep, work, go out. And her dating
            life had been a bust for longer than she liked to think about. This actually sounded…fun. Which wasn’t the sort of thing she expected to be having with a guy who insisted
            he’d been a demon for a really long time.
         

         			
         Still, she managed to put aside her misgivings and go with it.

         			
         “This is a great idea. I think you’ll like it,” Sofia said, hoping to set him a little
            more at ease. Instead, he just lifted an eyebrow at her.
         

         			
         “We’ll see.”

         			
         She pressed her lips together. “That positive attitude’s really going to set the tone.
            What do immortals do for fun?”
         

         			
         The look he gave her had her out of her chair and backing away before he could act
            on what she saw written so clearly across his face. Without a word, he’d circled them
            right back around to where they’d started last night. Her own cheeks were hot, her
            feet clumsy. But damn it, she wasn’t just going to throw herself at him. She had a
            feeling he was used to that. He seemed to have a low enough opinion of humans without
            her doing exactly what he expected.
         

         			
         “Never mind. It’s about time you saw how the other half lives anyway,” she said.

         			
         “I doubt it’s changed much,” Phenex said, his voice a low purr. “I saw a little too
            much of humanity a long time ago. But maybe you’ll show me something new.”
         

         			
         He sounded utterly unconvinced. Sofia stuck her hands on her hips and glared at him
            and his casual challenge.
         

         			
         “With your expectations so low, you should be easy to impress,” she said, and then
            grabbed her plate to go clean it off. As she walked away, his voice followed her.
         

         			
         “My expectations are low for a reason. Humans live short, violent, pointless lives.
            They waste the spark that my kind lacks. They take beauty and twist it into pain,
            fear, loathing, or they break it just because they can. For a while I thought it was
            sad. Then I thought it was interesting, in a pathetic sort of way. Now I just ignore
            it.”
         

         			
         Sofia put the dish in the dishwasher and slowly came around the breakfast bar to look
            at Phenex, whose beautiful face had turned to stone. He wasn’t talking about going
            to the museum anymore. This, she realized, went far deeper. It was a glimpse at what
            had turned him dark in the first place. His words, and what they revealed, twisted
            like a sharp little blade deep in her chest.
         

         			
         “What happened to you?”

         			
         Phenex looked startled at her question, and Sofia saw a flash of what might have been
            regret across his face, though it quickly vanished behind a hard mask that didn’t
            betray any emotion at all.
         

         			
         “Nothing. I just got real,” he said, and pushed back from the table, grabbing his
            own empty plate. He didn’t bother looking at her when he changed the subject.
         

         			
         “Let me know when you want to go. I’m ready whenever,” Phenex said, brushing past
            her and then busying himself cleaning up the pans he’d used. Sofia leaned against
            the post at the end of the breakfast bar for a moment, watching him as he neatly shut
            her out. He was such an odd mix of traits so far—unexpectedly thoughtful, frighteningly
            determined, fierce, moody…and sometimes, like now, a snotty pain in the ass.
         

         			
         Sofia considered telling him to shove it, then discarded the idea. It wouldn’t make
            any difference to him, and he’d made his disinterest in leaving very clear, though
            given what he’d just said about humans, she was even more curious about why he was
            bothering with her. He was beautiful. He could have sex with almost any woman he chose,
            she was sure, so she didn’t see how it could just be that. What was his deal? She
            was pretty, but no supermodel. Just a working-class daughter of immigrants, busting
            her ass to be financially secure someday in the distant future.
         

         			
         She was a garden variety human. But here he was, washing her dishes with that mulish
            expression on his face, even after telling her how little he thought of her kind in
            general.
         

         			
         And that, Sofia thought, was why she couldn’t just throw up her hands and ignore him
            until he found some other job to do. Her life had been mostly pleasant, mostly ordinary.
            Phenex was neither. And she couldn’t get him out of her head. She wanted to prove
            him wrong. She wanted to see him smile.
         

         			
         She wanted him to let her get to know him, even though she knew she couldn’t lose
            sight of the fact that whatever they were doing here, it would be over before long.
         

         			
         Sofia gave Phenex’s rigid back one more lingering look, then went to get her things.

         			
         …

         			
         Finding out that Sofia liked dinosaurs wasn’t a huge shock. She was a nurse, liked
            science, dinos were a bunch of bones, whatever. It made sense. What he hadn’t expected
            was that going to a museum full of rocks, bones, and a vast collection of dead, stuffed
            animals would turn her into a five-year-old on crack.
         

         			
         “Look!” she said, dragging him to a display that was centered on a model of an enormous
            snake. “Titanoboa! I read about this! This is a full-scale model of the largest snake
            in history!”
         

         			
         Phenex allowed himself to be pulled along, bemused as he watched Sofia do everything
            but press her nose against the glass while she devoured every scrap of information
            offered about what was, from what he could see, a snake from the Paleocene that was
            almost, but not quite, as large as Gadreel’s better-looking form.
         

         			
         Sofia watched a snippet of a Discovery Channel documentary. Phenex watched her. That
            seemed to be the story of the day so far, and he found he didn’t mind at all.
         

         			
         “Can you imagine?” she asked him, eyes wide as she examined the enormous fake snake.
            “I don’t think I’d want to share space with something like this.”
         

         			
         “Then don’t let Gadreel back in your apartment,” Phenex replied. “Though you’ve probably
            guessed that’s easier said than done.”
         

         			
         She laughed, a sweet sound that had him smiling for what felt like the hundredth time
            today. His face was starting to hurt. Good humor wasn’t normally his thing, but it
            was surprisingly hard to avoid around Sofia.
         

         			
         “You’re making me think of Hell as some kind of fiery version of Wild Kingdom. Snakes, birds...did you live in a house or a tree?”
         

         			
         “A house. A manor.” He hesitated, then added, “I was a composer for a long time. Even...in
            the beginning.”
         

         			
         Phenex didn’t know why he said it. He should have no need to impress her, this little
            human who had devoted her life to helping instead of harming, a foolish and futile
            pursuit. And yet he couldn’t help himself. He needed her to know that he, too, had
            been devoted to something once. He’d had a purpose, a meaning. And even he had been
            able to create rather than destroy.
         

         			
         Sofia stopped, tilting her head, watching him as though she’d just seen something
            new and fascinating. Phenex found himself holding his breath, waiting for her response.
            Would she ridicule him?
         

         			
         Finally, she said, “A composer. I can see that. Your music is beautiful. The most
            beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.”
         

         			
         Her honesty, so easily given, left him with a strange and somehow pleasurable ache
            deep in his chest. He hadn’t wanted to speak about his work in a very long time. Once
            his ability to compose had gone, even thinking too deeply about it had brought on
            either blind rage or black despair. Why didn’t it hurt to talk about it with Sofia?
         

         			
         “I was the Angel of Song,” he said, testing his own reaction as much as hers. And
            still, he felt none of the searing pain he expected. Sofia only smiled, gently.
         

         			
         “I’m not surprised,” was all she said. Despite the curiosity in her eyes, she didn’t
            press further, and he appreciated it. He had said enough for today. Enough for centuries,
            probably. They walked away from the snake exhibit in a silence that was warm and comfortable.
            Sofia’s presence seemed to be a balm to all the darkness that roiled inside of him.
            Phenex knew he’d be up puzzling over it later, but for now, he tried to just accept
            it.
         

         			
         “You’re awfully interested in that snake for somebody who doesn’t like them,” he said.
            They walked a bit more slowly than they had been. Even for an immortal, Phenex decided,
            two hours with an excited tour guide was tiring. They’d seen the Hope Diamond and
            woolly mammoths, fossils, and insects. None of it would have been anything more than
            mildly interesting to him but for Sofia’s reactions.
         

         			
         “Well, I don’t mind snakes, as long as they’re not in my apartment and I’m not in
            danger of being eaten by one. I like animals in general. Birds, things with fur, things
            with fins…I probably should have been a zookeeper, not a nurse. But I like people
            pretty well, too, and I wanted to make sure I could get a job right out of college,
            so nursing it was. I get my fix this way, or I watch the Discovery Channel. It works.”
         

         			
         Her hair was loose around her shoulders, and she reached up to brush some of it back.
            He liked the way she looked today, in tight jeans and brown boots that came up to
            her knees, and a long cream sweater that hung loosely and yet still managed to hint
            tantalizingly at the curves beneath it. She had her coat draped over one arm, while
            the other, closer to him, swung loose. He had a sudden, strange urge to grab her hand.
            Phenex turned his head away and frowned, clenching his fist instead of reaching for
            her. Maybe he needed sleep or something. He hadn’t bothered in days.
         

         			
         “I’m surprised you don’t have any pets, then,” Phenex said, trying to distract himself.

         			
         Sofia seemed oblivious to the turmoil she was causing him. She smiled and shrugged,
            watching a family walk past with a child who was proudly carrying a large, new, and
            very purple stuffed lizard.
         

         			
         “I wish. The building has a no-pet policy. Besides, Amy’s allergic to cats, which
            is about all I could handle with my hours right now. I might be able to manage a hamster
            or something, but with my luck it would escape and stick around to gnaw holes in the
            cereal boxes. So, no pets. Yet.” She glanced at him. “What about you? No pet hellhound
            or anything?”
         

         			
         He hesitated, then offered another small fragment of himself up for scrutiny. “No.
            But most of my brothers have an animal form. Birds, mainly. One snake. A griffin.
            Meresin just has one form, which is dangerous enough. And then there’s Levi.”
         

         			
         She wrinkled her nose. “Ah. That’s the one who got you all out, right? Gadreel said
            he was...well, what is Levi, exactly?”
         

         			
         Phenex tried to come up with a good way to describe what Leviathan was when he didn’t
            look like a man.
         

         			
         “You don’t want to know,” Phenex finally said. “He’s got scales.”

         			
         “You’re right,” Sofia said. “I don’t want to know.” They walked in companionable silence
            for another minute. Then she said, “So you can really turn into a phoenix?”
         

         			
         He hunched his shoulders a little as he nodded, expecting yet another joke in what
            seemed to be an endless stream of Harry Potter jokes since the books had come out.
            Instead, Sofia simply said, a little shyly, “I’ve always loved that myth. Maybe you’ll
            show me sometime.”
         

         			
         Phenex looked at her, surprised. “Yeah, maybe.” He hadn’t assumed his avian form in
            a very long time, finding it an unpleasant reminder of things lost. But for her, he
            found he might actually consider it.
         

         			
         She smiled her pleasure, and he felt a weird, not entirely comfortable sensation start
            in the pit of his stomach and flood him with a warmth that made him momentarily light-headed.
            At first he thought it might be nausea. Then he realized it was pure, simple happiness.
            And that he hadn’t felt such a thing in so long he might have been experiencing it
            for the very first time. Also, he seemed to be grinning like a complete ass.
         

         			
         Oh, hellfire. No.

         			
         But he was still trying to shake the warm, fuzzy feeling as Sofia turned the subject
            back to safer territory.
         

         			
         “So speaking of creatures, I got tickets to do the butterfly pavilion before we go.
            Do you mind? It’s right over there.”
         

         			
         Phenex allowed himself to be directed through the entryway of the futuristic dome
            that housed the butterfly habitat, hoping that maybe being bombarded by flying insects
            would dampen his mood. The humidity and heat they stepped into made him glad he’d
            only worn a T-shirt under his simple black peacoat. He pulled off the coat as he looked
            around, joining Sofia on a path that ran alongside overflowing banks of blooming flowers.
            The air was alive with brightly colored wings.
         

         			
         “Oh, look! I love the blue ones!”

         			
         Sofia was laughing, delighted, as a large black and blue butterfly fluttered around
            her head, then decided to land on her shirt, making a living corsage of itself. It
            pulsed its wings gently, probably trying to decide how she tasted.
         

         			
         Lucky bastard.

         			
         Phenex couldn’t look away—for a few moments, everything around him seemed to vanish
            until there was just Sofia and her butterfly, two fragile, impermanent, beautiful
            creatures. He had a momentary wild impulse to spread his own wings and envelop the
            two of them, protecting them. The need was so strong that his flying muscles ached
            from holding back. Every breath Sofia took, every soft rush of air beneath the wings
            around them, suddenly seemed to be the most glorious music, dancing, swelling, swirling
            around him in a way that made something long dormant inside himself stretch and stir.
            It filled the empty places, silenced the endless aching…
         

         			
         Then the butterfly flitted off again, and Sofia watched it go with a smile that was
            touched with wistfulness. The moment was broken.
         

         			
         Phenex looked around, dazed. Whatever he’d just felt had vanished as suddenly as it
            had come. But…it had left an echo. One he could still feel, one he’d be mulling over
            later, once he quit feeling as though the ground had just shifted beneath his feet.
            He trailed along behind Sofia, not really hearing or seeing anything, absurdly relieved
            when she announced she was starving and it was time to go eat.
         

         			
         It was nothing, Phenex decided.

         			
         Except that he was still hearing music, very faintly—a song he’d never heard, even
            though he hadn’t composed an original piece in over a thousand years. Something was
            different. And different usually turned out to be bad. But it didn’t feel bad.
         

         			
         Confused, but strangely elated, Phenex pulled on his jacket and walked with Sofia
            out into the cold gray day. When he lagged behind, Sofia looked back, grinned, and
            then reached to catch his hand in hers to pull him along.
         

         			
         “Come on,” she said. “The mountain rolls at Okada… Seriously. You don’t even know
            what you’re keeping me from, Phenex. They’re amazing.”
         

         			
         So he let her lead. And it wasn’t until three blocks later that he realized he’d left
            his hand in hers.
         

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Twelve

         			
         It was dark by the time they got back to the apartment, with Phenex carrying a heavenly
            smelling bag of what they hadn’t been able to finish…along with a few things Phenex
            had decided he just had to bring back for later, even though he’d already eaten five
            times what Sofia could have managed at her hungriest.
         

         			
         “I can’t believe you’re this ancient thing and you’d never eaten sushi,” Sofia teased
            him. It still surprised her. She expected that he would have done everything, tasted
            everything. Wasn’t that what eternity was for? But whatever Phenex had been spending
            his existence doing, it didn’t seem that adventures in food had been his thing.
         

         			
         “I felt like eating a raw fish would have too much of a Gollum vibe,” Phenex said
            as they headed through the front door of the building and started up the stairs. “Now
            I’m too full to give a damn. I don’t think I’ve been this full in at least a couple
            hundred years. When I told you to order what was good and I’d try it, I didn’t think
            you’d order the whole menu.”
         

         			
         “You should have been more specific.” Sofia laughed. “Everything’s good.”

         			
         “That much is true,” he replied, then groaned. “What was the thing again? With the
            pile of stuff on top?”
         

         			
         “I think you mean the mountain roll. With the spicy mayo and the masago on top.”

         			
         “Yeah, the fish eggs.” He made a face that had Sofia snorting. “They were good as
            long as I didn’t think about what they were. But I probably should have stopped at
            the mountain roll. That was about when I started to feel like I had a stomach full
            of bricks.”
         

         			
         “It’s all the rice,” Sofia said. “Nobody held your mouth open and made you e—”

         			
         She didn’t expect the kiss. The man moved like a cat, or some kind of ninja. He was
            just there all of a sudden, his mouth on hers. The bigger surprise was that the kiss
            was over almost as soon as it had begun, a soft brush of his lips that was as fleeting
            and gentle as yesterday’s kiss had been lengthy and heated. It didn’t seem to matter.
            Her lips tingled just the same where Phenex’s had been.
         

         			
         Sofia stood very still on the landing between the first floor and the second, waiting—who
            was she kidding, hoping—for him to kiss her again. But Phenex simply stood there,
            inches from her, looking down at her with a curious expression.
         

         			
         She looked back at him, eyebrows raised, unsure of what he was looking for, or what
            to say.
         

         			
         “It was a nice day,” he finally said, and she would swear that his cheeks actually
            looked kind of pink. Maybe it was just the weird lighting in the stairwell.
         

         			
         Sofia smiled. “It was a nice day,” she agreed. “The kiss was nice, too.”

         			
         In response, he twisted up his mouth. “Nice? I don’t give nice kisses.”
         

         			
         Her grin widened. Maybe it was his almost-blush. Maybe it was just that he’d been
            so normal today, so easy to be with. But despite all of her misgivings, it was the
            easiest thing in the world to rise up on her tiptoes and press her mouth against his.
         

         			
         She’d startled him. Sofia could feel it in the way he went still, hear it in his soft
            inhalation when her lips met his. She had the briefest moment to savor it, and then
            he slid into her. She heard the bags of leftovers hit the floor, and then his arms
            were around her, pulling her against him. Sofia wound her arms around him, determined
            not to just be swept along this time. Wanting him didn’t mean just succumbing. She
            might be a human, but she would hold her own with him.
         

         			
         Sofia molded herself against Phenex, stroking his tongue with hers, showing him without
            words how she wanted, needed to be kissed. Phenex made a soft, achingly sensual sound
            in the back of his throat that had fire curling through every inch of her body. Then
            he slid his hands into her hair and took the kiss deeper, turning it into something
            dark and decadent.
         

         			
         His touch was everywhere, stroking, gliding, and Sofia curled into him, seeking his
            heat. They seemed made to fit together, every curve and hollow matched so that they
            were fused perfectly, no space between them. Phenex settled his hands on the small
            of her back, and with every slow stroke of his tongue, she could feel the pressure
            in his fingertips change ever so slightly. The thought flitted through her mind that
            he was playing her body just as he would an instrument, and her lips curved lazily
            against his mouth as she began to let her body move in time to every gentle press
            of his fingers.
         

         			
         Immediately, she could feel how hard he was, rigid and hot even through the fabric
            between them. The sound she made was somewhere between a gasp and a moan when she
            felt him against her lower belly, and she moved her own hips against his, savoring
            every shudder of his breath, the way he moved one hand to her hip and guided her against
            him, over and over until Sofia was swollen and wet, so ready for him she was quivering.
         

         			
         He maneuvered her so deftly that she barely realized it was happening until she’d
            been backed against the wall. When he lifted her, she wrapped her legs around his
            waist instinctively, then remembered, albeit in the haziest of ways, where exactly
            they were.
         

         			
         “I think...I think we should go upstairs,” she breathed, as Phenex moved to suckle
            at her earlobe. Just that tiny bit of suction had her tightening her legs around him.
            “Oh. God.”
         

         			
         She could feel his smile as he pulled her lobe through his teeth, lightly. “What happens
            then? Or are you still thinking about it?”
         

         			
         She stroked the back of his neck lightly and felt him shiver. How had she thought
            she could resist this? It had been hopeless from the start, and he’d known it. But
            she couldn’t regret waiting even the one day she’d managed to hold him at bay. His
            kisses, his touch had gentled, and he was taking care not to overwhelm her. Sofia
            could feel it in the way he held himself, had seen it in his sweet uncertainty. She
            knew he was holding back. The effort counted for a lot with her. He didn’t want to
            scare her. He just wanted her.
         

         			
         And she didn’t think she was going to be able to push him away this time.

         			
         “You told me to be sure the next time I touched you,” she breathed. “I kissed you.
            Draw your own conclusions.”
         

         			
         His chuckle was soft and full of the kind of promise that had goose bumps rising in
            pleasurable little prickles on her arms.
         

         			
         “I want to hear you say it.”

         			
         He shifted his grip on her ever so slightly, and that was when she felt those long,
            talented fingers begin to stroke her from underneath, sliding over the fabric of her
            jeans and creating delicious friction against her tight, swollen sex. Sofia pressed
            into him with a soft gasp, her eyes slipping shut. The sound echoed around her, a
            reminder that Phenex was ravishing her in a place where they could easily be walked
            in on. It was a small, quiet building…but it was also a Friday evening.
         

         			
         “I’ll tell you…upstairs.”

         			
         “No,” he said, intensifying the rhythm, pulling her even closer to the climax that
            shimmered just out of reach. Her muscles tightened, her breathing grew shallow.
         

         			
         “Look at me, Sofia. I want to see you. You’re so beautiful.”

         			
         The words were as unexpected as his restraint. Sofia did as he wanted, opening her
            eyes and seeing how his blazed an unearthly blue. He was the beautiful one, she thought.
            Luminous, not dark at all. His fingers pressed harder against her, and her head fell
            back as everything began to tighten deep within, a wave about to crest.
         

         			
         “Tell me.”

         			
         Sofia dug her nails into his shoulders. “I want you. On me. In me. Phenex…”

         			
         Then she came, her orgasm intensifying as it unfurled. Sofia surged forward, her legs
            squeezing Phenex tight as she gave a broken, strangled cry that was as close as she
            could come to being quiet. He watched her with something like awe, his own rough breathing
            keeping time with hers as she rode the wave he’d sent crashing through her.
         

         			
         When those waves subsided, she curled around him, feeling as though every bone had
            been removed from her body. Phenex said nothing for a long moment, simply holding
            her there with her head on his shoulder, her legs dangling. But she could feel his
            heart thundering in his chest, keeping time with hers. There was an intimacy about
            it that she hadn’t expected from him, along with that lingering sweetness he’d displayed.
         

         			
         She would have to be careful. So, so careful not to fall for him, Sofia thought, drifting
            in a fog that was all pleasure. Then he tucked his head into the crook of her neck
            and breathed deeply, drinking in her scent. Something deep inside began to ache, and
            she knew that it might already be too late to keep any kind of emotional distance.
         

         			
         She turned her head and pressed her cheek against his ear, hungry for the contact.
            Even as the last of her orgasm ebbed, she knew he would be able to stoke her need
            for him again in a heartbeat…and that he would in very short order.
         

         			
         The door opened below them, and Sofia found herself on her feet in an instant. Somehow,
            she managed not to topple over and land on the floor, though it was close. Phenex,
            on the other hand, looked as though he had it all together. Sofia felt a moment’s
            hurt watching him bend to pick up the dropped leftover bags, worried that he was just
            playing with her. But when he rose, she saw the way his eyes were still full of light,
            accompanied by two bright, flushed spots high on his cheeks.
         

         			
         The interloper, a tall, dark-haired woman who was some sort of computer programmer,
            if Sofia remembered right from the couple of times they’d run into each other, gave
            them a curious look as she walked by and then through the door to the second floor.
            Her eyes lingered on Phenex, so much that she nearly walked into the door instead
            of through it. Sofia didn’t blame her. He was impossible not to stare at. As it turned
            out, that was even more true when he was turned on.
         

         			
         And he seemed to have eyes only for Sofia.

         			
         “You ready?” he asked. Sofia nodded, thinking that was a loaded question if she ever
            heard one. She wasn’t going to change her mind, though. Being with Phenex felt right,
            even if her common sense had retreated to some darkened corner to cry.
         

         			
         They headed up the last flight of stairs, and Sofia couldn’t help but watch the way
            he walked, the way his clothes hugged him in all the right places with even the smallest
            movement. He was gorgeous, and tonight, he was all hers. And why not? She’d worked
            so hard, always played by the rules. For once, why shouldn’t she just indulge in something—someone—she
            wanted? Sofia inhaled on a wave of fresh desire, catching Phenex’s scent, and imagined
            burying her face in his skin. She wanted to explore him with her hands, her tongue…
         

         			
         Phenex growled softly as he pushed through the door onto the third floor, turning
            his head to glance back at her with a look that could have melted a glacier in seconds
            flat.
         

         			
         “Behave for just a few more seconds, or I’m going to have you right here on the hallway
            floor.”
         

         			
         Sofia’s mouth fell open. She was ready to demand he quit poking into her thoughts,
            or whatever he was doing, when Phenex gave a growl of a very different sort. It was
            the sound of a threatened and angry beast, and it had every hair on Sofia’s body standing
            on end.
         

         			
         “What is—”

         			
         Phenex held up a hand so sharply that it stopped her in mid-sentence. Then she saw
            the problem, and her heart sank.
         

         			
         Her door was cracked open.

         			
         She knew she’d locked it before they’d left, but it was very slightly open, revealing
            a sliver of darkness inside the apartment. Sofia looked at Phenex, every last lovely
            bit of her pleasure draining away. Anger was fast to replace it. It had been such
            a good day, she thought. Probably the best day she’d had in a long time, which had
            seemed to be moving into the best night she’d had in a long time.
         

         			
         And now this.

         			
         Phenex looked as though he was scenting the air, his head lifted just a little, eyes
            narrowed. Slowly, his lips curled, revealing the sharp incisors that had lengthened
            with his anger.
         

         			
         “Stay here,” he said, putting his bags of food beside the door. “I swear by all that’s
            Above and Below, these vamps have shit for brains.” He glanced around the short hallway,
            then reached back and drew his longsword from between his shoulders, pulling it from
            the air itself. “I mean it, stay put,” he warned her as he headed in, his voice low.
            She had just a glimpse of his eyes, glowing bright but cold, before he slipped inside.
            Sofia frowned at his back as it vanished. She had no intention of going anywhere she
            might get killed. She just hated that her apartment had become one of those places.
            Her pulse began to pound, the sudden burst of adrenaline making the harsh light seem
            overbright.
         

         			
         It made her wish she had a sword of her own. She hated being afraid, and hated feeling
            helpless just as much. This, all of this situation with the vampires, had brought
            her plenty of both.
         

         			
         Sofia listened, but it was completely quiet inside her apartment. There wasn’t a footstep,
            not a murmur. If he found anyone, they weren’t lasting long enough to make a sound.
            For such a big guy, Phenex was as silent as death.
         

         			
         The lights in the hallway flickered abruptly, then dimmed so much that the bulbs burned
            a soft, angry reddish gold. Sofia’s breathing caught, even as she tried to tell herself
            it was silly. She was out where anyone could see her. She had a big, dangerous protector
            within earshot. Nothing was going to happen to her.
         

         			
         Too bad that didn’t do anything to stop the terrible, creeping dread that slithered
            up her spine. The air felt heavier, pressing down on her until she felt glued to the
            floor, and the reddish tint to the semi-dark grew more pronounced. Her throat felt
            thick and strange when she swallowed, panic welling up like a scream. But when she
            tried to call for Phenex, the only sound that came out was a pathetic whimper, barely
            more than a breath.
         

         			
         “Hmm,” purred a soft voice by her ear, beautiful and awful in a way she hadn’t known
            was possible. Sweat beaded on her brow. She felt sick.
         

         			
         Whatever was in her apartment, she knew that the true danger had just found her.

         			
         “A bodyguard for the human? And not just any bodyguard…they gave you your very own
            songbird. You must be special, eh? And here I was thinking you were just a loose end to tie up. Another
            stupid talking monkey who stuck her nose in somewhere it didn’t belong. You killed
            one of my better recruits, you little bitch.”
         

         			
         She struggled to deny it, understanding now that whoever had left the door open had
            only done it to bait Phenex away. She’d been ridiculously easy to trap. Part of her
            wanted to see who was behind her, whispering in her ear. Another part was horrified
            by the prospect.
         

         			
         “N—” she tried to push the simple word out. “Nnn—”

         			
         “Don’t.” The silken voice turned poisonous. “Not a word. If you hadn’t walked in,
            Reichen would have been able to have his fun and vanish before anyone found the whore
            he’d been playing with. But no, you had to play hero. I heard all about it. I loathe
            boring little do-gooders.” She felt one long finger trail down the back of her head,
            over the curve of her skull through her hair, and whimpered. She wanted to scream,
            but couldn’t. There was something in that touch that she knew would drive her insane
            if it lasted.
         

         			
         “That pathetic excuse for a vampire king is wrong. You’re useless, little human,”
            the voice crooned. “A pretty bit of nothing. You’ll have to die, you know. You look
            too stupid to know much of anything important, but one never knows. Besides, Reichen,
            was worth a thousand of you. Loyal, strong, vicious…”
         

         			
         “D—don—” God, why couldn’t she speak?

         			
         “Don’t?” A soft, humorless laugh. “Begging already? I’m going to make you wish I’d
            killed you quickly. But not yet. You’re going to give me something I want before I
            disembowel you and feed your entrails to my horde.” Whoever was behind her moved in
            closer. She could almost feel the lips against her ear. He whispered, and it was like
            nails on a chalkboard.
         

         			
         “Imagine my delight when I discovered who your protector is, little monkey. He and
            his friends are going to burn, but I want to take care of him most especially. He
            took something of mine, you see. Something valuable. I will have the retribution I
            am owed from that filthy traitor. Maybe the Phenex will sing us all a sad song when
            he sees your carcass. I think I’d like that. That’s what you’ll give me, you mewling
            bitch. I want to see the songbird’s face when I break something of his.”
         

         			
         He might have been discussing the weather, or an interesting place he’d visited. His
            voice was calm, almost cheerful. But the things he said were awful, making her stomach
            roll. Sofia began to shake, the only motion she seemed capable of. This man—or whatever
            he was—was serious. He planned to kill her slowly and painfully. Through sheer force
            of will, she was finally able to rasp out two words.
         

         			
         “Not. His.”

         			
         “Lies.” He spat the word. “Hellfire, you stink of him. Has he been all over you? In you? Of course he has. Weakness is drawn to weakness. Phenex’s weakness will be the
            end of him. I will see to that personally.”
         

         			
         Sofia gritted her teeth and tried desperately to regain some kind of control over
            her body. She managed to wiggle her pinky finger, though the effort nearly made her
            black out. She was going to die tonight. Right here, with help only feet away. She
            knew it with a certainty that was bone deep. Sofia thought of her parents, and her
            brothers, all of whom might as well have been a million miles away instead of just
            an  hour… All she wanted in that moment was to see them again. The pain was as keen
            as the edge of a knife. As mocking laughter ruffled the hair by her ear with breath
            that was like a blast of heat, a tear slipped down one of her cheeks.
         

         			
         “Oh, are you crying, little human?” the voice crooned. “Such sweet tears. Perhaps
            I’ll lick them up.” She heard a soft rustle, and knew that she was about to see the
            owner of the voice that had gone harsh and raspy all at once, much less humanlike.
            She didn’t want to see…didn’t want to know what he would do…
         

         			
         There was a thunderous shout as her door slammed open and Phenex came through, moving
            so quickly he was little more than a blur. His sword flashed over his head. Sofia
            summoned up strength she didn’t even know she had and hurled herself to the side,
            landing hard on the floor and hitting her head. For a brief instant, she saw stars.
            There was a rush of air, an unearthly shriek, and then she was free again. What had
            felt like invisible ropes dissipated into nothing, and her limbs could move, if weakly.
         

         			
         Sofia didn’t even try to get up, instead curling herself into the smallest ball possible.
            Her head ached miserably from the fall, throbbing in time to the rapid beating of
            her heart. She couldn’t get that thing’s voice out of her head.
         

         			
         I want to see the songbird’s face when I break something of his.

         			
         But she wasn’t his. Was she?

         			
         Then Phenex’s hands were on her, surprisingly gentle as he gathered her to him and
            lifted her into his arms.
         

         			
         “Damn it, Sofia, are you all right? What did he do to you? Say something. Please,
            baby.”
         

         			
         The endearment was enough to shock her into speech.

         			
         “I’m okay. I couldn’t move or talk, but I can now.”

         			
         Her voice was too soft, and her limbs didn’t have much strength in them, but at least
            she was in control of herself again. Phenex’s voice was as gruff as she’d ever heard
            it, but she couldn’t even muster the wherewithal to look up at his expression.
         

         			
         “Just hang on to me. I’ve got to get rid of the dead vamps in your apartment, and
            then we’re getting out of here. It isn’t safe for you.”
         

         			
         She didn’t have it in her to argue, though she couldn’t imagine where they’d go. A
            hotel? Maybe that was best. She couldn’t imagine being comfortable here. Not knowing
            how easy it had been for them to get to her this time.
         

         			
         “Who was that?” Sofia asked as Phenex stepped back into her apartment, carrying her
            as though she weighed nothing. He was warm, and she huddled as close to him as she
            could. She couldn’t seem to stop shivering. She’d seen plenty of death, terrible things.
            But she’d never come so close to touching it herself, never had it whisper in her
            ear. It shook her, more than she’d ever thought it would.
         

         			
         “Belial,” Phenex growled. He shifted, pulled something out of his pocket, and murmured
            a few words she didn’t understand. The burst of flames made her jerk, and Phenex’s
            hands tightened on her.
         

         			
         “Don’t worry. This is just cleanup. Fire is cleansing. It’ll be like they were never
            here.”
         

         			
         He repeated the ritual twice more, then turned off the lights and locked the door
            before shutting it. Sofia considered suggesting that he put her down to make it easier
            for him, but she found that right or wrong, she didn’t want to be put down yet. His
            strength was a comfort, which she sorely needed when she was so low on her own.
         

         			
         “I’ll send somebody by to pick up a few of your things tomorrow,” Phenex said. “I’m
            not interested in sticking around to see if Belial has anything else to throw at us
            while the sun is down.”
         

         			
         “You didn’t kill him?”

         			
         His laugh was hollow. “Not even close. He didn’t make it onto the Infernal Council
            by being easy to kill. The Prince of Sloth moves pretty quickly when you swing a sword
            at him. Besides…it would take fire. A lot of fire. It’s really the only way to kill
            one of us.”
         

         			
         “Oh.” Any hope she might have had was replaced by a sick, empty feeling.

         			
         “Son of a bitch,” Phenex cursed softly. “I knew. I knew there would be a demon running
            things. When I see Uriel again I’m going to throttle him. He could have given us some
            warning. If I’d known, I would have had you somewhere safer. Especially if I’d known
            it was Belial.”
         

         			
         “He said you took something of his...”

         			
         She felt him stiffen. “No. I removed something he should never have had. The lords
            of Hell are like dragons with their treasure, Sofia. They hoard it, amass it, and
            ignore it. But remove the smallest thing, and their fury will make you think you’ve
            stolen their most precious possession.”
         

         			
         “Would he stop if you just gave it back?” Sofia asked, unable to imagine what it might
            have been.
         

         			
         “No. And even if I could, I wouldn’t. It should never have been tolerated in the first
            place. She’s back where she belongs.”
         

         			
         She? So many questions, and none of the energy to bother asking. She was still reeling
            from the pure evil that had touched her, whispered in her ear.
         

         			
         It was hard to associate Phenex with the creature that had taken such pleasure in
            terrifying her. Had Phenex ever been like that? She didn’t know. Right then, Sofia
            realized she knew almost nothing about him, except that he’d given his word to keep
            her safe. It was going to have to be enough for now.
         

         			
         But it wouldn’t always be.

         			
         “There’s only one place I know of you’ll be safe,” Phenex said, then sighed angrily.
            “This is going to cause some problems, Sofia. Just remember to blame me if anyone
            gives you shit. They’ll be more than willing to believe it.”
         

         			
         She looked up at him wearily, not liking the grim look on his face at all.

         			
         “Blame you for what?”

         			
         He didn’t answer. Instead, he carried her up the stairs to the roof. She began to
            get a strange, not altogether pleasant feeling about what he was doing. “Phenex?”
         

         			
         The cold night air hit her like a slap, and she sucked in a breath. She said his name
            again, not a question this time but a demand. In answer, he strode to the edge of
            the building. As he moved, there was a rustle and snap as the beautiful black wings
            she’d seen once before spread out at his sides. Her eyes widened when she realized
            what he was going to do.
         

         			
         “Oh, God,” she said.

         			
         “Just hang on,” Phenex replied, and sprang into the air with a flap of his wings,
            rising, taking them both away from whatever danger still lurked below. Sofia tucked
            her face into Phenex’s chest, hiding it from the wicked breeze, and wondered whether
            she would ever truly be safe again.
         

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Thirteen

         			
         The last place Sofia expected Phenex to take her was the club that had been the source
            of all her problems. But once he’d landed in a pool of shadow and set her down, Sofia
            turned on shaky legs to see the pale marble and graceful columns of Amphora.
         

         			
         Vampire central. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh hysterically or run screaming.

         			
         “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Sofia said.

         			
         His reply was curt. “No.”

         			
         She turned her head to eye Phenex, who’d been perfectly silent on the flight here.
            That hadn’t bothered her. She’d been too busy hanging on for dear life to talk, her
            eyes squeezed shut and her teeth clenched. Now, though, she could see that he’d been
            just as affected by the sudden appearance of the demon—Belial—as she was. He was handling
            it differently, though. She felt unsteady, and she was perfectly willing to admit
            that it had scared the hell out of her. Phenex just looked furious.
         

         			
         If she wasn’t already used to him, the look on his face would have scared her almost
            as badly as Belial had.
         

         			
         “Come on,” Phenex said, catching her hand in his and beginning to pull her toward
            the club. “It’s still early. The restaurant and lounge will be busy, but it’s nothing
            like it will be later. And right now the crowd is mostly human, which is better for
            us.”
         

         			
         Sofia tried digging her heels into the pavement, but resistance was futile. It was
            keep up or be dragged along.
         

         			
         “I don’t want to go in there,” she said, and then got louder when he ignored her.
            “Seriously, Phenex. I don’t. What if he’s in there? What if a bunch of his…his minions are in there? He said he wanted to kill
            me and make you watch!”
         

         			
         Phenex didn’t break stride at all, though she could almost swear he’d flinched. But
            it was hard to tell, since he didn’t slow down.
         

         			
         “Of course he does, though he’d probably have someone else kill you while he sat on
            his ass and enjoyed the show. He’s lazy. He’s also one twisted son of a bitch.”
         

         			
         “I noticed.” Sofia tugged fruitlessly at her hand. “Damn it, Phenex, why are we here?
            You said we’d go somewhere safe. This doesn’t look anything like safe!”
         

         			
         He finally stopped at the base of the steps leading up to the entrance and turned
            to look at her. Sofia managed to wrench her hand away and glare at him. He’d gone
            from the surprisingly tender lover in the stairwell right back to this inscrutable,
            bossy, angry creature she wasn’t at all sure how to deal with. It was as disheartening
            as it was frustrating to see him shut down again.
         

         			
         “Quit dragging me around,” Sofia added, unable to hold it in. “The flying was enough.
            I can walk on my own.”
         

         			
         Phenex’s lips were a thin line before he answered. “We’re here because this is the
            way in. There’s one other, but I couldn’t risk the chance that we were followed.”
         

         			
         Sofia glanced around uneasily, seeing nothing but the usual foot traffic in the area.
            No one seemed to think anything abnormal was going on. Not even the budding argument
            between one very tall, intimidating man and a much smaller woman on the sidewalk.
         

         			
         The problem was, she didn’t even know what Belial looked like. Or what the average
            vampire looked like, for that matter. She needed to be able to defend herself, but
            that was going to be tough when she couldn’t identify the enemy.
         

         			
         “Look,” Phenex said, shoving a hand back through his hair. “This isn’t ideal for either
            of us. But now that Belial knows I’m with you, there isn’t anyplace you could go but
            where I’m taking you. It’s protected, and not just with physical strength. There are
            ways to keep Hell out, and the ones who created the place we’re going were good at
            that. It’s only temporary, Sofia. I’m not tossing you into a pit.”
         

         			
         “And I’m not going anywhere until you give me a little more information. I’ve got
            one friend who’s disappeared already, and one who’s had her mind messed with…” She
            trailed off as something occurred to her. “Sara. We’re going where she is.”
         

         			
         Phenex exhaled loudly, his eyes everywhere but on her. It was strange, and unnerving,
            to see his guard up this way. “Yes. And you’ll get to see her. Is that enough to get
            you moving? Because this is about the worst place I can think of to be standing and
            arguing.”
         

         			
         “If you’d do more than give orders, I wouldn’t argue so much,” Sofia replied, though
            she relented and began to walk up the steps. If it was a choice between this and agony,
            she’d deal with Phenex. She’d had a clear alternative painted for her, and it was
            infinitely worse than anything she might imagine for herself.
         

         			
         He was at her side almost instantly, ushering her in past the bouncers, who gave her
            curious looks as she went by. Then she was in the wide, arched corridor of Amphora,
            hurrying past the draped entryways into the varied sections of the club, including
            the one that she’d nearly run out of only a week ago. She certainly hadn’t thought
            she’d be back.
         

         			
         Phenex’s hand was warm where it was wrapped around hers, the contrast of his alabaster
            skin striking against the gold of her own in the dim, flickering light of the stylized
            torches that lined the walls. He didn’t really walk, she decided, watching him. He
            stalked, all lethal grace. There was nothing weak about him, no matter what this Belial
            said. She’d never heard hatred like that. Belial obviously loathed everything about
            Phenex, especially his music.
         

         			
         “Your guitar,” Sofia said suddenly. “You left it at my place.”

         			
         “Just the pieces of it,” he replied, barely turning his head. “Bastards smashed it.”

         			
         “Oh no!” she said, and was surprised at how bothered she was by it. It was probably
            the way he’d held it. Like it was important to him, almost a part of him. “I’m so
            sorry—”
         

         			
         Now he did turn his head to look at her curiously. “No need to be. I’ll get another
            one. Lots of things I like get broken.” His voice dropped when he said the last, as
            though he were remembering some of those broken things—or maybe they hadn’t been things,
            Sofia thought. Then he fell silent, guiding her down another corridor, then another,
            taking her farther from the public areas of the club. Her footfalls seemed incredibly
            loud as they echoed off the walls. Phenex, she noted, didn’t make a sound.
         

         			
         They passed various rooms, all of them dark and empty, finally turning into the last
            of them. There was very little inside, only some spare chairs lined up against one
            wall, a little table covered in a thin layer of dust. Phenex let go of Sofia’s hand.
         

         			
         “Hang on,” he said. He walked to the heavy wooden door of what Sofia assumed must
            be a closet and pressed his hand against it, murmuring something she couldn’t quite
            hear. When he took his hand away, the glowing imprint of it remained, then slowly
            faded while she watched.
         

         			
         “Wow.” It was the first word that came to her.

         			
         There was a hint of humor in his expression when Phenex glanced back at her. “Trust
            me, that’s nothing.” Then he turned the knob and pulled the door open, revealing stairs
            that descended into darkness. Sofia felt the panic she’d been holding at bay beginning
            to rise, but Phenex didn’t seem concerned. She tried to think of that as a sign that
            she had nothing to worry about. Down there. In the deep, deep dark.
         

         			
         Oh, God. I’m doomed.

         			
         “Come on. Just stay right behind me. We keep it dark to discourage any nosy humans
            who might manage to find a way in.”
         

         			
         Sofia raised her eyebrows as she forced herself to accept the hand he offered, hoping
            he didn’t see how she hesitated. “You have humans who know how to bibbidi-bobbidi-boo
            the door open?”
         

         			
         “Not so far. But your kind is great at getting into things you shouldn’t.”

         			
         “Like me,” Sofia muttered, forcing herself to walk through the door and pull it shut
            behind her, plunging her into a blackness so deep that she couldn’t even see a hand
            waved an inch in front of her face. Phenex was unnervingly silent. Especially because
            his feet never seemed to make a sound. She couldn’t even hear his breathing. It was
            almost like being alone, except that she could feel him near her.
         

         			
         “Where does this go?” Sofia asked, her voice dropping to a whisper as they descended.
            It seemed like it would be a mistake to speak too loudly in this place.
         

         			
         “Basement.”

         			
         “Great,” she said flatly. In a place like this, who knew what might be in the basement?

         			
         He actually chuckled, a small thing, but reassuring. Sofia concentrated on his touch,
            on the strength of his presence. She had forgotten, probably because it had been years
            since she’d even had to deal with it, just how much she hated the dark. She’d spent
            a lot of time as a child hoping that her blankets served as both camouflage and armor,
            hiding her head beneath them to protect herself from whatever bogeyman was surely
            lurking in her closet. Or under her bed.
         

         			
         After what seemed like a long time, they got to the bottom of the stairs and another
            door. Phenex repeated the odd ritual with the handprint and the words, and when this
            door opened, Sofia was relieved that there was at least a faint light illuminating
            what was beyond.
         

         			
         Phenex led her quickly through the cavernous basement, which seemed to be full of
            things that might be used upstairs—spare furniture, boxes labeled “glassware,” speakers
            and linens, and other things covered in sheets. Nothing weird. And there was nothing
            that would seem to merit the security.
         

         			
         “Do the vampires sleep down here?” she asked, starting to look for the shapes of long
            boxes or coffins. Or maybe it worked like the book Dracula, and there was just a room with a dirt floor where the vampires would be mostly dead
            all day. Picturing it gave her the creeps. The vampires she’d met had seemed very
            much alive, but she had no idea how it worked.
         

         			
         “Nope.”

         			
         When he said nothing more, Sofia glared at his back.

         			
         “You’re a font of information, Phenex.”

         			
         “I know.”

         			
         She sighed heavily, but her irritation vanished quickly when she saw what looked like
            nothing more or less than a large hole, or maybe the entrance to a cave, in one wall
            of the basement. Stationed on either side of it was a pair of dangerous-looking vampires—in
            this case, the glowing red eyes were a dead giveaway. One was male, one was female,
            both were dressed in leather, and neither looked friendly. As she and Phenex approached,
            a group of five people strolled out of the hole, chattering as though there was nothing
            unusual about the way they’d arrived. Sofia noticed that they gave Phenex a wide berth
            once they spotted him. The female guard, on the other hand, grinned as soon as she
            recognized him. Her fangs glinted in the light.
         

         			
         “Hey. We were wondering where you’d gotten off to lately.”

         			
         She was pretty, Sofia noted. Actually, she was drop-dead gorgeous. And the way she
            was looking at Phenex was awfully…friendly. Sofia supposed it should be reassuring
            that, despite the fact that she’d nearly been killed by a demon less than an hour
            ago, she was still capable of petty jealousy. And knowing that it was stupid didn’t
            stop her stomach from twisting into knots, especially when Phenex was uncharacteristically
            friendly right back.
         

         			
         “Hey, Tania. Yeah, work’s keeping me busy. You know how it is.”

         			
         “Hell yeah.” Tania looked at Sofia, and her reddish eyes gave her a far cooler look.
            “Uh, you know that’s a mortal, right?”
         

         			
         “Really? I had no idea.”

         			
         Tania didn’t appear to appreciate the sarcasm. She peeled away from the wall she’d
            been leaning against to intercept them before they got to the entrance to what Sofia
            could now see was definitely some kind of a tunnel. A really, really dark tunnel.
            Damn it.
         

         			
         “I can’t let you bring her down, Phenex,” Tania said. “You know the rules. She shouldn’t
            even be down here.” As she spoke, Tania’s male counterpart headed their way, too,
            and he looked even less friendly than she did. Phenex came to a full stop, and Sofia
            ended up plastered against his back, which, all things considered, didn’t seem like
            a bad place to be.
         

         			
         I’m going to grab you. Get ready.

         			
         She blinked when she realized he hadn’t spoken the words aloud, though she’d heard
            them loud and clear in her head. He was in the middle of giving the vampires a hard
            time.
         

         			
         “I wouldn’t be bringing her if I didn’t have a damned good reason. The little stand
            you’re trying to take here is cute, but if I want her in, she’s coming in. I’ll tell
            Justin you tried, if that makes you feel better.”
         

         			
         Both vampires bared their teeth at the same time. Tania looked furious.

         			
         “You can’t—”

         			
         It happened in the blink of an eye. One second Sofia was just standing there, listening
            to everyone argue about her. The next, a strong pair of hands had gripped her waist,
            and she was tossed over Phenex’s shoulder. Not only that, but he was moving so quickly
            that the world around her was nothing but a blur. They rocketed into the tunnel, and
            Sofia was grateful that her hair blew into her face with the speed. The rapid motion
            made her nauseous even without looking, and she didn’t even want to contemplate puking
            down Phenex’s back.
         

         			
         When he finally stopped, Sofia just hung there for a few seconds, wondering whether
            she should try to move yet. Then Phenex’s voice rumbled through his chest, vibrating
            into hers.
         

         			
         “You okay?”

         			
         She took a couple of breaths, made sure it was safe to open her mouth, and then answered.

         			
         “That depends on your definition of okay. I get the feeling that you just brought
            me someplace I’m really, really not supposed to be. Call me crazy.”
         

         			
         Gently, he set her on her feet, sliding her slowly down the front of him. Sofia sucked
            in a breath as she was dragged over every hard curve and contour of his body. By the
            time he had her feet on the ground she wasn’t completely sure they’d hold her. She
            allowed herself just a moment to lean into him, soaking up his heat. His hands stayed
            pressed against her back, even when Sofia lifted her head to brush her hair back and
            out of her face. When she looked up at him, Phenex was staring down at her with an
            expression that left no question as to what he was thinking about.
         

         			
         “We need to pick up where we left off. Soon,” he said, his voice a soft growl that
            had every nerve ending in her body singing. “I’m not going to forget.”
         

         			
         Flustered, aroused, it was hard to muster up any kind of an argument. She wasn’t going
            to forget, either. But there were a couple of things that she wanted—no, needed—to
            know from him. This wasn’t the time to ask, but it couldn’t wait long. Not after tonight.
         

         			
         “I—”

         			
         Then she looked beyond him, realized what she was standing in the middle of, and forgot
            every word she might have said.
         

         			
         She would never have believed it if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes. Phenex had
            brought her into some kind of dark fairy tale.
         

         			
         They stood at the top of a rise, the dark mouth of the tunnel behind them, a cobblestone
            street rolling away in front of them. Sofia’s eyes widened as they moved over every
            detail of the city spread out before her. An entire city. In a cave. At least, she
            thought that’s where they were. Rough stone walls stretched upward above her and in
            the distance, eventually vanishing into darkness. It was incredible...and yet not
            as incredible as the homes and shops that the walls encased. Each building that lined
            the bustling street in front of her looked to have been carved from the stone itself,
            gothic masterpieces straight out of fantasy. Narrow doorways and arches, sharp peaks
            and spirals, gingerbread details that were somehow menacing—it was creepy perfection.
            Sofia thought she even saw a gargoyle or two leering over the rooftops. This place
            was beautiful and strange, and full of people besides. They walked beneath the gaslights
            that lined the streets as though there were nothing unusual about it at all, most
            as pale and gorgeous as the place they inhabited.
         

         			
         A lot of the people, Sofia finally realized, were looking at her.

         			
         “Damn it, Phenex, what is this?”

         			
         The voice that sliced through the air was more of a snarl. Sofia turned her head to
            see Justin bearing down on them, his red eyes glowing. He looked—and sounded—furious.
            Sofia watched him approach, noticing that Phenex kept his hands protectively on her
            shoulders when she tried to step back.
         

         			
         Some of the vampires—they had to be vampires—wandering around were grabbing friends
            to get closer and watch. Justin’s shouting had attracted a crowd.
         

         			
         The vampire king stopped only a couple of feet away from her, dressed smartly in an
            all-black suit and tie. He looked as if he wanted to bite someone as his eyes moved
            from Phenex to Sofia, and back again.
         

         			
         “She can’t be here.”

         			
         “She has to be here,” Phenex replied, and though his voice was calm, Sofia could hear
            the steel running beneath it. He had no intention of losing this fight. Though neither,
            from the looks of things, did Justin.
         

         			
         “No. I put up with a lot of the shit you and your brothers do, Phenex, but this is
            beyond—”
         

         			
         “Belial is behind the problems at the club,” Phenex said, smoothly cutting Justin
            off. “He paid us a visit just a little while ago. I’m going to suggest you worry more
            about that than one small human invading your space. Sofia has nowhere else to go
            until this is taken care of.”
         

         			
         Justin had gone very still. He stared for a few seconds, then cursed viciously. “Damn
            it, where is Uriel? We should have been warned about this! I don’t care if this doesn’t
            threaten the Balance, it threatens us! It’s important!”
         

         			
         “The archangels have their own priorities. You know that,” Phenex said. In response,
            Justin tipped back his head and made a sound of complete frustration. Sofia tried
            to cling to the fact that it was a reassuringly human reaction, even in the middle
            of all these things and people that had nothing to do with humanity.
         

         			
         “Okay,” Justin finally said, glaring off into the distance. “Just this once. She stays.
            With you. At all times, Phenex.”
         

         			
         “She is perfectly capable of understanding instructions,” Sofia said. That drew Justin’s
            eyes to her, and he looked irritated for a brief instant before relenting.
         

         			
         “Yes, I see you are. Okay, then, Sofia, here’s the deal. This city, my city, is full
            of the kinds of creatures you only read about. Vampires, werewolves, witches and warlocks,
            a handful of Fae. We’re here because this is a safe place, away from humankind. Safe
            for us. That doesn’t make it safe for you. If you wander off by yourself, I can’t guarantee
            nothing will happen to you. There are rules here, and offenders are dealt with, but
            that’s not necessarily going to stop someone who decides you look like an entertaining
            target. Stay with Phenex.”
         

         			
         Sofia nodded, relieved that this hurdle, at least, had been passed. “I can do that.”
            The gentle squeeze Phenex gave her shoulders was reassuring. Still, as fascinating
            as this all was, she didn’t think she was going to be able to forget that she wasn’t
            exactly welcome here. And there were other issues—her job, for one thing. She was
            supposed to work for the next two days. And her parents… God, her mother was going
            to freak out if she couldn’t get hold of her, and they talked pretty regularly. But
            naturally, her cell phone was in her purse. Which had been left at the apartment,
            along with everything but the clothes on her back. At least Phenex had said he’d get
            someone to bring her stuff…she hoped. But this couldn’t last long.
         

         			
         “Justin,” Sofia said just as he began to turn away. He stopped and looked at her,
            one eyebrow raised.
         

         			
         “I appreciate the help. Really. But when can I go back to my life?”

         			
         His expression wasn’t reassuring. Not at all. “When we manage to kill another Fallen,
            apparently. It shouldn’t be long before Belial shows his face again, now that he knows
            we know. I just hope we’re not too busy fighting his horde when he does.” He shook
            his head. “We’ve had three vampires killed just in the past week, all near entrances
            to the basement. Four bitten humans, one serious enough to have to go to the hospital,
            and, of course, one new and very unplanned vampire. And there was a murder in the
            alley behind the building just two nights ago. The poor woman was literally torn to
            shreds. Do you know how many moving parts we have to deal with so that nothing is
            tied to the club, to us? I can’t thrall the whole city, Phenex, but I swear sometimes
            that’s what it’s going to wind up taking. People are nervous. Last night we had empty
            tables for the first time in memory. Humans are fascinating that way…their instincts
            are stronger than they know. And right now, I can’t complain about it.”
         

         			
         “We’ll get him,” Phenex said softly.

         			
         “We’d better hope so,” Justin replied. “I knew what to expect when we agreed to harbor
            you and the others. To most of Hell, you’re nothing but traitors. The Infernal Council
            knows better, but they still want you dead. I thought that after Raum killed Mammon,
            Hell would let us be for a while and think twice about trying to punish my people.
            I should have known better. But if the archangels think that Terra Noctem is acceptable
            collateral damage in their war, they have another thing coming.” Justin closed his
            eyes, features tight as he shook his head. “Never mind. This is a talk for later.
            Get settled.”
         

         			
         Justin turned and stalked away, leaving Sofia to stare after him, feeling more helpless
            than she ever had in her life. Her self-defense skills weren’t going to help her against
            a demon that had it in for her. And she wasn’t sure how much help they’d be in a city
            full of vampires.
         

         			
         She was suddenly, horribly homesick.

         			
         “By the way,” Justin called, his voice thick with irony, “welcome to Terra Noctem.”

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Fourteen

         			
         Bringing Sofia down here had seemed like a great idea.

         			
         Unfortunately, like most of his great ideas, this one had repercussions he hadn’t
            thought through. At all. Like the fact that she probably wouldn’t be able to go home
            until Belial had been turned into so much soulless dust. That could take a while.
            Or the fact that she was going to be staying with him the whole time. In his small,
            unfriendly house. Which was unfriendly because he made it that way. Visitors were
            not his thing.
         

         			
         Actually, people in general were not his thing. Sofia seemed to be, at least for now.
            But it was one thing to be aboveground with her, invading her space, wedging himself
            into her life until he no longer felt like being there. It was another thing altogether
            to have the tables turned.
         

         			
         Now that he didn’t need to hide them, Phenex let his wings unfurl and become solid
            and visible. It wasn’t exactly uncomfortable to hide them, but it wasn’t what he’d
            call comfortable, either. But he’d gotten used to it. Like a lot of things he didn’t
            care for.
         

         			
         Sofia was quiet as he escorted her away from where they’d come out of the tunnels,
            which was unfortunately one of the busiest sections of Terra Noctem. There were bars,
            restaurants, and shops, all teeming with life—nocturnal life, at least. The air was
            cool without being cold, and slightly damp, the way it always was here. Far above,
            he knew there were openings where the air got in, allowing it to move through the
            city. Still, even after more than a year in Terra Noctem, Phenex hadn’t been able
            to shake the feeling that he was living in one really big crypt. Great for vamps,
            but for him, not so much.
         

         			
         He thought again of the little Florida town where Justin had met his new wife, a place
            he’d gone as a favor because Justin had wanted a little romantic music for his planned
            proposal. It had turned into a big-ass battle with a bunch of vampire hunters instead,
            but that had been okay, too. The place, though, Mirage…he hadn’t been able to shake
            the memory of it. Warm breezes, the ocean, and a sweet, lush scent in the air that
            was unmistakably tropical.
         

         			
         Sofia reminded him of that place. He didn’t know why. Maybe that was why he couldn’t
            seem to shake her, either. She looked way too alive to be down here, too colorful,
            too vibrant.
         

         			
         He curled one wing around behind her, shielding her as much as guiding her. He saw
            her glance at it curiously, then at him, but she didn’t say anything. He got the feeling
            that she’d had about enough of everything tonight—his world, his wings, all the attendant
            bullshit. He couldn’t blame her. When all was said and done, she’d probably run back
            to the surface and put about twenty locks on her doors. She’d probably be thrilled
            to see him go.
         

         			
         The thought filled him with panic that was as undeniable as it was nonsensical. She
            was just a human. Just a human. Maybe if he repeated it to himself enough times it
            would start to sink in.
         

         			
         They walked a few blocks in silence. Phenex glared at anyone who stared, which was
            everyone, and they stayed away. The vamps had a weird love-hate relationship with
            his kind, vacillating between bitching about them and treating them like minor celebrities,
            so maintaining some distance wasn’t hard if you wanted that—and he did. He didn’t
            see any of his brothers, which was probably best.
         

         			
         Finally, they hit the street where he and the other Fallen had been given homes, as
            far away from everyone else as possible. It was a dead end, and quiet as the grave,
            the lamplights giving the place an eerie glow. The cobblestone street was lined with
            tall, skinny stone houses like something out of a Tim Burton film. Not ideal for spreading
            your wings, but the ceiling of the cave was so far up that he could soar if he wanted
            to. The seven of them had gotten varying degrees of comfortable here. The only one
            who didn’t seem to have taken to the houses at all was Meresin, but the former commander
            of all Hell’s aerial powers had issues above and beyond his electricity fixation.
            Phenex was pretty sure he’d been tortured. He just didn’t know why. Asking, though,
            would be a great way to commit suicide.
         

         			
         “Here,” Phenex said, his wing gently pressing into Sofia’s back to steer her to the
            left. “This one’s mine.”
         

         			
         It was the only one with flower boxes. Full, at the moment, of some sad-looking dead
            flowers.
         

         			
         “Shit,” he muttered. “I knew they’d forget.”

         			
         “Forget what?” Sofia asked. The warm sound of her voice was a welcome distraction.
            He looked at her, at her curious green eyes and the tightness around her mouth that
            he doubted she was even aware of. Her hair was tangled around her shoulders from being
            tossed around to get down here. Yeah, she’d been through it tonight.
         

         			
         She was still the best thing he’d ever seen.

         			
         Phenex shoved the mushy thought aside as quickly as he could, appalled. That was it.
            He was damn well making himself sleep tonight. He didn’t need to sleep that often,
            but it was obviously time.
         

         			
         “My flowers,” Phenex finally answered her, struggling to focus. “They, uh, died. Again.”

         			
         Sofia was staring at the wilted plants as though they were some exotic thing she’d
            never seen before. “Um. I would think that the lack of sunlight would be a problem.”
         

         			
         Phenex tipped his chin down and gave her a look. “Yeah, that’s why they have these
            things called UV lamps. I pull in the boxes for part of every day when I’m around
            and get the plants under the lamps. My asshole brothers were supposed to take care
            of it while I was gone, but as usual, they probably sat around, drank, and watched
            them wither. And it’s not like I can get a vampire to handle it. They’re all burn
            risks.” He shook his head, irritated all over again. “I’ll get new ones. Wait a sec.”
         

         			
         He spread his wings, flapped once, and landed on his roof, where he pulled the heavy,
            ornate key from beneath a loose shingle. Phenex leaped back down lightly, then unlocked
            the front door.
         

         			
         Sofia followed him inside, and he quickly set about lighting the oil lamps that were
            scattered about the space. Soon enough, a warm glow filled the downstairs. He looked
            around, shrugged at the state of mild disarray, then turned to look at Sofia.
         

         			
         “So this is— What? Hellfire, you didn’t see a spider or something, did you? Those
            suckers get in here all the time.”
         

         			
         Sofia shook her head slowly, her eyes wide as she looked around her. He couldn’t figure
            out what the problem was…and as it turned out, it wasn’t actually a problem.
         

         			
         “The instruments,” she said. “I’ve just never seen anything like this before.” Her
            voice was soft, almost reverent, or he would have been insulted. As it was, he tried
            to see his place the way she might. Her apartment was a very human space, a cozy nest
            full of warm colors, pictures, seats to sink into around the TV. It was a home. His
            place was…well, “home” might be a stretch, but no one could say it wasn’t his. There
            was a cast-off couch from Justin, some overstuffed velvet monstrosity that the vampire
            king hadn’t liked, either. Comfortable, though. A rug that didn’t match, which he’d
            lifted from a store aboveground. A couple of mismatched end tables, and his bird of
            paradise plant, an impulse buy that now looked like complete shit.
         

         			
         Mostly the house was just a place to hide from the rest of Terra Noctem and to store
            his instruments. He’d had the finest collection in Hell when he’d lived there, from
            pianos and harpsichords to guitars and violins and sitars, from the everyday to the
            exotic. He’d played and cherished them all. Well, apart from the occasional one he’d
            used as a projectile. But he’d left them all behind when he’d fled Hell. He didn’t
            want to think about what had probably happened to them. Demons were not exactly known
            for their appreciation for the arts.
         

         			
         “I’ve been picking up a few things here and there,” Phenex said. “It’s not much, so
            far, but I look for things when I have time. I, uh, like to collect instruments. I
            always did.”
         

         			
         He mostly had guitars right now, but he’d found a gorgeous baby grand that was filling
            up what was probably supposed to be the dining room, a Stradivarius violin that he’d
            liberated from some crusty old bastard’s safe, and a sax. He’d always loved the sax.
            He doubted Bowie would even miss the one he’d taken. And it wasn’t like the guy couldn’t
            afford to replace it. Plus…he loved having an instrument David Bowie had actually
            played. Not that he’d admit it, for fear of the others calling him a fangirl.
         

         			
         “Can you actually play all these?” Sofia asked him, still looking as though she couldn’t
            quite believe what she was seeing. She traced a finger down the mother-of-pearl inlay
            on a twelve-string acoustic, and he felt that light stroke as though she’d touched
            him instead of the guitar.
         

         			
         “Of course I can. No sense having them if you can’t play them,” Phenex replied. “It’s
            what I do.” What he was. How did you explain that to someone?
         

         			
         Sofia stepped slowly into the middle of the room, eyes moving over his small collection.
            He’d hung things on the walls, set them on stands. He guessed, to her, it might look
            like an orchestra was ready to set up in here, but what else was he supposed to do
            with this place? Buy more couches? He only needed one.
         

         			
         Then she turned and looked at him. “You said you were an Angel of Song,” she said.
            “I don’t think I really understood what that meant until just now.”
         

         			
         “I was the Angel of Song,” he replied quietly. “The only one.”
         

         			
         She smiled, though he didn’t miss the hint of sadness in it. Phenex shifted uncomfortably.
            He didn’t want pity, but he didn’t think that’s quite what it was with Sofia. She
            seemed to want to know him. That was a recipe for disappointment, but telling her
            that wouldn’t make any difference. Stubborn woman.
         

         			
         “And when you fell?” she asked. “What were you then?”

         			
         He hesitated. It was a question he’d asked himself plenty of times. Then he said what
            he had finally settled upon as the truth, some time ago.
         

         			
         “I guess you could say I became the Demon of Song instead. I couldn’t change what
            I was. What I am. I was made for music. But…I lost some things in the process.” And
            that was a detail he hadn’t meant to share. He fought back the strange urge he had
            to just tell Sofia everything. He didn’t talk about this stuff. Not ever.
         

         			
         Whatever she saw in his face told Sofia that he’d said as much as he wanted to. She
            smiled instead, the brightness of it like the sun breaking through the clouds after
            a storm.
         

         			
         “I thought you’d have a bunch of weaponry. And maybe booby traps. You’re pretty good
            with that sword.”
         

         			
         He couldn’t resist the opening. “You have no idea.”

         			
         “Hmm,” was all she said, her lips curving before she turned her attention back to
            his instruments.
         

         			
         She was so quiet. Phenex wasn’t used to it, and he decided he didn’t like it. He was
            the quiet, surly one. She needed to stay sunny, the opposite of the world he’d been
            living in. Yeah, it was selfish of him to want to bask in that, but that was the least
            of his vices. Maybe if he showed off a little.
         

         			
         “I could play for you,” Phenex said, trying to keep the excitement out of his voice.
            Playing at the club filled his need to make music for people, but the audience itself
            only mattered collectively, not individually. With Sofia, he wanted to know how she
            felt. He wanted to make music for her. The impulse was strange but welcome. It was something he hadn’t felt in a long time.
         

         			
         “Yeah, I’d like that,” Sofia said, looking surprised but pleased.

         			
         “Get comfortable on the ugly couch, then,” Phenex said, “and prepare to be entertained.”

         			
         When she laughed, Phenex thought, it was its own kind of music. It was beautiful.

         			
         Right then, it was everything.

         			
         …

         			
         He was amazing.

         			
         Sofia couldn’t think of another word for it as she watched Phenex pick up any instrument
            she chose and immediately launch into a virtuosic rendition of whatever song struck
            his fancy. There was a playful, boyish side on display that she hadn’t realized a
            creature like him could have, and it was a delight to see. All she had to do was relax
            on what really was a very ugly couch and enjoy him.
         

         			
         She couldn’t figure out what had triggered the change in him. Was it being down here
            where he didn’t have to hide? She wasn’t sure. But she loved that his wings were on
            full display, big and beautiful, covered in ebony feathers and carried high over his
            shoulders. The light from the lamps played over his auburn hair, catching every highlight,
            while his eyes glowed softly. He was, Sofia thought, the most beautiful thing she’d
            ever seen. Beautiful enough to make her heart ache.
         

         			
         The fascination she felt with all of this—the city, Phenex’s home—was enough to keep
            much of the terror of earlier at bay. But it was so...dark. Sofia loved the night,
            but not so much that she would ever be able to turn her back on the daylight. She
            didn’t belong here in this strange and lovely and darkly magical place under the ground.
            And after seeing Phenex’s attempts at growing flowers down in the eternal night of
            Terra Noctem, his sad flower boxes, she was convinced that he didn’t really belong
            here, either.
         

         			
         Another thing to make her heart ache for him. Not that he would probably appreciate
            it.
         

         			
         Phenex finished a shimmering run of notes down the neck of the twelve-string she’d
            noticed immediately when she’d walked in, let the final chord echo for a moment, and
            then, with a faint frown, began to play something different. It was sweet and intricate,
            rising and falling in a way that reminded her of summer dances in the moonlight. Sofia
            listened, completely entranced as Phenex lent his voice to the melody. His song was
            wordless, his voice curling around every note like a lover. Her breath grew shallow
            as something in the notes connected deep within her. Phenex lifted his eyes, and their
            gazes caught and held. Something rippled right through Sofia in that moment, something
            warm and unexpected and perfect.
         

         			
         And then it was gone, as Phenex tore his eyes away. The music stopped abruptly, the
            unfinished song hanging in the air before he moved to the empty guitar stand and set
            the guitar on it.
         

         			
         “I guess that’s probably enough for tonight,” he said without looking at her. Sofia
            frowned. Something had thrown him off. She just wasn’t sure what.
         

         			
         “No, please,” she said. “That last song was gorgeous. What was it?”

         			
         She watched his shoulders tense. “Just a thing. Nothing special.”

         			
         “You’re wrong,” Sofia protested. “It was very special. Did you write that?”

         			
         He made some sound that was neither an affirmative nor a negative, but the way he
            hunched defensively was all the answer she needed. Yes, Phenex had written it. And
            for whatever reason, he didn’t want to share it with her. It shouldn’t have hurt,
            but it did. Every time she felt that he was opening up, something happened to shut
            him back down.
         

         			
         Tired and frustrated, she shoved her hand into the tangles of her hair and winced.

         			
         “I’m a mess,” she said, settling for mundane chatter over fraught silence. “I need
            my stuff, I need a phone… Do you get cell reception down here?”
         

         			
         “It’s rigged up pretty well, yeah,” Phenex replied. “Who do you need to call?”

         			
         “My family, so they don’t worry. I have no idea what I’m going to tell them, but I
            feel like I should mention I’m not at home. They’ve been known to swing by, since
            they’re in Baltimore and it isn’t a bad drive.”
         

         			
         “Just lie,” Phenex said, coming to sit in one of the mismatched chairs that sat opposite
            the couch. Sofia watched the move, puzzled. Wasn’t this the guy who’d been about to
            ravish her in the hallway a few hours ago?
         

         			
         “That’s easy for you to say,” Sofia replied, disgruntled on a number of levels. “I
            don’t like to lie to my parents. I’m not a teenager anymore. I just don’t think they’d
            believe the truth.”
         

         			
         “Even if they could, you wouldn’t be allowed to tell them,” Phenex said, stretching
            out his long legs in front of him. “This place is top secret. That’s why Justin was
            so pissed about you being down here. He may decide you need to have some sort of binding
            spell put on you by one of the magic-wielders running around. I’ll argue against it,
            but I’m just warning you.”
         

         			
         “Nobody’s putting a spell on me,” Sofia snapped, more harshly than she’d intended.
            She tried to keep her voice steadier as she continued. “I didn’t ask for any of this,
            and now I have a demon who wants to kill me because he thinks it’ll bother you, so
            I’m stuck in a cave. With vampires. I have to work tomorrow, Phenex! I can’t take
            an indefinite hiatus because of demons. The hospital is not going to be okay with
            that, I can guarantee it. And I have bills. A life. Stuff I have to pay for.”
         

         			
         “Say you’re sick. Say you have the kind of flu that makes you look like Linda Blair
            in The Exorcist.”
         

         			
         “No. I want to go to work tomorrow. Unless the hospital is in danger of a full-scale
            demonic invasion, that part should work. It’s almost impossible to be alone there.”
         

         			
         His eyes hardened. “No.”

         			
         She glared back at him. “Yes. I don’t want to stay at my apartment right now, so I
            won’t fight you about spending my off time down here in Creepytown. But I’m not going
            to just go into hiding and sacrifice everything I’ve worked for. My job is important
            to me, Phenex.”
         

         			
         “Your life should be more important.”

         			
         She huffed out an irritated breath. “There has to be a way you can keep an eye on
            me at work. It wouldn’t be any more boring than following me while I run errands.”
         

         			
         “You’re safer here. Give me a list of your bosses and I’ll send one of the vamps to
            thrall them.”
         

         			
         Sofia’s jaw tightened, and she felt the start of a nasty headache begin to pinch and
            pull at her temples.
         

         			
         “No! Damn it, Phenex, lying or screwing with people’s brains isn’t always the answer!”

         			
         She hated the way his expression went cold. This was the part of him that was Fallen,
            she knew. The part that was so utterly alien to her.
         

         			
         “You need to worry more about you than them, Sofia. They’re only—”

         			
         He stopped himself, but she knew exactly what he’d been about to say.

         			
         “Only human, right?” she asked softly. “Like me. I’m no different than they are, Phenex.
            No better, no worse. Just human.”
         

         			
         Phenex stared at her, his expression hard and inscrutable, then he rose from the chair
            in a blur of movement. He paced the room silently while she watched. Finally, he said,
            “You could be more. You should be.”
         

         			
         Sofia shook her head, surprised that he seemed to have given this some thought. “What
            else could I be?”
         

         			
         “If you haven’t noticed, mortality isn’t your only option. Having eternity opens up
            so many possibilities, so many doors.”
         

         			
         She was so startled by the statement that she laughed, which Sofia immediately saw
            was the wrong thing to have done. He looked so offended that she quickly tried to
            explain. “I don’t want to be a vampire, Phenex. I like being human. I love the sun. I need the light. I would never want to give that up. Don’t you understand?
            It seems like you would. All those flowers you’ve tried to keep…”
         

         			
         “They don’t mean anything,” Phenex growled, cutting her off. “They’re just some stupid
            plants.”
         

         			
         Now he was lying to her. Again. “Fine,” Sofia said, suddenly exhausted as much by
            the walls he put up as she had been by the demon attack that had brought her here.
            “Stupid plants, stupid humans, stupid sunlight…whatever, Phenex. You don’t want to
            like anything, fine. But there are a lot of things I like and care about, and one
            of them is my job. Which I’m going to tomorrow. I need to figure out a way to make
            this work, since even human, marginally intelligent me can figure out that killing
            a demon like Belial is going to take some doing and that it could be a while. There
            has to be some give and take here. I can’t put my life on hold indefinitely.”
         

         			
         “No,” Phenex said flatly. “You can’t leave unless I let you.”

         			
         Her stomach twisted at the way he said it. It didn’t sound like him, angry and petulant.
            It was possessive, but not in a way she wanted to encourage. “Oh, I see. So I’m a
            prisoner now?”
         

         			
         That seemed to break through, because she caught a flicker of regret on his face before
            he turned it blank again.
         

         			
         “No, of course not.”

         			
         “Then don’t treat me like one.”

         			
         Phenex shoved a hand through his hair. “I gave you my word I’d keep you safe. But
            it would be nice if you helped me out instead of actively trying to get yourself killed.”
         

         			
         She rose from the couch and settled her hands on her hips. “If I were trying to get
            myself killed, I wouldn’t even be arguing with you. I’d just go. Can’t you at least
            try to understand where I’m coming from?”
         

         			
         “No, I can’t. Not when where you’re coming from is a place that’s loaded with human
            pigheadedness. You told me you trusted me to keep you safe. Why can’t you just do
            what you’re told?”
         

         			
         She stiffened, his infuriated question hitting her like a slap. “Because I don’t belong
            to you.”
         

         			
         Phenex swore in a language—maybe more than one—that she didn’t understand at all.
            Then he threw his hands up and stalked toward the door. When he opened it, Sofia realized
            he meant to leave her here. All of the panic she’d managed to keep at bay hit her
            at once. Her chest constricted, her heart pounded. She didn’t want to be alone here.
            He was supposed to stay with her. And as mad at him as she was, she didn’t really
            want him to go. She could never stand to leave things unfinished. Even fights.
         

         			
         Sofia thrust her chin up and tried not to sound as though she cared. “Where are you
            going?”
         

         			
         He turned and glared at her from the open doorway. “Out. I’ll send someone to take
            my place for a while. Shouldn’t matter, right? After all, you don’t belong to me.”
         

         			
         She could hear the bitterness behind his words and realized that what she’d said had
            cut him. But Sofia didn’t think that Phenex understood how to have an actual relationship
            with someone, even a relationship as odd and impermanent as theirs was. And she didn’t
            know if she had it in her to fix that in a guy who’d been alive since before there
            were even such things as humans.
         

         			
         Disheartened, she wrapped her arms around herself and turned away. Maybe they both
            needed some space after all.
         

         			
         “See you later, then,” she said. What else could she say?

         			
         There was silence for a long moment, and she could feel his eyes on her. She thought
            he might say something, might bend just a little, the way he had when he’d asked her
            on what had turned out to be a sort-of date. But before long, she heard the door shut
            quietly, leaving her alone.
         

         			
         Sofia let out a long, shuddering breath and blinked back weary, frustrated tears.
            Phenex was impossible, in every way she could think of. This wouldn’t be the last
            time he walked away, she told herself. She might as well get used to it. He didn’t
            belong to her, either.
         

         			
         She only wished she didn’t want him to quite so badly.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Fifteen

         			
         He felt like shit the second he stepped out the door. Had he seriously just suggested
            that she ought to be a vampire because humans were worthless?
         

         			
         Yes. Yes he had. Awesome.

         			
         But that didn’t mean he was going to turn around and apologize.

         			
         He walked a few paces away from his house and took a quick look at who was still home.
            He’d known he would have to leave Sofia with someone else at some point, because there
            were things he needed to know that she didn’t need to hear. He hadn’t planned to do
            it so soon, but there was no time like the present. Especially when your charge was
            pissed at you.
         

         			
         Phenex was relieved to see signs of life at Raum and Ember’s house just across the
            street, so he headed that way. Of all his Fallen brothers, Raum was the least likely
            to get on his case about the situation with Sofia, probably because it wasn’t entirely
            unlike what had happened to him. Of course, his wife, Ember, was the half-demon daughter
            of Raum’s biggest enemy in Hell, so she hadn’t had much difficulty adjusting to life
            with a fallen angel. And Raum had been watching Ember not so much to protect her as
            to protect the world from her, since she had the capability to break the barriers between Hell and Earth.
         

         			
         Okay, so it wasn’t really like what had happened with him. But Ember and Sofia were
            both women, so that was something.
         

         			
         Phenex gave a couple of short raps on the front door, and it was quickly opened by
            a beautiful redhead with an equally beautiful smile.
         

         			
         “Phenex!” Ember said. “I didn’t think you were back yet!”

         			
         He managed a small smile. He genuinely liked Ember, an emotion he reserved for very
            few people. She was always friendly, and had a hell of a temper that was fun to watch
            when it went off—provided it wasn’t directed at him. And she’d been good for Raum
            in ways no one would have believed.
         

         			
         “Yeah, I’m back for now. Change of plans,” Phenex said. “Looks like the trouble at
            Amphora is Belial’s work. I had to bring Sofia down here for now, since Belial announced
            his presence by trying to kill her.”
         

         			
         Ember’s brow creased as she took in the information. “Belial. More fun with high demons,
            I guess. So Justin was okay with you bringing a mortal down here?”
         

         			
         “No. But she’s here anyway.”

         			
         Ember laughed at that. “Color me unsurprised. So where is she? You didn’t lock her
            in the house or anything, did you?” She frowned, looking across the street. “I’m going
            to be honest, any of you bringing a woman home with you scares me. I think I’ve spent
            too much time watching you all.”
         

         			
         “No, she’s not locked in. She’s…ah…I need somebody to hang out with her so I can talk
            to the others. Maybe go back downtown for a while.” And lick his wounds over Sofia’s
            flat insistence that she didn’t belong to him, accompanied by the implication that
            she never would. But that part, he wasn’t sharing.
         

         			
         Ember arched a slim red brow. He suddenly wanted to sink through the stone and vanish.

         			
         “You dragged her here and now you’re ditching her?”

         			
         “Not for long. I just…we just…”

         			
         “Uh-huh.” Ember looked deeply unimpressed. “I’ll go over and say hello. If she’s been
            putting up with you for a couple days straight, she could probably use a friendly
            face. Raum’s gone down to the Half Light to meet Levi already. I think the others
            are probably there, too.”
         

         			
         “I’m surprised you didn’t go,” Phenex said. Ember was a fierce fighter when she wasn’t
            running her custom scent shop, Lotions & Potions, and she was an asset to any strategic
            discussions she sat in on. But Ember simply smiled ruefully and shook her head.
         

         			
         “Nope. I got my fill of everyone last night. Raum can have at it. I’m going to take
            a well-deserved night off. Or I was.” She eyed him. “I hope your current assignment
            is nice to talk to on top of being pretty. Justin mentioned that she was hot, but
            that was all the gossip I heard.”
         

         			
         “She is. Nice, I mean.” Hellfire, that sounded lame. Sofia was a lot more than nice.

         			
         “Then why do you look so guilty?” Ember narrowed her eyes. “You picked a fight and
            then left, right? Damn it, I wish you weren’t all so predictable, Phenex! Though I
            thought you had a little more in the empathy department than most. Tell me why she’s
            mad at you, and I’ll go.”
         

         			
         He didn’t want to talk about it, much less be accosted by an angry she-demon over
            it. But since he knew she wouldn’t let it go, and since he really did need her to
            go be with Sofia, Phenex relented.
         

         			
         “She wants to keep working. I told her no. When she insisted, I asked why she couldn’t
            just do as she was told.”
         

         			
         Ember winced. “Smooth. You realize you were a jackass, right?”

         			
         “No.”

         			
         Ember sighed. “Yeah, you do. And you like her, or you wouldn’t have bothered to fight
            and then run off to brood about it.”
         

         			
         Phenex hooked his thumbs in his pockets and glowered. “I asked for a favor, not a
            lecture, Ember. And I don’t brood.”
         

         			
         All she did was snort. “Please. I live with a champion among brooders. Go. Take off.
            I’ll go entertain Sofia.” She stepped out the door, shutting it after her, and Phenex
            started to walk away, relieved. Now that this was taken care of, maybe he could clear
            his head. But Ember’s voice, and her tone, strangely tentative after the way she’d
            given it to him, called his attention back behind him.
         

         			
         “Phenex? This Sofia…what does she think of it down here?”

         			
         He couldn’t quite look Ember in the eye when he answered, since he understood what
            this was about, too. Ember had found her happiness, and given Raum both new purpose
            and, in her love, a form of redemption. Raum had white wings again because of Ember,
            and a soul. But that didn’t mean that such a thing was in the cards for the rest of
            the renegades. In fact, Phenex doubted it. Though he could appreciate that Ember cared
            enough to wish it for them. He knew they weren’t an easy lot to like.
         

         			
         “She seems all right with it. But Sofia prefers butterflies to vampires,” Phenex said.
            “I don’t think that’s going to change.”
         

         			
         “Oh,” Ember said, and though she tried to keep her tone bright, he could hear the
            disappointment in her voice. He knew why. He’d thought about it enough. The only sort
            of mate that would make any sense for a fallen angel was another immortal. Sofia had
            no interest in paying the price she would have to for immortality, so pinning any
            hopes on her would be an exercise in futility. She would grow old and die, and he
            would still be down here, singing his songs. Alone.
         

         			
         Now he was brooding.
         

         			
         “Well, enjoy and come back happier, okay? Maybe someone will punch Gadreel. He was
            pretty well asking for it last night. That might cheer you up.”
         

         			
         Phenex didn’t reply to that, simply waved a hand as he turned to leave. “Thanks, Ember.
            She’s…” He searched for the right word while Ember watched him curiously, but he finally
            gave up. Sofia was a lot of wonderful things, but the only one that mattered was the
            one she’d made clear tonight—not his. That was what he needed to remember. He’d been
            the one to offer her a no-strings-attached arrangement. Ironic that he’d end up needing
            the blunt “this is not forever” talk himself.
         

         			
         With a wistful sigh, he walked away, leaving his sentence unfinished and Ember looking
            sadly after him.
         

         			
          

         			
         By the time he got back to the house, it was near sunrise in the world above, and
            the streets of Terra Noctem had been full of vampires straggling home to sleep the
            day away. He’d needed the space and time to clear his head, and the other Fallen had
            provided plenty of diversion. All of them were here now, returned from various assignments
            that Uriel had devised for them, rooting out lesser demons in far-flung places to
            prevent them from getting a foothold in any one area. Like roaches, demons were difficult
            to remove from a place they’d infested.
         

         			
         Uriel still hadn’t shown himself, though Levi had received a short, terse message
            that implied he would be along shortly…though “shortly” could mean any number of things
            when it came to Uriel.
         

         			
         His brothers were the same as they always were, even Raum, for the most part, though
            there was a lightness about him that had been lacking before. A something more. But Phenex was getting
            used to it. Justin had been slightly less grim, though the vampire king hadn’t stayed.
            He was worried about Belial’s next move, worried about Amphora. Worried about everything.
         

         			
         Phenex was just glad not to be king of anything.

         			
         He started to tense up again only when he neared home. He still didn’t have a clue
            what to say to Sofia. All he knew was that he felt unusually bad about the way he’d
            walked out, about what he’d said. He’d basically told her that she wasn’t enough,
            that being human wasn’t enough. And that she should shut up and do what he wanted,
            which was stupid. He wouldn’t like her half as much if she were some mindless automaton.
         

         			
         But she’d cut into him with her words, something he wasn’t used to. So he’d cut her
            right back. In retrospect, he might have wanted to think about it before he opened
            his mouth, but that wasn’t exactly a habit of his.
         

         			
         He’d mulled it over while Gadreel and Murmur were having the same old argument about
            which of them was better at killing nefari and inferi, the low demons that made up the bulk of the demonic horde. It was uncomfortable
            to actually take a hard look at why he’d gotten so angry, when normally he just accepted
            his anger and used it as an excuse to wreck things. But with Sofia…he needed to get
            a handle on what was going on with himself. And what was going on seemed pretty clear,
            once he’d let himself think about it.
         

         			
         He wanted to keep her around. He thought he might want to keep her, period. That first
            night he’d known she was different, and he’d been right. She made him interested in
            things again. She made him feel. And the song he’d begun to play for her tonight…that was the music she seemed to
            be giving back to him, against every odd and after a thousand years of nothing. That
            was her.
         

         			
         But she was everything light, and he was a part of the dark. How was he supposed to
            figure this out when he couldn’t even keep a pot of flowers alive down here?
         

         			
         Phenex paused before opening the door, tried to figure out how to play things, and
            decided he would just act like nothing had happened. It might work, if she was tired
            enough to just let it go. And she probably was…she’d been up all day.
         

         			
         He turned the knob and walked in, and was immediately greeted by the sight of Ember
            curled in a chair and reading a book. She looked up, smiled, and pressed a finger
            to her lips. On the couch was Sofia, covered in one of his softest blankets, sound
            asleep. Her dark hair was spread beneath her head like a pillow, and he could only
            see her closed eyes above the edge of the blanket, which rose and fell slowly with
            each breath. The sound of a single, light snore made him smile. He completely forgot
            Ember was there until she appeared at his side and gave him a poke.
         

         			
         “She’s a sweetheart,” Ember said softly. “Be careful with her, or I will personally
            end you.” Then she gave his arm a reassuring squeeze, smiled, and let herself out
            the door.
         

         			
         Phenex barely noticed. He approached Sofia slowly, not wanting to disturb her. Though
            he’d been in her apartment the past couple of nights, he hadn’t watched her sleep.
            Some things were too creepy even for a demon. Now, though, he couldn’t take his eyes
            off her.
         

         			
         He considered her for a moment, then came to a decision. Phenex slid his arms beneath
            her, scooping Sofia into his arms. Immediately, she cuddled against his chest with
            a soft sigh. He closed his eyes, savoring the feel of her, the trust that was apparent
            every time he touched her. He had done nothing to earn it, but she’d put her faith
            in him from that very first night.
         

         			
         There had to be a way to keep her. He had been taking things he shouldn’t for centuries
            upon centuries. He would find a way to do this, because he’d be damned all over again
            if he let anyone else have her.
         

         			
         The anger and jealousy were familiar, and comforting in their way. They blocked out
            the beginnings of what felt like despair.
         

         			
         Phenex carried Sofia upstairs, bypassing the little guest room and moving on to the
            larger chamber that was his. With one hand, he turned down the covers of the massive
            bed that dominated the room, then lay her gently in it, pulling the blanket off in
            the process. What was beneath was a very pleasant surprise—it looked as though Ember
            had lent Sofia a pair of pajamas. The simple cami and shorts were a little short and
            a little tight, and he was overwhelmingly grateful for both issues. It took all the
            willpower he had to pull the covers back over her. She shivered a little as the cold,
            unused sheets replaced the warmth of her blanket. That was something he intended to
            fix as quickly as possible. Phenex peeled off his jacket and shirt, tossing them to
            the floor, and then slid out of his jeans, leaving him in nothing but a thin pair
            of boxer briefs. He walked around the other side of the bed and slid in quickly, then
            fit himself along Sofia’s back, spooning her. The warmth was immediate, and in it
            he found something he didn’t expect, something above and beyond arousal. It was comfort.
         

         			
         Mine, he thought, the whisper of the word inside his head not at all gentle, but ferocious.
         

         			
         “I’m keeping you,” he breathed into her hair. Then Phenex curled his wing over them
            like an extra blanket, closed his eyes, and fell deeply asleep.

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Sixteen

         			
         Something was different.

         			
         Sofia awakened to the most delicious warmth imaginable, flowing through her from head
            to toe. She breathed in deeply, a sleepy smile curving her lips, and immediately smelled
            the exotic scent that was Phenex, all sea salt and spice. That was when she understood—the
            hand splayed on her hip, the knees tucked beneath her own, and the gentle breathing
            sending puffs of air against the back of her head. And spread over her body from neck
            to feet, draped over the blankets, were soft black feathers.
         

         			
         Phenex had held her in her sleep, wrapping her in his wings. The realization, especially
            after the way they’d left things last night, filled her with a warmth that had nothing
            to do with the blankets. He might not say he was sorry. In fact, he probably wouldn’t.
            She wasn’t really sure he knew how. But in this case, actions spoke louder than words,
            and she’d take it.
         

         			
         As her thoughts lost the fog of sleep, her body continued to wake up. Now she could
            feel the hard muscles of his chest, the long, lean muscles of his legs. And most distractingly,
            there was a distinctive bulge pressing against her backside. One that grew more pronounced
            when she used stretching a little as a pretense to wriggle back against it.
         

         			
         The hand on her hip came to life at that point, fingers tightening to press into her
            skin.
         

         			
         “Keep that up and I’m not going to be responsible for what happens. I don’t do impulse
            control this early.”
         

         			
         He breathed the words directly into her ear, his breath making her skin tingle.

         			
         “Do you ever?” she asked, amused even as her body stirred to full awareness.

         			
         “If I didn’t, I would have had you the first night we met.”

         			
         Those words, and the hunger they hinted at, took whatever impulse control she had
            and lit it on fire, burning it to ash in a matter of seconds. Even with her world
            turned upside down, she knew two things for certain. She wanted Phenex. And she was
            tired of waiting.
         

         			
         Slowly, deliberately, she arched back into him again, grinding against the cock that
            now stood at full attention beneath the thin fabric of whatever he was wearing. She
            heard the hiss of his breath, felt the way every muscle in his body tightened against
            her. Then the hand at her hip slid up to cup her breast. When he toyed with the nipple
            that was already a tight bud beneath the thin cami, she couldn’t hold back the soft
            moan that welled up in her throat.
         

         			
         Phenex’s tongue flicked out to tease her earlobe before he whispered, “You were warned.”

         			
         Sofia’s breathless laugh turned to a gasp when he gave her breast a hard squeeze,
            sending pleasure sizzling through her, pooling hot and wet at the apex of her thighs.
            He seemed to know, his long, talented fingers slipping below the waist of her shorts
            to tease and stroke.
         

         			
         “Mmm,” he purred. “I think you like this.”

         			
         Sofia couldn’t formulate a response, apart from a soft, choked sound as he swirled
            his finger around the swollen bud of her sex. Slowly. Very, very slowly. Sofia pressed
            her hips against his hand, wanting more. She reached behind her, flattening her hand
            against his muscled flank, urging him against her.
         

         			
         “Like this?” he asked, almost a whisper, as he began to press rhythmically against
            her, urging her against his deft fingers even as the feel of his cock drove her mad
            in an entirely different way.
         

         			
         “Tell me,” he murmured, and she could hear the way his voice had roughened with desire.
            She wanted that, wanted to know he needed this like she did. Somehow, she summoned
            the words, sliding one foot up the outside of his leg as she opened for him.
         

         			
         “Yes,” she breathed. “Like this. Just like this.”

         			
         “But I can make it better.”

         			
         He nipped at her earlobe, then briefly shifted his attention to pushing the shorts
            down her legs and off. She did what she could to help, her movements shaky and anxious.
            Her body didn’t want to do anything but melt back into him, and it seemed to resent
            being commanded to do something else. When those were off, shoved somewhere toward
            the footboard beneath the covers, Phenex moved away from her. She heard the rustling
            as he removed what had felt like boxers, and Sofia took the opportunity to pull her
            cami off, flinging it somewhere in the direction of the door.
         

         			
         Phenex chuckled as he pulled her back against him. “Anxious?”

         			
         “Maybe.” She hooked her foot behind his thigh, giving him full access to her heat.
            Phenex flattened his hand against her lower belly.
         

         			
         “Me, too.”

         			
         He moved his hips, and then the length of his cock was sliding between her legs, slick
            with moisture and creating slow, deliberate friction without entering her. He began
            to fondle her clit again, teasing in small circles and light flicks of his finger,
            playing her until she was arching against him, throbbing at every push and pull until
            she was whimpering, so close to climax that she could barely breathe. She could hear
            Phenex’s increasingly ragged breaths behind her as his hips began to move more quickly.
            She throbbed beneath his hand, against his cock, tightening…
         

         			
         Then without warning he was gone, pushing back from her and leaving her quivering.

         			
         “Not yet,” he said, his voice soft and strained. “On your back, Sofia.”

         			
         She did as she was told, the only time she’d had absolutely no reservations about
            following Phenex’s command. He moved to kneel between her legs, pushing them apart
            so that her knees were slightly bent, her feet flat on the bed. Then he sank down,
            his own knees spread apart. Sofia watched him rise before her, in awe of what she
            saw. Before her this way, his alabaster skin bared and his black wings flared, he
            looked like nothing less than some dark and ancient god…or a fallen angel. His eyes
            burned vivid blue, and the look in them, a desire as hot as eternal fire, was only
            for her. They roved over her prone figure, caressing her heated skin without even
            touching her. When they finally returned to meet her gaze, there was something almost
            reverent in the way he looked at her.
         

         			
         “You are the most beautiful creature,” he said, his voice a seductive melody.

         			
         “Not like you,” Sofia breathed. She pushed up so that she could stroke her fingers
            over his lips, down his chest. He allowed it, though his muscles jumped and flexed
            with even the lightest brush. He was a wonder, Sofia thought. Pure masculine perfection.
            She could touch him for hours, exploring every inch of silken skin. But not this time.
            Not when she still ached and throbbed, when his cock thrust upward between her spread
            legs, taunting her with how it might feel to have him deep inside her.
         

         			
         She dragged her fingers down Phenex’s chest again, this time all the way down until
            she’d wrapped her hand around a shaft that felt like it was covered in hot silk. She
            saw the way his muscles tensed, heard the shudder in his breath. His hips twitched
            as she gave a small, testing stroke.
         

         			
         “Sofia,” he ground out. “I don’t think…this time—”

         			
         “Uh-uh. Turnabout is fair play.”

         			
         He didn’t fight it, though she could see it was a struggle. Before he could change
            his mind, she began to work her hand up and down his cock, slowly at first, then picking
            up the pace. He was so hard, the heat radiating from him incredible. Phenex’s head
            tipped back, his eyes slipping shut.
         

         			
         “Ah,” was all he said, a soft, broken sound.

         			
         Sofia’s breathing was uneven as she watched him, as she felt him begin to rock his
            hips in time to her strokes. It was heady stuff, holding him in her hand, controlling
            his pleasure when she knew that nothing could ever truly control a man like this.
            He’d given her power over him, willingly. It was a revelation—one she tucked away
            to take out and marvel over later. For now, she wanted to share.
         

         			
         She stopped stroking him and moved her hands to his hips, waiting until he opened
            his eyes to look at her, his question unspoken. Sofia nodded.
         

         			
         “Now,” she said.

         			
         Relief flashed across his face, bright as day. Then his wings snapped fully out at
            his sides as he pinned her to the bed, hands at either side of her head, in a single,
            swift motion. Then he drove into her, burying himself to the hilt.
         

         			
         Her hoarse cry mingled with his at the sudden, intense pleasure of their joining.
            He stretched her tight, filling her completely, throbbing deep inside. Phenex was
            still for only a moment, and Sofia looked up at him to see his eyes slip shut, his
            mouth opening to reveal the shining points of his fangs.
         

         			
         This time, they didn’t frighten her at all. Still, it was something of a shock to
            realize that not only was she not scared of them, they were actually a turn-on.
         

         			
         Then she stopped thinking altogether as Phenex began to move in her. Sofia gasped,
            arching into him as he set a pulsating rhythm that wound through her and made her
            swell around him, made her slick with need. However hot she’d been before, he pushed
            her higher, further, harder, until there was nothing but their two bodies sliding
            against one another, nothing but the low, rough sounds Phenex made at the apex of
            every thrust. Nothing but raw, primal lust.
         

         			
         There was some dark part of her that thrilled at being at his mercy, unable to do
            anything but take him pounding into her while she arched helplessly beneath. She tightened,
            shivered, every push of his hips sending her closer to the edge of some unknown precipice.
            His thrusts turned wild, Phenex’s head falling back as he began to lose himself. And
            seeing him like that, seeing him let go, was all it took to give Sofia that final
            push and send her flying into the darkness.
         

         			
         She cried out as she came, clenching around him as something deep inside exploded
            into thousands of shimmering sparks. Again. And then again, each burst nearly as intense
            as the last. Phenex growled, then slammed into her one final time before he found
            his own climax, coming with an inhuman roar.
         

         			
         When the intensity finally began to ebb, Phenex threaded his fingers through Sofia’s
            and dropped his forehead to touch hers. It was sweet, gentle, and all the more potent
            for the way he didn’t even try to find words. He didn’t need them, Sofia thought,
            her heart pounding against his chest.
         

         			
         For right now, simple feeling was enough.

         			
         For right now, he was perfect.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Seventeen

         			
         “I’m fine. No, really. No, I haven’t been abducted. Especially not by aliens. Amy���”

         			
         Sofia looked at the ceiling, her cell phone pressed against her ear, and tried to
            figure out a good way to explain to her roommate where she was without actually, well,
            telling her where she was. So far, it wasn’t going well.
         

         			
         “Look,” Amy said, every bit of her concern coming through loud and clear. “I’m glad
            you met somebody interesting, Sofia. Nobody deserves that more than you. But basically
            moving in with a guy after only knowing him a few days? Don’t you think that’s kind
            of fast? It’s just not like you at all.”
         

         			
         Sofia cringed. She’d wanted to catch her friend before she got back to DC and discovered
            a closed-up, unused apartment that hopefully didn’t smell of barbecued vampires. Amy
            still had a few days left in her unexpected vacation, and she’d sounded really relaxed
            and happy at first, but unfortunately that didn’t mean she was any more apt to buy
            the story Sofia was peddling.
         

         			
         So much for making sure Amy didn’t worry.

         			
         “I didn’t say I moved in with him. I just said I probably won’t be around much. We’re…having
            fun.” She tried to make her tone carefree, like everything was great and this was
            no big deal. Which might have worked, if Amy hadn’t actually known her so well.
         

         			
         “Sofia, sweetie, I’m being serious. Are you on drugs?”

         			
         “What? No!” She pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at it in horror. Drugs?
            She was that bad a liar? She pressed her lips together and sighed. Of course she was.
            Resigned, she put the phone back against her ear.
         

         			
         “Amy, you’re always telling me I need to be more spontaneous. I finally decide to
            have a crazy love affair, and you decide I’m on something. Come on.”
         

         			
         There was a gusty sigh from somewhere in Virginia. “You have a point. You’re just
            always so responsible that this seems kind of…well, like you said, crazy, I guess.
            First Sara, now you. She called me, too, you know. And she really is living with some guy now. She’s out of the apartment at the end of the month.”
         

         			
         Sofia frowned. “Sara called you?”

         			
         “Mmm. Finally. Seems like I’m the last to know everything anymore.” Amy sounded so
            unhappy that Sofia started to regret calling at all. But what was she supposed to
            do? She couldn’t just vanish like Sara had…though the fact that only Amy had gotten
            a call when Sofia had been the one to save her from being sucked dry rankled.
         

         			
         “I’m not going anywhere,” Sofia said firmly. “You’re going to see me. This isn’t permanent.”
            All of a sudden, she knew exactly the right thing to say. “Amy, honestly…he’s a musician.”
         

         			
         Her friend’s burst of laughter told Sofia that she’d finally succeeded in easing Amy’s
            mind. Not all the way, probably, but enough that she wouldn’t be calling the cops
            and worrying she’d be found in a ditch somewhere.
         

         			
         “Oh my God. Is he famous? He is, isn’t he? He’d have to be to finally get you to walk
            on the wild side like this.”
         

         			
         “Yeah, kind of,” Sofia agreed. It wasn’t exactly a lie, either. Phenex might not be
            famous by name, but his kind had plenty of notoriety. In religious circles, at least.
            “I can’t say much right now, but believe me, I’ll have stories.”
         

         			
         Stories she’d have to come up with later, Sofia decided. But for now, hearing Amy’s
            relief more than made up for the guilt she felt from lying. She’d never believe the
            truth anyway, Sofia told herself as they lapsed into familiar, comfortable chatter
            about other things. She wouldn’t believe it, and it would be dangerous for her if
            she did. This was better.
         

         			
         Too bad it didn’t feel that way.

         			
         Ten minutes later, Sofia hung up after an affectionate good-bye, then simply sat on
            the velvet couch. Her smile faded as she stared into space, lost in thought. Outside
            the window, the world was as dark as it always was here, brightened only by the soft
            glow of the gaslights. This was only her fourth day in Terra Noctem, and the lack
            of light was already getting to her.
         

         			
         At least there was work. For all his grousing, Phenex had escorted her to and from
            work the last two nights, skulking around the hospital during her shift just to make
            sure nothing awful happened. Well, nothing awful to her. In the ER, there was generally
            at least a small amount of awful every day. If she was lucky, she managed to help
            fix it.
         

         			
         The last couple days, though, it seemed that for every triumph over death she’d helped
            facilitate at work, there had been two or three people who were beyond saving. Normally,
            she could detach herself, but some of the losses broke through the shell to really
            hurt. That, along with the fact that she’d only seen the sun in the brief trips between
            Amphora and Georgetown heading to work, seemed to be wearing her down. She needed
            to get out in the daylight for longer than a few minutes at a time, and soon. Otherwise
            she was going to end up just as pathetic as Phenex’s flowers.
         

         			
         Sofia exhaled softly, stretching her legs in front of her, frowning over her unpainted
            toenails. She wore a simple pair of jeans and a soft emerald sweater, things that
            had come in the suitcase Meresin had brought for her. The big, dangerously quiet fallen
            angel with the violet eyes wouldn’t have been her pick to gather up essentials from
            her apartment, but not only had he followed her list exactly, he’d put in a few extra
            things, thoughtful things, that surprised her. Her perfume, for one. A framed photo
            of her and her parents, for another, smiling and laughing on a day last summer. That
            Meresin had picked it up off her dresser and thought to include it floored her.
         

         			
         Far from understanding these men Phenex had escaped Hell with, Sofia felt that they
            only got more complicated with time.
         

         			
         Especially the one she was sleeping with.

         			
         “You ready to go?”

         			
         Sofia turned her head to look at the front door, which was now half-open as Phenex
            leaned in to look at her. He’d taken a guitar out on the front steps to amuse himself
            while she talked to Amy, and she appreciated the privacy. She was less appreciative
            of the dinner plans he’d made, but Sofia knew her discomfort was her own problem.
            She was holed up in a vampire city. It stood to reason that eventually, she would
            have to mingle. With vampires. And probably a few more fallen angels. And maybe other
            things that, in any other situation, would want to eat her.
         

         			
         She tried to smile instead of grimace and knew she’d only barely succeeded.

         			
         “Sure,” Sofia said. She rose and walked to the door, slipping on the ballet flats
            that she’d left beside it. Phenex brushed past her in one of the preternaturally quick
            moves she still hadn’t gotten used to, and in a blink his guitar was back on its stand,
            his hand instead at her waist. The feel of his hand on her, even in the most innocent
            way, was enough to make Sofia want to arch into his touch. She fought off the urge,
            somehow managing to act like a normal, non-nymphomaniac human being as they headed
            out to the street.
         

         			
         She couldn’t seem to get enough of him. It was a problem…or it was going to be. Phenex
            was no wild rock star, but hooking up with an immortal ex-demon made this relationship
            just as impermanent. He’d said it himself—she’d never have to worry about taking him
            home to meet her parents.
         

         			
         What he didn’t know, what she wouldn’t say, was that far from being a relief, that
            statement just made her increasingly sad.
         

         			
         Amy was right. None of this was like her. Of the three of them—her, Sara, and Amy—Sofia
            had always been the straight arrow. Maybe it was watching her parents struggle to
            build a good life for her and her brothers. Maybe it was that she’d had to work so
            hard to put herself through college, knowing how much she would be wasting—and how
            many people she’d be disappointing—if she failed. But to her, everything was important.
            She took nothing lightly.
         

         			
         And no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t take the way Phenex looked at her,
            the way he touched her, lightly, either.
         

         			
         It would probably be better for both of them if she could. But even Phenex seemed
            to want something more than what he’d offered her. She just wished she knew what it
            was…if he even did.
         

         			
         Phenex curled one wing around her back as they walked toward High Street, a habit
            he’d developed that she liked. Especially down here, where every time she walked out
            the door she felt as though there were hundreds of eyes on her. The two of them made
            their way down cobblestone streets, some narrow and winding, others wider, all of
            them dark and strangely charming. Sofia was just congratulating herself on gawking
            less when an enormous black wolf dashed by her, closely followed by a gray. Her mouth
            fell open, and it was several seconds before she realized her feet had stopped moving.
            Phenex’s warm chuckle finally turned her attention.
         

         			
         Phenex looked down at her, a smile curving his lips. “One of the northern packs is
            in town right now. They’re a little wilder than some.”
         

         			
         “Oh.” Sofia closed her eyes and shook her head, her laugh rueful. “How do you ever
            get used to this stuff?”
         

         			
         Phenex shrugged. “This place isn’t so weird.”

         			
         “Hmm,” was all Sofia said. They obviously had different definitions of “weird.” But
            it would figure that a guy who had once lived in Hell would have a much different
            baseline for that sort of thing. Strange, that out of all this, he was the thing that
            seemed most normal to her.
         

         			
         They got moving again, and soon reached the bustling street Sofia had first seen as
            she was standing at the mouth of the tunnel from Amphora. It was lined with interesting
            little shops and a variety of restaurants, some catering to tastes Sofia would rather
            not think too deeply about. The lamps and lit windows gave everything a warm glow,
            and everywhere, Sofia could feel the pulse of magic. Music drifted into the street.
            There was so much here that was lovely, she thought. But then she looked up into a
            darkness that contained no stars, or waited for a breath of fresh night air that never
            came, and was reminded all over again that this wasn’t her place. The darkness was
            deep here. And forever.
         

         			
         But if she thought of it as the strangest vacation ever, it was okay.

         			
         “You’re quiet tonight,” Phenex said, again jolting her out of her thoughts. She turned
            her head to look at him, surprised to see how intently he was watching her. Had he
            been doing that awhile? She hoped not. Which meant he probably had.
         

         			
         “Oh, I don’t know. Just tired, I guess. My hours are more messed up than usual down
            here,” Sofia said.
         

         			
         Phenex’s brow creased before he looked ahead again. “Yeah. You’re a little pale. You
            feel okay?”
         

         			
         His concern was sweet, if no longer quite a surprise. No matter what came out of his
            mouth, Phenex’s actions said it mattered what happened to her.
         

         			
         “I’m fine,” Sofia said. She paused, then added, “I really need some fresh air, Phenex,
            and some sun. I’d like to go aboveground tomorrow before work and just sit in a park
            or something. I don’t care how cold it is. I feel like I’m wilting.”
         

         			
         “You look way better than my bird of paradise,” he offered.

         			
         Sofia raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m pretty sure that’s dead, but thanks.”

         			
         He leaned in close, his mouth just a breath away from her ear. “When we get home,
            I’ll perk you up. Promise.”
         

         			
         She shivered, both at the heat in his words and at the words themselves. Home. So appealing to imagine having one with him. But not here.
         

         			
         A shout and a flash of light pulled Sofia abruptly from her thoughts.

         			
         “Great,” Phenex muttered. “Somebody’s in a mood.”

         			
         Just outside of the restaurant they were headed to, a glowing little gem of a place
            with “Flicker” etched into the stone above the arched door, a figure Sofia immediately
            recognized as Meresin stood. His wings were arched high above his back, half extended,
            and violet light, like electricity, coiled up his arms and crackled at his fingers.
            A man who Sofia could tell was a vampire was sprawled not far away in the street,
            that same electric charge flashing around his body, making him yelp in pain.
         

         			
         “Meresin,” Phenex said, his voice hard. “You’re not supposed to get us kicked out
            before we even go in the building.”
         

         			
         The other Fallen turned his head to look at them, and Sofia sucked in a breath at
            the fierce light that filled his eyes, as strange a violet as the power that still
            coiled around him. She tried to remember that picture he’d tucked into her things
            as they approached. He couldn’t be as frightening as he seemed. Couldn’t be.
         

         			
         “I was just teaching someone a lesson about keeping his opinions to himself,” Meresin
            said, his voice soft and silken. Sofia realized, all at once, that she hadn’t yet
            been this close to him—and that it might be a bad idea when he was in this state.
            He was, like each of the renegade Fallen, beautiful in his own singular way. There
            was no softness in his face, which was all angles and edges. A short and tousled crop
            of ebony hair was a striking contrast to his alabaster skin and wild eyes. His clothes
            were nondescript, black on black, drawing attention away from a form that was just
            as lithe and powerful as Phenex’s. From the look on his face, Sofia thought that Meresin
            would prefer that no one pay any attention to him at all.
         

         			
         Which was hard when he was frying people in the street.

         			
         The vampire he’d zapped staggered to his feet and fled, and Meresin watched him go
            with only the barest hint of satisfaction. Whatever was wrong with him, Sofia thought,
            that hadn’t fixed it.
         

         			
         Phenex exhaled loudly. “What did this one say to you? Hello?”

         			
         Meresin fixed him with a hostile glare. “No.” Then, to Sofia’s horror, he turned his
            attention to her. Immediately, something shifted ever so slightly in his expression,
            and he surprised her by giving a slight bow.
         

         			
         “Miss Rivera. I hope the things I brought you were adequate.”

         			
         His formality surprised her.

         			
         “I…yes. Thank you. For everything. It was very thoughtful.”

         			
         He flinched, so quickly she might have missed it if she’d blinked. But he didn’t look
            any closer to electrocuting her. So that was something. Phenex, ever helpful, snorted.
            But then, she hadn’t shown him the picture. Something had stopped her. And now, looking
            at how wary Meresin was, she was glad she’d kept that to herself.
         

         			
         Meresin slid a rather ugly look at Phenex before returning his attention to Sofia.

         			
         “You’re welcome.”

         			
         “You eating with us?” Phenex asked. “Or are you just standing out here looking for
            fights?”
         

         			
         “I—”

         			
         “Hey!” A warm, female voice cut him off neatly, and Sofia saw the look of absolute
            horror on Meresin’s face before she turned to see who else was joining them. She felt
            an instant of horror herself as she watched a tall, icy blonde approach. Being surrounded
            by impossibly gorgeous people was something she doubted she’d ever get used to, and
            this woman was a knockout of the first order. She was what Sofia would have pictured
            as the perfect vampiress—ruby lips, long waves of pale hair, cheekbones that could
            cut glass. And the body clad in nothing but a black tank and black leather pants could
            have stepped right out of a magazine.
         

         			
         The only thing that kept Sofia from being completely intimidated was the fact that
            the woman’s grin was about as friendly as it got. That, and the next words that came
            out of her mouth.
         

         			
         “You jerk, you’ve been back in town for days and I haven’t heard so much as a Springsteen
            riff from you. Nice.”
         

         			
         There was the softest rustle of wings behind Sofia, a breath of air, and somehow she
            knew that Meresin had just vanished. The woman’s eyes narrowed, her mouth tightening
            just for an instant as her eyes flicked to where Meresin ought to have been standing.
            She looked disappointed, but seemed to collect herself quickly.
         

         			
         “Been busy,” Phenex said, and Sofia felt his wing brush her back. “Dru, this is Sofia
            Rivera. Sofia, this is Dru, Justin’s sister. Make girly noises at each other for a
            sec. I need to go see what crawled up Meresin’s ass and died. Again.”
         

         			
         “Don’t bother,” Dru said flatly, tucking a lock of shimmering hair behind her ear.
            “Pretty sure he’s got a virtual cemetery up there, but right now, we both know it’s
            me. He’s still mad.”
         

         			
         Sofia accepted Dru’s outstretched hand and looked curiously between her and Phenex,
            who seemed to understand what the problem was. Meresin, as she suspected, had vanished
            from where he’d been standing.
         

         			
         The big, thickly lashed eyes that settled on Sofia’s face were incredibly friendly
            as Dru shook her hand. Sofia found herself unexpectedly at ease with this woman who
            looked like some supernatural goddess.
         

         			
         “Sorry,” Sofia said. She wasn’t quite sure what to say.

         			
         Dru only laughed, low and warm. “For what? You didn’t run him off.” She looked between
            the two of them. “Huh. Justin wasn’t yanking my chain. Go figure. It’s great to meet
            you, Sofia.”
         

         			
         Phenex’s hand stroked down her back, just once, and it was all Sofia could do not
            to purr. She needed to get a handle on this, she told herself. He wasn’t hers. She
            needed to be able to concentrate on other things when he was around.
         

         			
         Yeah, right.

         			
         “Stay with Dru. Be right back,” he murmured. Then he was gone, too, and Sofia could
            feel the emptiness where he had been. She sighed before she could stop herself, and
            when she focused again on Dru, the woman was watching her with a great deal of friendly
            interest. Sofia felt herself flushing.
         

         			
         “Huh,” was all Dru said again, and then shook her head. She surprised Sofia by slinging
            an arm around her shoulders and leading her toward the restaurant entrance.
         

         			
         “Come on, we can have drinks while we wait for Meresin to zap him and send him on
            his way. I need as many juicy details as possible before Phenex comes back.”
         

         			
         Sofia allowed herself to be led, laughing at Dru’s conspiratorial tone. There was
            something about her looks that did remind her of Justin, despite the difference in
            coloring, but she seemed as playful as he was serious. She was hard to resist.
         

         			
         “I don’t think there are really any juicy details,” Sofia protested.
         

         			
         “I beg to differ. We’re talking about a fallen angel who, up until recently, was just
            as likely to run you through with one of his precious guitars as look at you. Now
            he looks so…melty. At least with you. Obviously, there’s a story here.”
         

         			
         Sofia raised one brow and felt her lips curving as she looked wonderingly at Dru.
            “You’re going to be very persistent, aren’t you?”
         

         			
         Dru laughed as they swept inside and headed for a long, gleaming glass bar that seemed
            to be full of floating candles.
         

         			
         “Sofia, I’ve been working on my technique since Julius Caesar walked the earth. Persistent
            doesn’t even begin to cover it. On the upside, I plan to ply you with free drinks,
            and I’m a font of Terra Noctem gossip besides. You want info, I’m your girl.”
         

         			
         “Info on, say, why Meresin just pulled a disappearing act?” When Dru looked at her,
            startled, Sofia grinned. “You’re not the only one who’s curious. Juicy details come
            at a price.” Dru smirked, a conspiratorial gleam in her eye.
         

         			
         “Ooh, you drive a hard bargain. I figured I was going to like you.” She gestured at
            a pair of empty stools. “Have a seat and prepare to have your ear bent, then. You’re
            going to fit right in down here.”
         

         			
         And though Dru’s easy acceptance was a pleasure, Sofia felt that strange twist in
            her gut that she did every time Phenex referred to his house as “home.” It was as
            though a place was being made for her even though she hadn’t asked for one. Her own
            little niche between Phenex’s instruments, here in the dark. His newest acquisition.
         

         			
         Unsettled, she pushed the thought away. It wasn’t like that. She wouldn’t let it be
            like that. This was only temporary, and tomorrow she would get to spend some time
            in the sun and clear her head. Things would make more sense then.
         

         			
         She hoped.

         			
          

         			
         “Dinner” seemed like a strange word to use for a meal eaten in a magic city in the
            wee hours of the morning with a couple of vampires in attendance. But weird or not,
            Sofia found herself pleasantly surprised by Phenex’s group of friends. And that’s
            what they were, even if he wouldn’t admit to it.
         

         			
         They’d been given a private room in the back of Flicker, ushered behind a heavy velvet
            curtain and seated at a long table that was much like the bar—glass, and filled with
            candlelight. The seating consisted of cushioned stools, much easier for the Fallen
            and their wings. Phenex had immediately stationed himself on Sofia’s left, and Dru
            had happily taken the spot on her right, acting as though she’d known her much longer
            than fifteen minutes or so. An unhappy Meresin had been dragged in behind Phenex with
            an unpleasant look on his face. Sofia noted how he took pains to sit as far away from
            Dru as possible, though he did give Sofia a cordial nod before retreating into menacing
            silence. He toyed with a ball of crackling violet light, rolling it between his fingers
            with a focus so unnerving that Sofia had to make herself stop staring.
         

         			
         Luckily, there were plenty of other things to keep her attention.

         			
         The brush of Phenex’s dark wing against her shoulder turned her attention from watching
            Justin, who had wandered in about five minutes after everyone else, arguing over the
            optimal layout of dungeons with a white-blond Fallen named Murmur.
         

         			
         “That’s not a subject I thought you’d find interesting,” Phenex said into her ear.
            Sofia turned her head to find the corner of his mouth curved up in amusement. The
            concern in his eyes, though, surprised her.
         

         			
         “Murmur’s voice reminds me of yours, in a way.”

         			
         “Oh?”

         			
         The hint of jealousy made her smile. “Mmm. Either one of you could read a phone book
            and it would be compelling. I doubt he sings as well as you do, though.”
         

         			
         “He doesn’t,” Phenex replied. “He used it for other things. If you have a secret he
            wants to know, there’s no denying him. He was the Questioner of Souls.”
         

         			
         “Ah,” Sofia said slowly. “So he’s all about the dungeon…amenities…then.” She cast
            another glance at the icily handsome Fallen who burst into laughter at something Justin
            had said before lifting a bottle of beer to his lips. He didn’t look like an interrogator.
            And Justin was far more relaxed than Sofia had thought him capable of. A beautiful,
            petite woman with a sleek ebony bob and big blue eyes poked him in the shoulder, then
            proceeded to whisper something in his ear, grinning wickedly. Vivi, Sofia knew. Justin’s
            wife. She seemed like a lot of fun for someone who’d been a vampire hunter not too
            long ago. Dru had promised a better introduction later. It was obvious she loved her
            sister-in-law.
         

         			
         “Your friends seem awfully normal for a bunch of mythological creatures,” Sofia said.

         			
         “What’s normal?” Phenex asked. “Plenty of humans are weirder.” A pair of servers clad
            in severe black and white silently set their dishes in front of them. It was an enormous
            burger and fries for Phenex, a rustic Italian pasta dish for her. The burger made
            her smile. Even not having known him for very long, the fact that he’d ordered something
            like that at what looked like a reasonably fancy restaurant didn’t surprise her at
            all. He liked what he liked.
         

         			
         Me included, Sofia thought, and felt her face heating.
         

         			
         A warm biscuit hit her square in the chest. She caught it before it could bounce into
            her dish, then whipped around to see where it had come from. It didn’t take long.
         

         			
         “Naughty,” Gadreel scolded her. “I see those red cheeks, Sofia. I sense impure thoughts.”

         			
         Phenex gently took the biscuit from her, examined it for a moment, and then, in a
            blur of movement, pelted Gadreel with it. It hit him squarely in the forehead before
            landing in his bisque, making it splatter.
         

         			
         Gadreel bared his teeth. “I was playing.”

         			
         “So am I. It’s a game called Whack-a-Douche. I just set the all-time high score.”

         			
         “Children,” said Levi, who had been in quiet conversation with a tousled brunette Fallen named
            Caim. “If we get kicked out before I eat again, I will personally make sure all of
            your next assignments involve sewers.”
         

         			
         Sofia didn’t miss the fact that even Levi’s arctic eyes held a hint of amusement,
            though he was unquestionably the most stoic of the group. Scales, she thought, remembering what Phenex had hinted their leader’s other form was. She
            really couldn’t picture it. Levi looked like some ancient warrior, not a monster.
         

         			
         “I thought it was funny,” a deep voice rumbled on the other side of Phenex, and she
            watched as Raum, with his ebony curls and white wings, gave Phenex a fist bump.
         

         			
         “You would,” Sofia heard Ember say from the other side of him. She leaned over to
            roll her eyes at Sofia, who couldn’t help laughing. This dinner really was bizarre
            in its sheer normalcy. Remove the wings and the really suspicious red liquid in several
            of the glasses and she could be anywhere.
         

         			
         When Phenex finally turned his attention back to her, she swiped one of his fries
            and brandished it at him.
         

         			
         “Somehow I missed this,” she said, “but you’re such a guy.”
         

         			
         His eyebrows lifted. “Ouch. Listen close, and you’ll hear the sound of my manly pride
            shattering into a thousand tiny pieces.”
         

         			
         She swatted him playfully and hurt the back of her hand in the process.

         			
         “Damn it,” Sofia said, allowing him to kiss the stinging knuckles when he reached
            for her hand. “You know what I mean. I thought ethereal beings would be less, you
            know, earthy.” She popped the pilfered fry in her mouth and began to munch.
         

         			
         That made him laugh. A glance around told Sofia that the sound wasn’t one any of his
            friends was accustomed to hearing. Their looks ranged from puzzled to bemused to,
            in the women’s case, actually pleased. The last made her feel good. He’d involved
            her in a small part of his life tonight, and it made him smile.
         

         			
         “It doesn’t get a lot earthier than Hell. You’re just going to have to trust me on
            that,” he said.
         

         			
         She stole another fry. “I bet.”

         			
         Phenex watched her and snorted. “We’re going to start talking indentured servitude
            if you keep eating my fries. These are some of the best in town.”
         

         			
         “I should have known you were a fry junkie.”

         			
         “I am,” he replied. “All strung out on potatoes and oil. I’m just a few steps away
            from living in a fast-food dumpster.” He plucked one up for himself and ate it. “There
            are worse things.”
         

         			
         Sofia chuckled and turned to her own dish, which, on first bite, was excellent. The
            conversation around them ebbed and flowed, both in the room and beyond it, the candles
            lending a warm glow to the space. The rest of the warmth came from the people themselves.
            Even Meresin leaned in to listen, connected with the rest, although he stayed silent.
         

         			
         She was glad that Phenex was a part of this. Somehow, she’d worried that he’d been
            all alone among the brothers he talked about. It was good to see she’d been wrong.
         

         			
         “You’re doing a lot of thinking,” Phenex said. When Sofia turned her head, she realized
            he’d been watching her. She smiled, a little embarrassed, while she enjoyed the fact
            that he kept his wing curved around her back. It was a wordless pronouncement—she’s mine.
         

         			
         “I was thinking that the food is amazing. And that I like your friends,” Sofia said.
            The surprised pleasure that lit his eyes made all her earlier worries worth it.
         

         			
         “I’m…glad,” he finally said. “They keep things interesting. I’ll say that.”

         			
         “I wouldn’t expect anything different, considering how interesting you are.”
         

         			
         Phenex leaned in close, and with his wing at her back, Sofia felt as though the two
            of them were wrapped in their own private cocoon. She loved seeing him this way, relaxed
            and in his element. His smile was just a little wicked, and Sofia was struck by the
            oddest sensation.
         

         			
         She hadn’t understood until right then just how much she’d come to enjoy his company.
            How much she didn’t just want him, but liked him. A lot.
         

         			
         “You’re looking at me funny again,” Phenex said softly, touching a finger to the tip
            of her nose. “If you’re wondering what my opinion is on dungeon design, you’ve got
            the wrong guy.”
         

         			
         Sofia laughed. “Trust me, if you never say a word about spikes and oubliettes, I’ve
            got the right guy,” she said. She could feel the others’ curious eyes on them, even as the conversations
            around them continued. It didn’t bother her. Better, it didn’t seem to bother Phenex.
         

         			
         “No spikes,” he said. “I think I can handle that. How about I tell you about the time
            I hung out with David Bowie and he gave me one of his saxophones?”
         

         			
         Sofia lifted an eyebrow. “Gave it to you?”

         			
         He shrugged, grinning. “I could tell he wanted me to have it. Even if he didn’t actually
            know I was hanging out with him.”
         

         			
         Sofia laughed and nodded. “All right. Tell me.”

         			
         He made it so easy to pretend they were a real couple, lovers and friends without
            any sort of danger involved. She was on a slippery slope, and she knew it. But for
            tonight, Sofia let herself indulge in the fantasy. Phenex was funny and cynical and
            completely impossible, she thought. And as he pushed his plate between them to share
            his fries with her as he started to spin the tale of what sounded a lot more like
            a break-in than a visit, she realized she wouldn’t have him any other way.
         

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Eighteen

         			
         She was going to kill him.

         			
         “Damn it, Phenex,” Sofia muttered, and paced the length of the family room for the
            hundredth time. When he’d agreed to get her out in the sunlight, she’d assumed he
            meant the next day. Instead, tomorrow had stretched into a series of tomorrows, until
            three days after he’d made her the promise it seemed obvious that Phenex was trying
            to convince her that spending extra time aboveground wasn’t worth the trouble. At
            this rate, she wasn’t even going to make it to work on time. Did he think trapping
            her down here was going to make her like it better?
         

         			
         That would only be true if depressing her into a catatonic state would count as “better.”

         			
         It wasn’t all bad. It wasn’t even mostly bad, if she were being honest with herself.
            Dru had arrived on her doorstep more than once to entertain her when Phenex needed
            to meet with one of the other Fallen, and Justin’s sister was a refreshing challenge
            to all her preconceived notions about what a vampire might be. It was good to have
            found a friend here. Especially since yesterday’s visit with Sara, her elusive newly
            immortal ex-roommate, had decreased her friend count by one.
         

         			
         That had been bittersweet. Sara had decided that not only did she like being a vampire,
            but that she had almost no interest in her old life. Though their conversation had
            been friendly enough, Sofia didn’t miss that she seemed to be included in her friend’s
            list of things to leave behind. And though Sara swore she’d let her mother know that
            she was fine, just busy, Sofia felt sorry for the woman.
         

         			
         The most awkward thing had been the offer Sara had made right before they’d gone their
            separate ways.
         

         			
         “You know, Sofia…I could make you a vampire, too,” Sara had said, her eyes beginning
            to gleam an unsettling shade of red. Phenex had warned her to be careful, that fledgling
            vampires had a harder time controlling their blood lust. He’d stationed himself right
            around the corner in the next room in case anything went wrong. But he hadn’t needed
            to worry. Sara hadn’t been violent when Sofia refused her. Just disappointed.
         

         			
         “That’s sweet, Sara, but I think I’ll stick to being human. There are things I just
            don’t want to give up.”
         

         			
         Sara had shrugged, looking disgusted, and risen to go. “Suit yourself,” she’d said,
            heading for the door. “If you ever decide that the trade-off is worth it, let me know.”
         

         			
         And then she’d been gone, without ever thanking Sofia for having saved her life long
            enough to allow her to become a vampire in the first place.
         

         			
         It was a hell of a way to find out a friendship had run its course. And it hadn’t
            helped Sofia’s mood that Phenex had actually looked disappointed that she’d refused
            Sara’s offer.
         

         			
         Terra Noctem was dark and interesting and beautiful. But it wasn’t the sort of place
            she would ever choose as a home, no matter how much she liked some of the other people
            in it. Especially Phenex.
         

         			
         Even when he was trying to make her late for work again.

         			
         She looked at her watch, ran a hand down the front of her scrubs to smooth away imagined
            wrinkles, and then tipped her head back to sigh. This time, she might finally have
            to call in. And since it was last-minute, she was going to get her ass chewed. Just
            another day she’d barely get to see.
         

         			
         Phenex had shown her that there were things she could actually enjoy about his world.
            Why couldn’t he let her share more of her own with him?
         

         			
         The front door opened just when she was getting ready to go hunt him down. He’d gone
            over to ask Meresin something, an errand Sofia was glad not to join him on. Meresin
            had made himself scarce since Dru had frightened him off, and what Dru had told her
            about him didn’t make her feel any more at ease about the dangers he might pose. Meresin,
            it seemed, didn’t like to be touched. Dru didn’t know why, but it only reinforced
            Sofia’s perception that there was something terribly broken about him.
         

         			
         Especially because the thing he hadn’t forgiven Dru for was nothing more than a simple,
            impulsive kiss. One that Dru seemed more than a little fixated on herself, actually.
         

         			
         “Sorry,” Phenex said, immediately filling up the space with his presence. “I was taking
            care of something. Took longer than I thought.”
         

         			
         Sofia sighed with a mixture of irritation and affection. “It’s fine.”

         			
         Another voice caught her attention as a familiar blond head poked around the corner
            of the door. “Yes, I am. Glad you noticed.”
         

         			
         Gadreel stepped in, big and gorgeous and still far more obnoxious than his angelic
            looks let on. There didn’t seem to be any hard feelings on his part from their first
            meeting, but Sofia had a tough time getting comfortable around him. However difficult
            Phenex was to read, Gadreel was a thousand times harder. And unlike Meresin, he always
            seemed to be underfoot.
         

         			
         “Hi,” Sofia said. “Everything okay?”

         			
         “Better than okay. We’re a threesome tonight.”

         			
         Sofia looked at Phenex, who just shrugged. “We’re all going up today. Justin’s not
            going to be happy when he finds out, but he’s pretty used to us making him unhappy.”
         

         			
         She looked between them. “All of you? You’ve finally heard from Uriel.”

         			
         Most of what she’d heard about the archangel assigned by Heaven to deal with the pack
            of renegade Fallen had been bitching about his lengthy absences between meetings with
            them to dole out assignments and insults about what a Goody Two-Shoes he was. Sofia
            had decided it was best not to express how interested she was in meeting an actual,
            white-winged angel. Raum sort of counted, but he still had a foul mouth when he wanted
            to.
         

         			
         Gadreel grinned. “You catch on more quickly than most humans, I’ll give you that.
            Beautiful, perceptive…shame about that mortality thing, or I’d have stolen you from
            Phenex already.”
         

         			
         Sofia snorted. “You could try.” The only way to deal with him, she’d noticed, was
            to play along and not take anything seriously. Phenex seemed to forget that long enough
            to punch him, not at all playfully, in the shoulder. Gadreel glared at him and hissed.
         

         			
         “It’s Uriel,” Phenex agreed, ignoring the display of temper. “We’re actually meeting
            him at the hospital, so you won’t be on your own. I’ll be close by.”
         

         			
         “Archangels. Always so accommodating,” Gadreel muttered. “This had better be as urgent
            as it seems, now that he’s kept us waiting so long over this. I hate hospitals. They’re
            full of the dead.”
         

         			
         His words sent a queer chill down Sofia’s spine, but he didn’t elaborate, and she
            didn’t really think she wanted him to.
         

         			
         “Ready to go?” Phenex asked. He looked tense, Sofia saw as she got closer. Worried.
            She wondered why…and knew that if she asked, she wouldn’t get an answer. For as much
            as he let go in bed with her, the rest of the time he was just as inscrutable as he’d
            been from the start, giving her little but fragments of himself before backing away
            again.
         

         			
         Maybe eventually, Sofia thought, suddenly wistful. Maybe someday he’d let her know
            him the way she wanted to. Or maybe he would walk away as much a mystery as he’d always
            been. That was one of the things she brooded over the most in her quieter moments.
         

         			
         “Okay,” Sofia said, pushing all her worry back into the shadows where it belonged.
            “Let’s go.”
         

         			
         …

         			
         Gadreel wasn’t the only one who hated hospitals. Still, Phenex thought as he stood
            near the emergency entrance watching Sofia go inside, he was glad Uriel had been paying
            enough attention to know that this would be the best place, maybe the only place,
            for a daytime meeting. At least if he wanted to get Phenex there with a minimum of
            bitching.
         

         			
         Sofia turned back right before she went in, giving him a small wave and a smile. He
            lifted a hand and was rewarded with a flash of her grin before she vanished through
            the doors. Phenex simply stood there for a moment, staring after her as a chill wind
            ruffled his hair. Everything out here was gray and cold without her.
         

         			
         And there was an irate spirit standing by the ER doors repeatedly attempting to clock
            people in the head with his immaterial walker. The more he missed, the more pissed
            off he seemed to get.
         

         			
         Hellfire, he hated the wandering dead.

         			
         Phenex turned and walked toward a tree around the corner of the building, which at
            the moment was full of a motley assortment of creatures. A thrush squatted irritably
            on one branch beside a large crow. An immense snake had wrapped itself all the way
            up the trunk and then down around a couple of branches, where it sat flicking its
            tongue at the thrush. Beneath the tree lay what appeared to be an extremely lifelike
            sculpture of a griffin, a mythical beast with a lion’s body and an eagle’s head and
            wings. It rested with its head in its front paws, still as stone. Then it saw Phenex
            and blinked. Beside the griffin sat a man with long black hair pulled back into a
            braid, pale oceanic eyes, and an expression that marked him as a restraining order
            waiting to happen. Far above them, violet lightning arced across a gray sky, seemingly
            out of nowhere.
         

         			
         “This is great,” Phenex said. “Really inconspicuous. Like Charles Manson hosts National Geographic.”
         

         			
         “You’d rather we waited inside?” Levi asked, getting to his feet. Physically, from
            his size and his striking looks, he could have been one of the Fallen. But while he
            was in many ways their leader, Leviathan would always stand apart. Maybe, Phenex thought,
            there was no other way when you’d been formed in a hellpit for the express purpose
            of terrifying the shit out of anyone who saw you. He had been a monster, a sea beast,
            Lucifer’s prized pet…and, it was clear now, in a perfect position to hear secrets
            that the Council didn’t want getting out. Nobody understood what had possessed Leviathan
            to change his lot in life, much less take others along with him. But he had decided
            to save them, whatever his purposes might be. And here they were.
         

         			
         But Levi’s secrets remained his own.

         			
         “No. Not inside. Okay, part of me wants to see how people would react if all of you
            went inside like this, but no. Sofia deals with enough in there. I’ve watched her.”
            And he had, from the shadows, becoming not invisible but thin, so that most humans wouldn’t see him even if they were staring him in the face.
            She was smart, efficient, capable…and he had seen a depth of compassion that fascinated
            him even as he struggled to understand it.
         

         			
         It reminded him of what he had once been, things he hadn’t thought of in so long he
            was surprised he still could remember. Sofia helped so many, the living and the dying, the young and the old,
            some of whom thanked her and some of whom were among the most awful, ungrateful specimens
            of humanity he had ever seen. Even when it frustrated her, Sofia thrived on what she
            did.
         

         			
         It made him remember…

         			
         He didn’t want to remember. Not that. Not the pain when he had finally given up.

         			
         “You’ve gotten awfully attached to your work,” Levi said, his disapproval clear. But
            he didn’t lecture, instead looking to the sky. “Meresin needs to get down here. Someone’s
            going to notice his…weather.”
         

         			
         “Better he let off some of that aggression up there than down here,” Phenex said.

         			
         Levi only grunted noncommittally.

         			
         There was a burst of warmth at Phenex’s back, and then a rich, beautiful baritone
            sounded behind him. Phenex hated that his first instinct was to appreciate the tonal
            quality of that voice. Uriel had always been a wonder when engaged in song. He remembered…
         

         			
         Why the hell was he remembering?

         			
         “Gentlemen,” Uriel said. “You present quite a picture.”

         			
         He strode into the middle of them, a golden-haired warrior in a charcoal-colored suit
            and topcoat, a vibrant red scarf at his neck. His wings were nowhere in sight, but
            Phenex could sense them, white edged in gold, blinding and brilliant.
         

         			
         Uriel’s eyes, the blue of the morning sky, swept the group of them. His gaze lingered
            just an instant longer on Phenex, and he could sense the curiosity there.
         

         			
         Hellfire. He was not going to be another redemption project. The archangel could forget
            it.
         

         			
         “I’ve secured a meeting room inside. Shall we?” When Gadreel slithered down the tree
            and began to make his way across the ground, looking like something out of a horror
            movie, Uriel’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “On foot, Gadreel. Points for style,
            but come on.”
         

         			
         In an instant, Gadreel reappeared, wearing jeans and a smirk.

         			
         “Nice to see you, too, Urinal.”

         			
         A blink, and the thrush became Caim, the crow Raum. The griffin stretched languidly
            and then rose to become Murmur. And after another impressive bolt of lightning, Meresin
            landed in the midst of them.
         

         			
         “What’s this about?” Murmur asked, scrubbing a hand through a crop of white-blond
            hair. His voice was one of the most compelling in the Above or Below, able to draw
            secrets from even the most reluctant subjects. Uriel, however, was unfazed.
         

         			
         “Inside. I’ll tell you then, and not before.”

         			
         The archangel led the way, choosing to bring them in through the main entrance and
            acting as though he had every right to be there, as an owner, perhaps, or a senator
            touring the facility. They attracted stares, especially from the women. Phenex ignored
            it, wishing that Uriel had thought of a less conspicuous way to get all eight of them,
            each well over six feet tall and looking like trouble, into this conference room.
            Finally, though, they managed to get where they were going, filing in and flopping
            into flimsy wheeled chairs while Uriel locked the door.
         

         			
         When he turned around, his handsome, polite veneer had been dropped. His eyes, his
            skin, his hair, everything glowed now, lit from within. This was a warrior angel,
            a scourge of evil, and Uriel looked every bit of that.
         

         			
         “Terra Noctem must be moved,” he said, his voice filling the room.

         			
         There was dead silence for a moment, and then Gadreel gave a mocking laugh. “Great.
            What do you want us to do, hitch ourselves in front of it and drag it away? Talk to
            Justin. This is his deal. We just live there.”
         

         			
         “What is it?” Phenex asked, ignoring the other Fallen. He had a strange, unsettled
            feeling deep in his gut that normally preceded bad things. Trouble. He always sensed
            it coming.
         

         			
         Uriel pinned him with his gaze. “Amphora’s barriers are being breached, one by one.
            It is no longer secure, so neither is Terra Noctem. Belial is lazy but clever. He’s
            turned vampires in positions of authority to help him, lured them to his side with
            promises. Soon, very soon, the city will be overrun.”
         

         			
         “How can it be?” Levi asked. “There are plenty of protective wards in place. The horde
            of lesser demons will be incinerated if they try to attack. Let them come. We’ll root
            out the traitors.”
         

         			
         “The traitors are the easy part.” Uriel shook his head. “Do you know how long Hell
            has been trying to find ways past those wards? Even centuries ago, in the days the
            lords of Hell were welcomed into Terra Noctem, they searched. Obviously, you lot were
            too occupied with your…pursuits…to notice.”
         

         			
         “I liked my pursuits,” Gadreel muttered.

         			
         “We had hoped that this was just another diversion for one of your bored former brethren,
            an outlet for Belial to try to take a little revenge for Terra Noctem’s harboring
            you seven. We thought it would take time for them to regroup after all that happened
            last year, when Raum killed Mammon and prevented the hordes from flooding into earth.
            But they’ve bounced back quickly, and Belial acts on Lucifer’s orders. They mean to
            destroy the vampire city. If the hordes overrun Terra Noctem, they’ll kill or enslave
            everyone in it. The loss of the night races will tip the Balance even further into
            darkness. The chaos would be unimaginable.”
         

         			
         “The demons will sense it when the spell is cast to relocate the city,” Levi said.
            “It was never a problem when Hell didn’t see Justin as an enemy, but now…they’re probably
            prepared to come running the second the movement begins. And the shift isn’t instant,
            from what I remember. It takes time. Half an hour? An hour? Something like that. Too
            long, if the demons think they can break through and stop it.”
         

         			
         Phenex shook his head, understanding why Uriel had put this to the Fallen first, even
            before Justin. “They’re getting ready to attack, right? This is imminent. This is
            now.”
         

         			
         “This weekend,” Uriel said. “Friday, most likely. The busiest night of the week, of
            course. Belial leads the charge, and he’ll take as many humans as he can, just because.”
            His piercing gaze settled on Phenex and seemed to arrow right through him, seeing
            into places that were best kept hidden. “You, especially, Phenex, should be careful.
            Don’t underestimate his rage at you. It has burned slow but fiercely.”
         

         			
         He felt his brothers’ eyes on him and fought the urge to hunch his shoulders. All
            of them knew what he had done, the moment of compassion that had sealed his fate.
            He didn’t want to know what they thought of it. He didn’t want to speak of it ever
            again, actually.
         

         			
         “I’ll keep that in mind,” Phenex said.

         			
          Uriel’s gaze lingered a moment longer, then moved on. “It’s Tuesday, and I expect
            the preparations to take time, so we must move quickly. Justin will be furious, but
            I’ll speak with him. He’ll see reason. Twenty years in one place, with the world as
            it is, is about all you could expect. There will be losses, but Amphora is lost already.
            Better to move on. Moving will allow time for the magic-wielders to create new wards,
            new safeguards. There’s no choice.”
         

         			
         “And we hold Hell at bay, again, while the vamps disappear and the angels sit around
            with their thumbs up their asses,” Murmur said. “Seems fair.”
         

         			
         Uriel looked at him sharply. “This falls under the blood oath you took when Justin
            agreed to let you all back in. Protect the city. In doing so you protect the Balance.
            You, Murmur, should have no trouble rooting out the traitors from the club. Be glad
            you still have a use.”
         

         			
         Murmur glared at Uriel as the others began to mutter softly to one another. Phenex
            was silent as the full implications of this move began to sink in. They would be leaving
            DC. And Sofia’s life was here. As long as Belial could be defeated, there would be
            no reason for Phenex to hang around here. He wouldn’t be able to hang around here. His base of operations would have gone…elsewhere.
         

         			
         She would have to come. That was all there was to it. He’d wanted to acclimate her,
            get her used to Terra Noctem, befriend some vampires. Learn to forget the sun. This
            pushed things along more quickly than he would have liked, but there was nothing he
            could do. He just needed to figure out how to make his case, what to offer. Everyone
            wanted something. Even Sofia Rivera.
         

         			
         Slowly, he tuned back in to what Uriel was saying.

         			
         “I’ll speak to Justin privately about his role in what will happen. As for the rest
            of you, I’ve brought you this.” He waved his hand, and where there had once been nothing
            was now a heavy old chest, battered but solid, sitting atop the conference table.
            “These will make it easier for you. There are some who were reluctant to vote to let
            you have them, but I assured them you could handle it. Prove me wrong, and I’ll use
            them on you.”
         

         			
         Meresin finally smiled, his somber face lighting up with pleasure. “Fire swords,”
            he said in his raspy voice.
         

         			
         “Fire swords,” Uriel confirmed. “The most effective weapon against any high demon…or
            angel. Don’t make me regret giving these to you.”
         

         			
         Phenex moved to unlatch the top, opening it to take a brief look inside. Sure enough,
            there were seven swords, long and thin, forged of some black metal never seen on earth.
            Even now, untouched by Fallen hands, smoke coiled from them. In a demon’s hand, they
            would immediately be aflame. He gave a curt nod and shut the lid.
         

         			
         “We can use these.” He paused, then grudgingly added, “Thanks, Uriel.”

         			
         “Thank me by living through this. It promises to be bloody. And no doubt Belial will
            have fire of his own.” He looked at them, the motley crew of Fallen beholden to him,
            and seemed to soften despite the glares on many of their faces.
         

         			
         “I never thought I’d say this, but you do good work. You’ve surprised us. We—all of
            us—do not want to lose you.”
         

         			
         “Just keep paying us, then, and we’re yours forever,” Gadreel interjected, and even
            Uriel managed a smile.
         

         			
         “I go to Justin at sundown. Make your plans. I’ll see you all afterward, wherever
            the city sees fit to move itself.”
         

         			
         They all rose from their seats, Levi and Caim moving to take the ends of the chest,
            Raum pausing to have a private word with Uriel before he left. Once, Uriel had been
            Raum’s mentor. It was a bond that had been reforged with the changing of Raum’s wings,
            and Phenex had a suspicion that Raum now only stayed here with them by choice. Heaven
            would have him back, but something—his love for Ember, most likely, though maybe some
            sense of loyalty as well—kept him here.
         

         			
         Phenex realized he was glad he’d stayed, that he would feel the loss of Raum.

         			
         He frowned as he realized that was new, that…affection. That concern. He looked at all of them, startled to find that he didn’t want to
            lose any of his brothers. Even Gadreel, which was nothing short of astounding.
         

         			
         They vanished one by one, off to find things to do by daylight, or to return to Terra
            Noctem by way of the outer entrance, tucked beneath an innocuous house in the suburbs.
            None would risk the Amphora entrance again. Not now that they needed to stand together
            and become the underground city’s main defense. They couldn’t risk being picked off.
         

         			
         Phenex lingered, lost in thought, until Uriel’s voice pulled him out of it.

         			
         “You have more on your mind than the rest.”

         			
         Phenex blinked, looked around. The room was empty except for him and the archangel.
            Uriel was watching him closely, and Phenex realized that this was the first time he’d
            been alone with Uriel since he’d left Hell. The hair at the back of his neck prickled,
            a warning left over from years of thinking of the archangels as the enemy, all those
            years Phenex had spent fighting Heaven. He still wasn’t at all sure about it.
         

         			
         “Lay off, Uriel,” he said. “I was just thinking about something I need to do later.”

         			
         “So I gather.” Uriel tilted his head, arching one golden brow. “You won’t mention
            the reason I chose this place for our meeting. I knew you wouldn’t leave her.”
         

         			
         Of course he’d known. Phenex had just hoped the archangel was polite enough not to
            mention it. No such luck, of course. Phenex shifted his weight from one foot to the
            other, crossed his arms over his chest, and glowered at him.
         

         			
         “You only know what you want to see. You don’t know shit.”

         			
         One corner of Uriel’s mouth curved, and he looked unbearably smug. “I know more than
            you think. I’ve watched this before. Recently. Fascinating, I think, that after all
            these years of you and your ilk using Earth as a destructive child uses a plaything,
            its women seem to be the only ones able to unlock your—”
         

         			
         “Don’t. Hellfire, Uriel, I haven’t even eaten lunch yet,” Phenex interjected. “I like
            Sofia. She’s…” He trailed off, then shook his head. “No. No, I’m not doing this. You’re
            not going to mess with my head.”
         

         			
         “I’m not trying to. And you’re awfully touchy. You didn’t used to be.”

         			
         Phenex gave him a baleful look. “You do remember that I was a lord of Hell, right?”

         			
         Uriel exhaled loudly. “You make it hard to forget. Do you still play, Phenex?”

         			
         “Sure. All the time.”

         			
         “I’m glad. You and your music…you were never replaced.” The words hit him like a fist,
            threatening to pull him back into a turmoil he had left far, far behind. He was struggling
            to lock it away as Uriel continued. “I hope you still compose?”
         

         			
         Phenex breathed in deeply, centering himself, and frowned. This, at least, was a concrete
            question. He hadn’t been composing. Except all of a sudden, he had. Sofia had no idea
            how often he’d slipped out of bed this past week to work, scribbling notes furiously
            onto paper. Whatever parts of him had closed off when he’d fallen were opening up
            again. He didn’t understand, except to know that it was all to do with Sofia’s presence.
            He had to keep her. Had to. The drive to find some way to stop her from leaving him
            was almost frantic. He needed what she gave him. The thought of going dead inside
            again filled him with a horror unlike any he’d known since he’d first looked across
            the barren landscape of Hell itself and realized that this was his kingdom.
         

         			
         “I do compose a little, yeah,” Phenex finally said, figuring Uriel would know if he
            was lying anyway. The archangel smiled, and to Phenex’s irritation, it seemed perfectly
            sincere.
         

         			
         “Well, that’s something I’d like to hear again, one day.”

         			
         “Hmm.” Phenex looked away, frustrated and off-balance, and angry at himself for letting
            Uriel get to him. The guy had ulterior motives. He always did. Angels were sneaky
            bastards, just as much as their dark brethren.
         

         			
         “I gotta go. I need to go check on, ah…”

         			
         Damn it. Way to dissuade Uriel from his redemptive daydreams.

         			
         “Go ahead,” Uriel said. “I understand the need to protect, even if I understand little
            else about you anymore.”
         

         			
         Phenex slid him a suspicious, sidelong glance on his way out. “Okay.”

         			
         He’d nearly made it out the door when Uriel’s voice carried to him, making him tense
            as though someone had taken a swing at him.
         

         			
         “She’s not a bird to be kept in a cage, Phenex. You, of all people, should understand
            that.”
         

         			
         He did. And he hated Uriel for making him remember that he ought to. For bringing
            the question to his lips that he’d sworn he wouldn’t ask.
         

         			
         “How is she? Celestine?”

         			
         Phenex would never forget the discovery of her, on a night he’d played at a wild and
            debauched party of Belial’s. Even then, his own restlessness and dissatisfaction had
            been eating at him. He’d wandered off, ignoring the bacchanal, the orgies, pulled
            by some force he couldn’t quite put his finger on down into the lower levels of the
            Prince of Sloth’s manor.
         

         			
         Only to find a battered and broken angel in a cage. A rare female angel, radiant even
            in her torment. However Belial had caught her, it was clear he’d been making use of
            her. It was a depravity that had stunned even Phenex. This was not done. No demon
            was ever kept in Heaven, no angel in Hell. It was an agreement so old it never even
            needed to be spoken. It was simply understood.
         

         			
         Phenex was still haunted by the way she had looked at him. “Release me, demon. Give
            me death. I beg you. I beg you.”
         

         			
         She had longed for soulless death over what Belial was doing to her. And in that moment,
            Phenex realized that something deep within him had changed. He could not do as she
            asked and simply kill her. And he could not walk away.
         

         			
         It was…wrong.
         

         			
         When he looked at Uriel, the archangel’s gaze had softened. “Celestine is greatly
            healed. Again and again, she sends her thanks. And she wonders, as do I, why you are
            still here. You’re not like the others, Phenex. You never were. Only guilty of feeling
            too much, not too little. The door remains open…you can come home.”
         

         			
         He’d known Uriel would say it, known the words would bring only confusion and pain.
            How could he go back? He didn’t belong just because he had rediscovered his conscience.
            He didn’t belong anywhere anymore.
         

         			
         And where is my home supposed to be? he wanted to ask. I’m not what I was. Not even now.

         			
         But when Phenex spun around, the furious question on his lips, Uriel was gone.

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Nineteen

         			
         He waited for her, as he always did, at the ER entrance.

         			
         Sofia would start to walk out, and all of a sudden, Phenex would just be there, appearing
            out of nowhere and falling into step beside her as though it was the most natural
            thing in the world. He was what she looked forward to when she was bone-tired, when
            she was ready to leave the insanity and go somewhere quiet.
         

         			
         She kept thinking she’d gotten dependent on his being there too fast, that she liked
            it too much. One of the earliest things he’d said to her, no strings, was played on a loop somewhere at the back of her mind. But she couldn’t seem to
            stop herself, sort of like having sex with him. Amazing, crazy, mind-bending sex.
            She was even starting to wish he would bite her, though he’d been as good as his word
            on that. No fangs.
         

         			
         That was another bad decision waiting to happen. Her opinion hadn’t changed on the
            whole vampire thing, despite the fact that the ones she now knew were very nice. But
            the thought of having him inside her, and at the same time having his teeth in her…
         

         			
         “How was your day?” Phenex asked, oblivious to the nurses ogling him as they left.
            A couple of Sofia’s friends flashed her the thumbs-up. She grinned, then ducked her
            head so Phenex couldn’t see. The man had a big enough ego.
         

         			
         “Fine. Busy shift,” she said.

         			
         “Noticed that,” Phenex replied, then proceeded to do something very odd. He whipped
            his head to the left, grabbed something that was either imaginary or invisible, and
            punched air with his other hand. It was over in a heartbeat, and then he was walking
            calmly along again, though looking a lot more smug.
         

         			
         “Do I want to know?”

         			
         “It’s just hospitals and their hangers-on. Grumpy old bastard needs to move along.
            He’s probably been dead for a good week. He wasn’t expecting that one, though. Landed
            right on his ass.”
         

         			
         “I was right. I don’t want to know,” Sofia said.

         			
         The routine was always the same. They’d walk together to the parking lot, look for
            a place without cameras and with a good amount of shadow. Then Sofia would wrap her
            arms around his neck, giving him what would look to the casual observer like a hug—until
            Phenex unfurled his wings and launched them into the sky.
         

         			
         It was cool. But she wished it were cool enough to erase her longing for her car,
            her apartment, her life…but it wasn’t. She’d spent her break on the phone with Amy, who’d just gotten back
            into town. She wanted to go for coffee. She wanted to see her, damn it. Being underground was slowly making her want to crawl out of her skin,
            and Phenex didn’t seem to see. Or maybe he just didn’t want to.
         

         			
         Either way, something had to give. She’d heard nothing about Belial, or more demons,
            or anything. Just silence.
         

         			
         It was infuriating.

         			
         They walked in silence while Sofia struggled to work up the nerve to ask Phenex something
            she’d been mulling for a couple of days now.
         

         			
         There was no time like the present, she told herself. So she took a deep breath, crossed
            her fingers, and dove in.
         

         			
         “So I was thinking,” she said. “I’ve got the next couple of days off.”

         			
         He smirked. “I know. I have plans. But go ahead.”

         			
         “Oh. Um…yeah,” Sofia said, delighted and flattered and more than a little bit nervous
            about these “plans.” If they involved staying in Terra Noctem, she thought she might
            just go out of her mind. Every moment spent in bed with Phenex was bliss. But when
            they were out together, with the staring, and the dampness, and the creepy lip-licking
            from some of the vamps… She was sure some things would be different if she were a
            vampire, but she wasn’t. Dru was great, but she wasn’t human. Even the werewolves never stayed long underground, different packs coming and going,
            but always, always leaving before long to get back to their open spaces. To their
            own kind.
         

         			
         Sofia shuddered, then tried to get back on track.

         			
         “The next couple of days. So the thing is, my parents have been wondering where I
            am.”
         

         			
         “Why? You call them. I know you do,” Phenex said, looking puzzled. “What more could
            they want?”
         

         			
         Sofia fought back a grimace. This was exactly the sort of reaction she’d been worried
            about. But there was nothing to do but press on.
         

         			
         “They’d like to see me, actually.” She sighed at his blank stare and had to bite back
            her annoyance. “I’m their only daughter, Phenex. We’re close, and they like to see
            me. Which they do, normally. It’s not all that far from here to Baltimore, and I thought—”
         

         			
         “Sofia.” The look on his face was something like a deer caught in headlights. Determined,
            she pressed on.
         

         			
         “I thought that maybe we could go for dinner one night. My mother makes amazing tamales de mole negro. She’d definitely make them if I asked. I’d like them to meet you, Phenex.”
         

         			
         Even in the dark, he looked paler than usual. “For the love of burning, why?”
         

         			
         She stopped, turned, and looked at him. How could he be so amazing about some things
            and so god-awful about others?
         

         			
         “Well, let me see. I think I’ve met pretty much everyone in your life. I’m staying
            in a giant cave city full of vampires, I have dinner with the fallen angels you work
            with, and last but not least, we’re sleeping together. I’m basically marinating in
            your life, Phenex. But don’t you ever think about the fact that I have one, too?”
            Sofia asked. Then she threw up her hands in frustration before he could answer. “No,
            of course you don’t. You’ve got everything you want, right? Why worry?”
         

         			
         She needed to accept that this was probably all there was with Phenex. Everything
            but the sex felt like they were only scratching the surface with each other. In bed
            he was tender, wild, sweet…he let his guard down. Outside of that, he only let her
            in so far. All she got were glimpses. That, and the sounds of him composing late at
            night when he thought she was asleep. That music made her ache in ways she hadn’t
            thought possible. It was pure emotion.
         

         			
         But if those emotions were his, he wasn’t sharing them with her.

         			
         “You’re angry.”

         			
         “Yes, Phenex, you make me angry. You’re very good at it. Probably because you’re,
            you know, from Hell.” She rubbed her face with her hands. “What am I doing?”
         

         			
         “Telling me off, I think,” Phenex said, then sighed. She felt his gentle grip on her
            wrists, and he pulled her hands away from her face. It wasn’t fair of him to look
            tired and vulnerable, Sofia thought. That was supposed to be her domain. If he needed
            some kind of reassurance, she was in no mood to give it.
         

         			
         “I’m not trying to be a dick. You just surprised me.”

         			
         “Yeah, well, your reaction didn’t really surprise me.” She exhaled loudly, looked
            up at a sky dotted with stars she wished she could see through the city’s glow, and
            tried to regain her footing.
         

         			
         “Look, I get it. You don’t have parents. You don’t have friends. You don’t like anybody.”

         			
         “I like you.”

         			
         He was trying to diffuse this, but she was having none of it.

         			
         “Yay. That doesn’t change the fact that I need to go see my parents. And this isn’t
            want, this is need. I am a human person who loves her parents, and this is nonnegotiable.
            So consider this notice. I’ll see if Ember will go with me tomorrow. She can go out
            in the sun, she’s really badass, and it saves you the horror of meeting anyone related
            to me. Okay? Okay. Back to the Batcave. This is a good spot, right? Let’s just…go.”
         

         			
         It was the first time she really hadn’t wanted to put her arms around him, but she’d
            get over it. That was the awful thing. Despite all of his issues, Phenex was impossible
            not to care about. He had no family, a lot of his friends were what could only be
            called difficult people, and he was minus a soul. Despite all that, he carried music
            around inside himself that was heart-wrenching, and he liked to snuggle. A lot.
         

         			
         He made no sense. She just…wanted him to. Just like she wanted him to engage in some
            kind of life that wasn’t deep underground. Her life. She felt more and more like those stupid flowers he was still trying to make
            grow down there. He’d planted some new ones just a couple of days ago. She felt sorry
            for them.
         

         			
         Not everything was made to thrive in the darkness.

         			
         “I need to tell you something,” he said.

         			
         Sofia looked up, startled, both at the words and the odd tone in his voice. This was
            it, she realized. This was the part where he told her, “Hey, it’s been real, but things
            are getting a little too much like serious, and by the way, Gadreel will be watching
            you from now on. Have fun defending yourself against the slither.” At which point, she would probably inform him that she’d be taking her chances on
            the surface, thanks very much. Nice vampires notwithstanding, removing Phenex from
            her situation changed everything.
         

         			
         She couldn’t keep doing this.

         			
         It was only the thought of something terrible happening that had kept her from trying
            to slink off to her parents’ for a visit already. She missed people. Her people.
         

         			
         The hell of it was, she was also going to miss Phenex when all this was over. Not
            his odd life, but him, even with all his quirks and frustrations. He would go, and
            she would probably spend the rest of her life wanting him to come back. It didn’t
            have to be all on her terms, but she had a right to have terms.
         

         			
         Not that he’d ever expressed any interest in what those might be.

         			
         Her heart sank, and she tried to brace herself. The weird tickle in the back of her
            throat indicated she wouldn’t be so stoic later, but she needed to focus on the now.
         

         			
         “What is it?” she asked.

         			
         Phenex looked at her with eyes she could fall into, as though he was working up the
            nerve to say it. Then he shook his head.
         

         			
         “You’re pale,” he said.

         			
         “No shit,” Sofia replied. “A week in the dark will do that. Do you have any more compliments
            to give me?”
         

         			
         “No, I just…” He blew out a breath and rubbed at the back of his neck. “I don’t know.
            I didn’t notice before. Are you feeling okay?”
         

         			
         Sofia didn’t bother to dignify that with an answer, instead fixing him with a look
            that was as much reply as a question like that deserved. She’d seen the smudges under
            her eyes in the mirror earlier. Her energy level was in the gutter. She doubted it
            was hard to see, at least for someone who was paying attention.
         

         			
         And he had been. That, at least, was something.

         			
         “No, I know you don’t,” Phenex said quickly, sounding annoyed. His look said it wasn’t
            with her, though. He glanced away. “I can’t take you to Baltimore right now, Sofia.
            I just…I can’t. But I can give you something I should have a few days ago.”
         

         			
         Sofia couldn’t allow herself to get her hopes up. She put up a hand. “If it’s in Terra
            Noctem, I’d rather not, thanks. I’m tired. I’m just tired, Phenex.”
         

         			
         The feel of his hands sliding around her waist surprised her. She didn’t know how
            she felt about it. Her body sang the way it always did. Her heart, however, didn’t
            seem to want to do anything but ache. Whatever this was, it couldn’t be what she needed.
         

         			
         “Hang on to me.”

         			
         “Phenex,” Sofia began wearily.

         			
         “Just trust me. Please,” he added, surprising her. The earnestness in his voice, along
            with the look in his eyes, made it impossible to push him away. Even though she knew
            she probably should.
         

         			
         Just this time, Sofia told herself. Just this one more time. And maybe this time when you wind up disappointed, you’ll
               quit trying to make him something he can’t be and start accepting reality. Or whatever
               this is. With a heavy sigh, she wrapped her arms around Phenex, he picked up her legs, and
            an instant later they were airborne. He pressed his mouth against her ear to be heard
            above the wind.
         

         			
         “This is a longer flight, okay? We’re not going back to the city tonight. Just relax.
            Well, try.”
         

         			
         “Try” was about as good as it got with the wind whipping at his top speeds. Resigned,
            she just tucked her head into his neck, breathed in the scent that was singularly
            him, and hoped that wherever they were going, it was a place that might give her back
            a little bit of hope.
         

         			
          

         			
         He cheated, singing in her ear and lulling her to sleep, so Sofia had no idea how
            long the flight actually took. She knew that with her in his arms he couldn’t travel
            quite as fast as he’d like, but he also went faster than he probably should with a
            human passenger.
         

         			
         Regardless, Sofia opened her eyes to the rhythmic sound of ocean waves and the feel
            of Phenex’s lips on her skin. Light, butterfly-soft kisses over her cheeks, her nose,
            her mouth. Her lips curved before she could start to worry all over again. Her eyes
            opened.
         

         			
         “We’re here,” he said.

         			
         She rose slowly up on her elbows, finding herself in what looked like a large hotel
            suite. There was a huge Jacuzzi tub in one corner, an impressive minibar, a sitting
            area…and to the left of the bed, doors that opened out onto a balcony overlooking
            the moonlit sea.
         

         			
         The moon and stars were such a welcome sight that she wished she could run and wrap
            her arms around them. As it was, she breathed in the night air, fresh and scented
            with flowers and plants she couldn’t quite identify, and felt the welcome buzz of
            life rippling through her. She’d needed this. It wasn’t home, but…in a way it was,
            just by being out in the air. God, she’d needed this.
         

         			
         “Wow,” she finally said. “So where is here, exactly?”

         			
         He grinned, looking pleased with himself. It was so innocent, so boyish, that Sofia
            couldn’t help but return it. It seemed he’d been paying more attention to her needs
            than she’d thought. He just hadn’t been letting on…and she didn’t want to imagine
            why. Didn’t want to spoil this.
         

         			
         Right now, it was perfect.

         			
         “Mirage, Florida. This is the town where Justin and Vivi got together. I liked it,”
            Phenex said.
         

         			
         Sofia looked around, unable to get past her amazement that she was really here, overlooking
            the ocean. “I can see why.” She’d heard the story about Vivi and Justin, the vampire
            hunter falling for the vampire king in a little beach town in Florida. And she knew
            Phenex had been around to bust some vampire-hunter heads when they’d tried to interfere.
            But this wasn’t anything she’d expected from the words “I need to tell you something.”
         

         			
         “Same hotel and everything?” she asked.

         			
         “No. I’ve been coming back here on and off for a while to chill out when I get a chance.
            I like this place better.”
         

         			
         “Okay. Not arguing.” He’d never mentioned coming down here. Go figure. Sofia looked
            around again, and when she inhaled, she could smell the sea. It was a warm night,
            too, the ocean-kissed air like a taste of summer after a few months in the cold. She
            shivered, but with pleasure. When she turned back to look at Phenex, he was watching
            her hungrily. The intensity in his eyes, though it quickly vanished, confused her
            as much as it pleased her.
         

         			
         “What is this about, Phenex?” She said it with a smile, but at the risk of spoiling
            it, she needed to know.
         

         			
         “I owe you some sunshine. This place will have it in spades in a few hours.” He paused,
            and actually looked a little embarrassed. “You look like you need it. I should have
            noticed. Maybe I could use it, too. What do you say?”
         

         			
         What could she say? It wasn’t what she’d asked for…but it was something she desperately
            needed. And for once, Phenex hadn’t had to ask or be told. He had simply gone ahead
            and given this to her. It was far more than she’d expected. It felt like, finally,
            some movement forward.
         

         			
         The pleasure Sofia felt was impossible to deny, even if it turned out to be foolish.

         			
         “Anything I would say would be an understatement, so we’ll go with yes,” she said.
            But when Phenex reached for her, she held up a hand. “One condition,” she said, and
            his expression was immediately wary. “Sing for me tonight. Please. You haven’t sung
            just for me since the first night we were in Terra Noctem. You know you have a beautiful
            voice. This will only be perfect if you share it with me.”
         

         			
         He looked relieved, then got a wicked gleam in his eye.

         			
         “What?”

         			
         “I’ll go one better. Sit tight,” he said. As she watched, he sprang from the bed and
            took a running leap out the balcony doors and over the railing. If it had been anyone
            else, Sofia would have been terrified that she had a suicide on her hands. As it was,
            she just wondered what he’d flown off to get.
         

         			
         Five minutes later he was back, carrying what looked like a very nice acoustic guitar,
            black, the twin of the one the vampires had smashed.
         

         			
         “I got lucky,” Phenex said, looking in that moment like a young boy who’d gotten away
            with something. “This is where I got the last one. Looks like they still carry the
            model.”
         

         			
         Sofia eyed him. “Are you planning on returning it?”

         			
         He snorted. “No.” But when she just stared at him, he relented. “Hellfire. I’ll send
            them a check, Sofia. It won’t turn my wings white, but if it’ll make you happy…”
         

         			
         “It will,” she said, getting up from the bed. She went to him, took the guitar from
            his hand, and laid it gently down on the small couch in the sitting area. Phenex watched
            her, a bemused expression on his face.
         

         			
         “What are you doing?”

         			
         She gave him a wicked look of her own.

         			
         “You made me happy. Now it’s your turn.”

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Twenty

         			
         Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, just as the sky had begun to glow faintly
            with the promise of sunrise, Sofia opened her eyes to find Phenex gone.
         

         			
         She had a moment of pure panic, a sudden certainty that he’d left her here, alone,
            that he’d vanished someplace and she’d never see him again. Then she heard the sound,
            a strange and beautiful crooning that was like nothing she’d ever heard. It vibrated,
            crystalline, through the air, rising and falling, shimmering in a way she had never
            heard an instrument or voice do.
         

         			
         Sofia sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed, then grabbed one of the
            robes that had been laid out for them. She put it on and tiptoed toward the balcony.
            It had to be Phenex…but it didn’t really sound like him, either. Only the emotion
            behind the song was the same.
         

         			
         When she finally stood where she could see him, her breath stilled in her throat.

         			
         She had seen the other Fallen in their other forms, whether shifting for her amusement
            or simply for expediency in going somewhere. But never Phenex. The mythical creature
            he was named for had remained hidden, despite her gentle prodding. Until now.
         

         			
         He was perched on the railing, a bird roughly the size of a peacock, with a long,
            luxuriant tail. But where the peacock was beautiful, Phenex made it look like nothing
            more than a pigeon. He was glorious, his feathers all the shades of flame, from bright
            siren red to darkest crimson, and all of it edged in hottest gold. Though it was dark,
            he glowed like fire itself, his light shifting and changing as he spread his wings
            to the night and the dawn. And he sang.
         

         			
         What poured from his throat was a song of such heartbreaking beauty that Sofia was
            weeping silently before she was even aware she was doing it. In that song, wild and
            gorgeous and strange, she heard every heartbreak, every hope that had belonged to
            him. She could hear loneliness and loss, and so much regret. It took her breath away.
         

         			
         She didn’t know how long she stood there, mesmerized, utterly silent. Phenex sang
            until she thought his heart would break—and any creature who could sing like this
            had a heart, no matter what he might say. And then, as the dawn began to paint the
            sky pink and gold above the ocean, his song changed.
         

         			
         As Phenex trumpeted his joy, Sofia realized that she wasn’t the only one who wanted
            to live in the sun.
         

         			
         He sent a final note ringing out across the water, then flapped his wings in a shower
            of flame until there was nothing of the bird left. Only the man without wings, almost
            human, staring out at the horizon.
         

         			
         Sofia hesitated. She’d always let him be when she’d heard him playing at night, but
            this felt different. Or maybe she just wanted it to be different. Either way, she
            slipped silently up behind him and slid her arms around his waist. He didn’t startle,
            just stood. He was actually sad, she realized. An emotion she had never felt from
            him before.
         

         			
         It had such depth that she felt it as her own.

         			
         “Why?” she asked softly, resting her cheek against his back. “Why would someone like
            you ever feel so much sadness?”
         

         			
         Phenex didn’t say anything for a long time, watching the sun make its way into the
            sky and turn the waves gold. Finally, though, he spoke, and with a raw honesty that
            was new from him. There was no sarcasm, no anger. Just the truth.
         

         			
         “It hurt,” he said, “to give your kind beautiful things and then watch them focus
            on destruction. Themselves. Others. Or sometimes just the beauty itself. I was supposed
            to be calm, detached. To focus on what I was made for, and let the humans do as they
            would. I could only inspire them, they said. Not save them. And certainly not from
            themselves. But I tried. I tried to save peasants. I tried to turn the hearts of kings.
            For every triumph, though, there were terrible losses. And so much of the music just…vanished.
            I stopped wanting to help them. I started wanting to hurt them the way they had hurt
            me. And one day, when an exceptional young musician lay dead, his unfinished masterpiece
            stolen by a rival, I put down my instruments. I walked away without another word.
            Everything hurt. How could it hurt any worse? So I tried to escape it. I fell.”
         

         			
         It was the most he’d ever told her about himself, about what had driven him to become
            what he was. And the strange thing was, she wasn’t surprised that the Angel of Song
            had cared more deeply for humanity than most. But it had made him that much more bitter
            when he’d finally turned his face away.
         

         			
         Sofia pressed a kiss to Phenex’s bare back.

         			
         “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

         			
         “I stopped being sorry a long time ago,” he replied, so still. “But it’s all coming
            back. That, the joy, everything. I didn’t know it was all still in there. I didn’t
            know I could still sing about it. It’s been a long time since I was the Phoenix, Sofia.
            I didn’t want to take that form and not be able to use the voice that came with it.
            But I can. I woke up and just knew. The song came back.”
         

         			
         She didn’t know what to say to him, how to respond to the pure wonder in his voice.
            So she simply held him silently and let his joy warm her. He’d lost so much in his
            Fall, Sofia realized. More than she could have guessed.
         

         			
         And she loved him.

         			
         The realization sank in slowly, then opened like some rare bloom in the early morning
            sun. As broken and difficult as he was, as much as she’d warned herself against it,
            she’d fallen hard and fast. She loved him, with every bit of her heart. It rose and
            fell within her, bittersweet joy accompanied by a dull ache that she worried she wouldn’t
            be able to banish. Because she was well aware that loving Phenex was no guarantee
            of keeping him…or if truly having him as her own was even possible.
         

         			
         She closed her eyes, breathed him in.

         			
         “It’s you,” she heard him say, and he turned in her arms to face her. It stunned her
            to see the unshed tears glittering in his eyes, making them reflections of the morning
            ocean beyond. In that instant, he was ethereally beautiful, neither human nor demon,
            but a vision of what Sofia knew he had once been. What she realized he could be again.
         

         			
         That was the moment she knew that no matter how much she loved him, she wouldn’t be
            able to hold him. He was eternal. She was just the blink of an eye. And she couldn’t
            embrace the darkness to change that, because eventually, it would kill parts of her
            she would never be able to get back.
         

         			
         Then it was Sofia’s eyes that stung and burned. Rather than let him see, she pulled
            him into a fierce kiss, trying to tell him without words everything she wanted to
            say.
         

         			
         Phenex responded instantly to her kiss. He slid his hands into her hair, cradling
            the back of her head while he teased her, tasted her until Sofia could feel nothing
            but him, his touch, his presence wrapped around her.
         

         			
         When he’d kissed her so thoroughly that Sofia’s knees were shaking, Phenex lifted
            her, carrying her to the bed where he lay her down. She shed the robe quickly, and
            Phenex covered her, his heated skin against hers provoking a shock of pleasure that
            had her arching into him. She slid her hands down his back, feeling the muscles bunch
            and shift as skin gave way to feathers, his wings emerging to stretch around them.
            They were impossibly soft, Sofia thought, stroking her hand over the arch of one wing,
            loving the way it made Phenex shudder.
         

         			
         When he opened his eyes and looked down at her, she saw something different in his
            gaze. Something that, if she wasn’t careful, might spark hope that this angel, fallen
            though he was, could ever be for her.
         

         			
         Then he slid into her, filling her, and began to move. Their eyes locked, and Sofia
            savored the way he reacted to every thrust, every gentle drag of her fingernails over
            sensitive skin. He moved faster, and Sofia slid her hands to his hips, the bunch and
            flex of his muscles stoking the heat at her core ever higher.
         

         			
         “I want you from behind,” he growled, fangs flashing as he pumped into her. “I want
            my teeth in you, Sofia. Let me take you. Let me…”
         

         			
         He withdrew just long enough for her to rise to her knees, turn, and grip the headboard.
            When he entered her again, this time with a hard, swift thrust, Sofia gave a low moan
            and tightened her grip on the wood.
         

         			
         “Yes,” was all she could tell him, because she wanted him. Wanted everything. “Yes.”

         			
         He rode her mercilessly, and she bucked back against him as his fingers dug into her
            hips, setting a frantic rhythm that had her tightening around him, readying for the
            blinding climax she knew he would give her. Phenex dropped his mouth to her shoulder
            and began to suckle at the sensitive skin at the base of her neck. At the same time,
            he slipped one hand between her legs and sent shock waves curling through her, intensifying
            the sensation of every wild thrust. His teeth scraped against her skin, promising
            a joining unlike any she might have imagined. Better.
         

         			
         “Do it,” she hissed, hanging on tightly to the headboard as he thrust into her. She
            tipped her head back and to the side to allow him access, to offer herself.
         

         			
         When Phenex sank his teeth in, there was only the briefest burst of pain, followed
            by a pleasure so intense that Sofia shouted his name. The orgasm was shattering, and
            she could do nothing but let it take her where it would. Phenex slammed into her all
            the way to the hilt and found his own release with a wild snarl. He poured himself
            into her with a shudder, finally pulling Sofia to the bed and collapsing, curling
            himself around her.
         

         			
         Sofia tucked her feet between his, hearing nothing but the sound of her own galloping
            heart. She could almost feel Phenex inside her still, hear his wild, sad song echoing
            in her veins. Her eyes slipped shut as her body went limp, utterly spent.
         

         			
         “Phenex,” she murmured, leaving the words she really wanted to say unspoken.

         			
         But when she slept, she dreamed of him.

         			
         …

         			
         Phenex couldn’t bring himself to wake her until midday.

         			
         He hadn’t slept so much as he’d rested, enjoying the sound of the waves, the cry of
            the gulls outside, and the scent, everywhere, of the sea.
         

         			
         This was his place. Every time he came here, it was harder to drag himself back underground,
            into the endless night of Terra Noctem. His wounds were healing, incredibly. He hadn’t
            thought it possible. But between the slow reemergence of his emotions and, now, the
            return of his Phoenix song, it was impossible to deny. He felt different. Better.
         

         			
         Actually, right now, with Sofia curled into him, he felt pretty damn good.

         			
         After all these centuries of darkness, something had changed. All the restlessness
            and anger he’d felt were vanishing. It was Sofia. Somehow, she had made the difference.
            And earlier, when he’d finally sunk his fangs into her, joining them so closely he’d
            felt her heart beat in time with his…nothing Gadreel had said did the experience justice.
         

         			
         He had a sneaking suspicion that was because Gadreel’s experience hadn’t been as good.

         			
         Phenex dipped his head to nuzzle at Sofia’s neck, where his bite mark was still visible.
            Mine, he thought, smugly satisfied. Maybe Terra Noctem would move closer to a beach this
            time, giving him more opportunities to steal Sofia away.
         

         			
         Doubt began to prick at him almost immediately.

         			
         Her parents. Her job. Her life.

         			
         “No,” he growled against her skin. However she was making him feel, there was plenty
            of the demon still in him. He would have what he wanted.
         

         			
         Yeah, you were doing that before, and she was exhausted and unhappy. But look what
               happened when you thought about her first. Look what you gained.

         			
         Phenex struggled with that simple truth. Because there was a flip side to that. More
            gained meant more to lose.
         

         			
         Sofia stirred in his arms, distracting him from his darkening thoughts. “Mmm?” she
            asked, not even opening her eyes.
         

         			
         “Nothing,” he said, beginning to kiss her neck again. “We have to get back.”

         			
         “Mmm.” It became an unhappy sound. She opened her eyes, pale green gleaming like sea
            glass. “Why do we have to go? I’m off work. I thought we were here for the sunshine.”
         

         			
         “We were. We are, I just…there’s a lot to do.” He paused, then just came out with
            it. “Terra Noctem is moving. Friday. We Fallen have to protect it on the way out.”
         

         			
         If she hadn’t been awake before, she was now. “What?”

         			
         Quickly, he explained the situation to her. By the time he finished, she was sitting
            up and staring into the distance, an oddly blank look on her face.
         

         			
         “So this was kind of a last hurrah. I had a feeling.” Her smile was pained when she
            glanced at him. “I guess it was better that you didn’t tell me last night. I might
            not have come, and I’m glad I did, regardless.”
         

         			
         Phenex frowned as he realized what she meant. “No! No, Sofia, I’m not trying to say
            good-bye to you. I didn’t plan coming out here. When I saw you last night, I realized
            how much everything was dragging on you. This seemed like a fix, at least right then.
            Was it a bad idea?”
         

         			
         “No,” she said, shaking her head. In the light, her skin looked gold-dusted, her eyes
            luminous even though she’d just woken up. She had needed this. Out of Terra Noctem, she’d already started to thrive again.
         

         			
         Pleasure and guilt stirred, mixed into something unpleasant. She could thrive in the
            vampire city, too, he told himself. With some changes.
         

         			
         Phenex slid his fingers beneath Sofia’s chin and took a deep breath. “I want you to
            come with me. Wherever it is.”
         

         			
         “You…you do?” He loved putting the light back in her eyes. He just wished there was
            less wariness there along with it. What could she be worrying about? He took care
            of what was his. He always had.
         

         			
         “I do. We have a good thing, Sofia. I wasn’t expecting it, I wasn’t looking for it,
            but we do. I don’t want to toss it just because we’ve got magical city problems.”
         

         			
         Her smile was slow and warm…but still, cautious. He didn’t understand.

         			
         “I agree,” she said. “Completely. We do have a good thing. But—”

         			
         “You can do whatever you want to the house in Terra Noctem,” Phenex said, anxious
            to get the details worked out now that she’d agreed. The relief he felt was incredible.
            “I’ll get you out of there as often as I can. I know it’s different, but you’ll get
            used to it. I did. I—”
         

         			
         Her smile faltered as he spoke, then vanished altogether. “Whoa. Whoa, whoa, hang
            on. Phenex.” That beautiful light faded, replaced by sadness. Resignation. As though
            she’d been expecting something like this all along.
         

         			
         “I can’t live in Terra Noctem,” Sofia said slowly. “I’m a human. Even if Justin made
            an exception, the place is not at all human-friendly. I can’t live there.”
         

         			
         “You can if you go vampire.”

         			
         Now she was frowning, her voice taking on an edge. “We talked about this. I don’t
            want to be a vampire. I don’t want to live underground. Phenex, do you have any idea
            what being there does to me? I didn’t realize how bad it was getting until you brought
            me here. This,” she said, sweeping her hands around her, “is wonderful. This is everything
            I love—warmth, light, people walking on the beach laughing, music. I feel alive here!
            I know you understand,” she pressed. “You sang for the sunrise this morning. I could
            hear how you felt. You don’t belong down in the dark any more than I do.”
         

         			
         Phenex’s eyes narrowed. This was his fault, he thought as the hurt sliced through
            him. He’d opened himself up for this. It was why taking was always better than asking.
            Why not giving a damn was always the best idea. If only he could stop.
         

         			
         “You said you wanted to come with me.” He kept his voice even, barely.

         			
         “I didn’t think being a vampire was a requirement,” Sofia said, her own voice rising.
            “You’re not one.”
         

         			
         “I’m an immortal. The only way for you to join me in that is for you to get the bite.
            It’s not the end of the world, Sofia. Just a different start.”
         

         			
         “I don’t want a different start,” she said, almost shouting now. “I’m fine with the
            start we already had. And I’m not turning myself into a vampire! I’d never see my
            family, or my friends. I’d be dead to them. My career? Also dead. I’d have to start
            drinking blood, my eyes would turn red, and I’d never see another sunrise! You said
            we’d come away here when we could? What, so I could takes walks along the beach in
            the dark? You love this place for the light of it, Phenex, and that’s something you
            want to take away my ability to share. No. I won’t do that. I won’t give up what I
            am.”
         

         			
         It took Phenex a minute to register that she wasn’t just unhappy with the vampire
            idea. She was furious. His own temper flared, the shock of his hurt feelings making
            it worse.
         

         			
         “What did you think I meant, Sofia? Get a house somewhere, watch you age and die while
            I never change? Human life is barely long enough to do anything! I want to make sure
            I have you forever. This is the only way.”
         

         			
         She seemed to be trying to contain herself. Her fingers flexed as if they were looking
            for something to throttle.
         

         			
         “You want to have me, to keep me…the way you talk about it makes it sound more like I’m one of your instruments
            than a partner.” Sofia pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes, hard, before looking
            at him with such misery and anger that it might have filled the entire ocean beyond
            them. “I’m sorry that my humanity is so upsetting to you that you want me to change
            it. But it’s not going to happen. If you want to be with me, you get me, Phenex. The human who will age and die, since the only way around that is unacceptable
            to me. On the bright side, maybe you’d get tired of me way before I got all old and
            ugly.”
         

         			
         This wasn’t going the way he’d wanted. At all.

         			
         “You would never be ugly. Hellfire, Sofia, I want to keep you!”

         			
         Her eyes widened and despite her humanity, he would swear they shot off sparks.

         			
         “Stop saying that! You think you can stuff me in that house in the cave along with
            the other things you enjoy and call it a day? And all I have to change is everything.
            What about you, Phenex? What do you lose out on here?”
         

         			
         He shifted uncomfortably. “Ah…”

         			
         “Yeah, exactly. Nothing. That isn’t a relationship, Phenex.” She shoved her hands
            into her hair.
         

         			
         He’d hurt her. How had he hurt her by asking her to stay with him?

         			
         “I knew,” she muttered to herself. “I knew. I’m so stupid.”
         

         			
         “You’re not stupid. This is stupid. I didn’t ask you to slit your damn wrists and sell your soul. If you don’t
            want to be with me, Sofia, then say so. I’m not going to beg.”
         

         			
         “You’re not going to—” She bared her teeth. “You asshole, I’m in love with you. In love with you! Do you even know what that means? Do you have any idea at all? I not only want to
            be with you, I want it so bad that sometimes it physically hurts!”
         

         			
         He could only stare at her as though she’d grown an extra head, the words ringing
            in his ears. Love. She couldn’t. She wasn’t supposed to.
         

         			
         “Sofia. Don’t.” It was a command. A plea. Love wasn’t supposed to be a part of this.
            Just when he thought he was getting a handle on what he wanted from her, she shook
            everything up again and made him see how much more there might be…what he could have
            if he just—
         

         			
         “I can’t,” he rasped. Don’t make me unlock that part of myself. I don’t even know if I can. I don’t know
               if there’s anything left. I can’t.

         			
         Her laugh was bitter, and he was horrified to see that a stray tear had rolled down
            her cheek. “You can’t. Can’t love me back? Can’t handle my humanity?” She shook her
            head and looked away. “Well, I can’t, either. I can’t live in the dark. I can’t accept
            just a little piece of you when I know there’s so much more. I want all of you, including
            the heart you pretend you don’t have. I would come with you, Phenex, if there were
            some middle ground. I would relocate, find a new job, start someplace new. People
            do it every day. There are leaps I’m willing to make. But you would have to give,
            too. You would have to let my life—and I do have one—blend with yours instead of just
            trying to make me forget I ever had one. If you can’t do that, and if you can’t give
            me your heart, not ever, then I can’t do this to myself.”
         

         			
         Phenex slid off the bed and backed away, unsure of what he’d just done. Sofia was
            watching him, crying silently, and every tear that fell felt like drops of fire on
            his own skin. Why did she have to love him? That word…he’d seen it ruin too many things.
            He didn’t want to feel it, even if he could.
         

         			
         “You know what I am,” Phenex said softly. “This is a big deal for me, Sofia. I wasn’t
            expecting to want you like I do. I don’t know what else I can give. What I have would
            have to be enough.”
         

         			
         The look she gave him was haunted. “I see what you are, and what you could be. I know
            this is a big step for you, Phenex. I…I get that.” She wiped at her eye. “But this
            works both ways. You know what I am. And it would have to be enough, too.”
         

         			
         It was too much. Everything, all of it. He was a dark thing, he couldn’t love, couldn’t
            be loved…he had made himself safe from the terrible power of that word, that emotion.
            But from deep inside, fear surfaced, showing him images of a white-haired woman with
            Sofia’s face lying peacefully in a hospital, her hands folded over her chest. He stood
            staring down at her, the same as he was now. Always the same.
         

         			
         If only she would just let him have her. Do as she was told. Except…then she wouldn’t
            be Sofia. And he damn well knew it.
         

         			
         “I can’t,” he said, utterly broken. “I just…can’t.”

         			
         Sofia simply nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I know.”

         			
         Unable to take any more pain, Phenex rushed for the window and vanished upward, into
            the light of a blazing sun.
         

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Twenty-One

         			
         She’d thought he would come back. Some part of her really had thought he would return,
            if only to make her another ridiculous offer, or to keep fighting. That’s what she
            really wanted—for him to keep fighting. To fight for her.
         

         			
         As the sun sank into the ocean, Sofia stood at the doors that looked out over the
            sea, the salty breeze lifting and blowing her hair, gentle as a kiss.
         

         			
         Phenex might not have a heart to give, but he’d broken hers.

         			
         When the tears came, for what felt like the thousandth time that day, they were slow
            and silent. She’d offered him the only thing she had to give—her heart. But it wasn’t
            enough. He wanted the one thing she couldn’t give up.
         

         			
         Her life.

         			
         It was hopeless. Maybe she’d known that from the beginning. She just hadn’t understood
            how much having to let go would hurt.
         

         			
         Sofia stood at the doors for so long that she lost track of time, finally turning
            away when her eyes began to water from the sand in the rising breeze. The sun was
            gone, the world had fallen into darkness by the time she came back to herself. She
            wanted, needed some light. It had gone far too quickly. The room seemed to have gone
            black as pitch behind her.
         

         			
         Sofia took a step forward, then another, and felt the air begin to thicken. She’d
            felt that once before. The horror crept up her throat, but just as before, her limbs
            grew heavy, and then stopped working altogether.
         

         			
         “So sad, little human,” came the soft hiss out of the blackness swirling around her.
            “So very, very sad. You’ve become just the weakness I’d hoped. I’ve been waiting,
            you know. Waiting and watching, knowing what was coming. I knew what would kill him
            the night I discovered he’d stolen my pretty bird and set her free—his pathetic angel’s
            heart. This fall will be his last.”
         

         			
         “You’re wrong,” Sofia choked out as her throat threatened to betray her. “We’re done.
            He doesn’t love me. He can’t. So it’s over. You’re only hurting me, not him.”
         

         			
         The laugh was bright and somehow awful, like the shrieks in a carnival funhouse.

         			
         “Wrong, you hairless ape. You’re as stupid as he is. Come along with me, darling.
            Come help me destroy the worthless, treacherous bastards of Terra Noctem. Amphora
            will burn, and you with it. He’ll see you go up in flames, just like all the demons
            he’s killed. Then he can burn, too. But I want to see his face when he hears you screaming.
            It will be sweeter than any music he’s ever made.”
         

         			
         Sofia tried to shout, to scream for help. But her throat had tightened, refusing to
            work. She swayed, then fell, all her muscles locking at once. As she fell, Sofia finally
            saw Belial’s face. It was the face of an angel, beautiful and terrible. He could have
            been any of the Fallen she now knew…until he smiled, and she realized what the difference
            was between the high demons of Hell and Terra Noctem’s exiles. With Phenex and, to
            varying extents, his brothers, their true smiles, even though rare, lit up their faces
            with a light that made them astoundingly beautiful. But Belial’s smile was full of
            the biting, writhing dark. It was empty, and cold.
         

         			
         Predatory.

         			
         All Sofia could do was open her mouth and scream, silently, as the darkness enveloped
            her.
         

         			
         …

         			
         He couldn’t make himself go back. Just as he couldn’t make himself leave.

         			
         Phenex sat at the end of a pier, staring at the water. He’d hoped she might come out
            and look around, that she might see him and come tell him that she’d thought about
            it, that she would gladly give up her mortal life to come hang out in a cave with
            him for all eternity.
         

         			
         Hellfire, what a mess.

         			
         People came and went around him, boats sailed by. But there was no Sofia, and he had
            no better handle on the situation. He knew he had to go back. Nothing changed the
            fact that until Belial was dead, she was his responsibility. The sticking point seemed
            to be what “his” meant to each of them.
         

         			
         Sofia wanted love and acceptance.

         			
         He just wanted her, and the security of knowing she would neither die nor leave.

         			
         Why those two desires were incompatible was something he couldn’t fathom. Oh wait,
            no. It was because she wanted dinners with her parents, her job, sunlight, friends
            with reasonable lifespans…a human’s life. A home. And especially, for him to love
            her back.
         

         			
         Everything in him rebelled against the thought. He was a demon, damn it! Demons didn’t
            love. Demons didn’t have Ma and Pa Human over for casserole, and sit on the front
            porch to talk about their days, and maybe bake cookies in a sunny kitchen…and get
            a boat, a nice big one, that they could take out on the ocean with a bottle of wine.
         

         			
         Phenex buried his head in his hands. He was losing his mind. The only couples he knew
            were still very…supernatural. They loved Terra Noctem. Why did he want these things?
            When had he started wanting these things?
         

         			
         Cookies? Hellfire.
         

         			
         But…maybe. Maybe?

         			
         He could hear her scream in his head, so clearly that it was like someone had shoved
            an ice pick through his skull. Phenex winced and doubled over, clapping his hands
            to his ears. Then it was gone, vanishing as abruptly as it had come. He whipped his
            head around.
         

         			
         Sofia.
         

         			
         He was in the air in two steps, back at the balcony in three pumps of his wings. The
            doors were open, the bed still rumpled. The smell of her was strong, as though she’d
            just been standing here. Then he caught the other scent—brimstone. Belial had taken
            her. Another living toy for the Prince of Sloth. And this time, it was all his damned
            fault.
         

         			
         His heart constricted painfully in his chest, and something welled up from deep within
            him, places that had been locked for thousands of years. He thought of Sofia, alone
            and bloody in the cage that had once held Celestine, or clasped in Belial’s fists
            while she wept for a mercy that would never come. He thought of her touch, her laugh,
            her smile, and the way she came apart in his arms. Even the way she’d shouted at him—You asshole, I’m in love with you!

         			
         He wanted her back. He wanted her to want to come back. He needed…
         

         			
         Later. Phenex rose, putting every thought aside but one. He had to find Sofia before Belial
            broke her. To the demon, this was a game. One that would end with blood. All that
            mattered right now was that the blood shed would be Belial’s.
         

         			
         With a roar that shook the building, Phenex shot into the sky, chasing the scent of
            brimstone, and hoping that he wasn’t too late to finally, after all this time, make
            something right.
         

         			
          

         			
         Even with his speed, Phenex always seemed to stay just behind Belial. The demon, and
            Sofia, remained infuriatingly close, but always just out of reach. He was unsurprised,
            though, to find that the trail ended as the sun was setting, back in the place where
            everything had begun.
         

         			
         Amphora was in chaos.

         			
         Phenex dropped through the roof, unable to get in the front doors. The building was
            already surrounded by firefighters and police, none of whom seemed to be able to get
            inside. That was luck, Phenex thought, as he fell like a shadow through a glass dome
            already riddled with cracks, the building below filled with smoke.
         

         			
         It wouldn’t last. Eventually, whatever power kept the humans out would let them in,
            and more blood would be shed. But for now, this fight was between the Fallen and the
            forces of Hell.
         

         			
          At least Belial had chosen a Wednesday, going for surprise over maximum carnage.
            It was unlike him…but a mark of how desperate he’d become for the blood of his renegade
            brethren.
         

         			
         Phenex landed, catlike, in the middle of a smoke-filled ballroom. It was barely recognizable
            as the luxe space it had been. Now, nefari, squat and red-horned, clambered out of holes in the ground, the walls, setting fire
            to anything they wanted.
         

         			
         Which appeared to be everything.

         			
         The shrieks and grunts of the demon horde didn’t interest him, nor did the fifteen
            or so he carved through as he strode across the room and into the hallway. Bodies
            of vampires littered the floor. They’d been taken by surprise, Phenex thought grimly,
            recognizing most of them. The scouts had done their jobs well.
         

         			
         The first dining room Phenex passed was full of upended tables, black ooze, and Murmur
            battling at least fifty nefari. He looked perfectly happy as his fire sword flashed between the lesser demons, pieces
            of them falling to the floor as he moved.
         

         			
         “Phenex! Good!” Murmur shouted. “Grab a sword, do something useful! Justin had to
            fight his way through the tunnels to get back to Terra Noctem…they’re crawling with
            demons, but they haven’t breached the city boundaries yet. Raum is covering him. Looks
            like the city is moving tonight, and we’re not leaving much behind.” He hacked the
            head off of another nefari. “They don’t pay us enough for this shit! Where’s Belial? Him I’ll fight!”
         

         			
         “Get in line,” Phenex said, flapping his wings to get above the horde. He spotted
            an extra fire sword jammed in a painting, much higher than any lesser demon would
            be able to reach, and grabbed it. It felt good in his hand, the power of it drawn
            right from his blood and channeled into the sword.
         

         			
         He caught Sofia’s scent again and raced after it, slicing and slashing his way through
            the squealing, grunting mass of low demons. Fortunately, most human ears wouldn’t
            be able to hear these sounds outside, but a few would…and the noises would haunt them.
         

         			
         Phenex saw each of his brothers in turn as he made his way through the ruins that
            Amphora was quickly becoming. They were battling masses of demons, who were pouring
            through walls and floors, a clever trick that could only be facilitated by a very
            powerful high demon. Phenex flew above them, or sliced through them, but he saw no
            sign of Sofia.
         

         			
         Then, all at once, he heard her.

         			
         “No!”

         			
         Her cry was anguished, sending fury black as night pounding through him. Phenex jerked
            to a halt in midair, changing direction to dive down a different hallway.
         

         			
         The air had grown even thicker with smoke, flames licking up the walls. He saw one
            inferi on fire, the stupid creature having assumed that it would be as much in its element
            here as it was in the fiery pits. But Earth fire was a different matter. Most of the
            demons here, though, were carcasses. The area had already been cleared. When a traitorous
            vampire crept up behind him like a shadow, Phenex barely had to turn, ending its pitiful
            existence with a single sweep of the powerful sword.
         

         			
         They were waiting in the last room, the one with the door he’d taken Sofia through
            to get to Terra Noctem. Bodies littered the floor, this time with vampires who would
            be missed in Terra Noctem. They’d died defending their city. Belial stood grinning
            by the half-open door in the wall, clutching Sofia against his chest like a lover.
            Belial’s hand cupped her throat, gently. A thin rivulet of blood trickled down her
            skin, but she looked whole, and alive.
         

         			
         Her eyes were wild. Her robe looked as though it had been clawed at, sections of it
            shredded. She was barely covered, and terrified.
         

         			
         “There you are,” Belial purred. “I’ve been waiting. I almost thought you’d catch up
            to us, but you always were slow.”
         

         			
         “Let her go.”

         			
         Belial snorted. “No. Come, Phenex…follow me down. Catch me if you can.”

         			
         He splayed his fingers over a space of bare floor, and a section of it caved in, creating
            a large, smoking hole between them, black shot through with red light that flickered
            and twisted. Phenex inhaled, and smelled what had once been home. Fear curled deep
            in his belly, supplanting some of the fury.
         

         			
         “She’ll die as soon as you take her through, Belial. No human can survive Hell for
            long.”
         

         			
         “Oh, we’ll have a few minutes together, I’m sure,” Belial said, grinned, and then
            leaped into the darkness.
         

         			
         Phenex heard himself bellow, but it was no use. Without another thought, he leaped
            in after them.
         

         			
         The sounds of the battle vanished instantly, replaced by the pulse and thrum of some
            ancient and hideous heart. There was a darkness, thick and black as pitch, that wrapped
            itself around Phenex, squeezing him tight as he dropped through this small rift between
            worlds. It would close again soon enough, but Phenex moved swiftly, and in an instant
            the light grew red.
         

         			
         He was home. Or rather, in the deserted courtyard of Belial’s home.

         			
         The hair at the back of Phenex’s neck prickled when he imagined what might happen
            if Lucifer discovered he was here. He shook it off, flexed his hand around the hilt
            of the fire sword, and sprinted into the manor house through the massive doors that
            stood open. No one was here, not a single one of the many low demons who served Belial.
            A few wretched human souls, damned and cowed, shrank from him as he strode quick and
            silent down the halls.
         

         			
         He already knew where Belial was headed.

         			
         Down the stairs, through the massive wine cellar where Phenex had once come to find
            an expensive bottle of something to drown his sorrows, instead finding something very
            different.
         

         			
         The door to Belial’s “game room” stood open. Phenex never faltered, stepping inside.

         			
         Nothing had changed. Not the whips, chains, spikes, and ropes that hung from the ceilings
            and walls, not the massive disheveled bed with the mirrors mounted above it, not the
            blood spatters on the wall nor the faint, stale smell of sex. And especially not the
            large, gilded cage that had once held an imprisoned angel, and which now held a gasping,
            writhing Sofia.
         

         			
         Her dark hair hung in her face as she tried to get to her feet, but the air itself
            seemed to be too heavy for her to bear. This world had not been made for mortals.
            Just being here would crush her from the inside out.
         

         			
         She was dying. And Phenex felt a piece of himself begin to wither painfully away as
            well. What had he done?
         

         			
         “So here we are. This is such a perfect place to end it. My horde overruns that pit
            of filth you live in, and I get you. Here. Watching the woman you love bleed out through
            her nose, her mouth, her eyes… That should be soon, by the way.” He smiled, his handsome
            face somehow monstrous. “It’s just a shame she won’t last longer. I discovered so
            many enjoyable things before you took my Celestine away.”
         

         			
         “She wasn’t yours. We have an entire realm of wretched souls to punish if we feel
            like it, but you had to have something forbidden,” Phenex spat. “Even Lucifer wouldn’t—”
         

         			
         Belial burst out laughing. “Phenex. You’re so naive. It’s sort of charming and disgusting
            all at once. You think he didn’t use her? We all did. Celestine served the pleasure
            of the Council more than once. But she was mine.” His eyes flashed, lip curling. “She was so difficult to trap, so worthy a prize.
            Beautiful. Sweet. Pure. None of my possessions could hold a candle to her. And you let her go. You sent her fucking home! Even before I fell, I wanted her, and now I’ll never have her again. Never!” he shrieked.
            “You’ll pay for it. You and your whore!”
         

         			
         Phenex’s blood thundered in his ears until he could no longer hear Belial. There was
            only the sight of his lips moving to silent invective while to his right, Sofia had
            begun to cough up blood. Her eyes lifted and caught his…and he remembered that terrible
            crush of emotion as though it was the first time.
         

         			
         Kill me. I beg you.

         			
         That was what it meant, to be possessed by a demon. To have no say in your fate. To
            simply be owned. He was no Belial…but not all the lessons he had learned in Hell had
            been as lost as he wished.
         

         			
         Loving Sofia would mean opening the cage door all over again. And this time, as with
            Celestine, he knew deep in his bones what he had to do. But with Sofia, the realization
            came with a burst of bittersweet joy—he hadn’t forgotten how to love. He loved her.

         			
         He loved her. Even more than he was afraid of losing her, of someday having to let
            go.
         

         			
         The truth of it filled him, and so many things that had been locked inside himself
            broke open. A rush of light consumed him, and for a single moment that seemed to hang,
            suspended, all the universe was the song he had been created singing. Phenex’s wings
            snapped out to his sides, and there was a brief, searing pain that he had to close
            his eyes against. And within, Phenex could feel something new, something shimmering
            and sweet and endless that pulsed with the love he had found. A gift, even now, for
            a creature who would never again be quite an angel…but who had proven himself worthy
            of something more.
         

         			
         From the depths of Phenex sang something new. His soul.

         			
         With it came a power unlike any he’d ever known.

         			
         Phenex opened his eyes to find Belial staring at him, his face contorted with fury.

         			
         “No!” he shrieked.

         			
         Everything seemed to happen in slow motion after that. Belial drew his sword from
            between his own wings, but Phenex was already ahead of him, his own fire sword raking
            a line of black blood across Belial’s chest. The demon screamed in pain and anger,
            and their swords connected on the next pass, again and again. Always, Phenex tried
            to keep an eye on Sofia, knowing time here was short. Her struggles seemed to be getting
            weaker.
         

         			
         The next time Belial’s sword passed by in a rush of air, Phenex sliced out with his
            hand, thinking of Sofia’s clever move, and caught the demon full force in the throat.
            Belial’s eyes widened, and he gagged. It left enough opening for Phenex to make one
            more slash of the fire sword, neatly detaching Belial’s head from his body. Even before
            they hit the floor, both head and body were in flames.
         

         			
         The demon’s final scream echoed, filling the room before expanding through the walls,
            a warning that Phenex knew the Council members and their hordes would hear.
         

         			
         Traitor.
         

         			
         He had to get out of here.

         			
         The cage was unlocked, at least, and Phenex gathered Sofia quickly into his arms.
            At first, he thought he had managed to catch her before the worst of it.
         

         			
         “It’s over. It’s done, Sofia. We can go home. I’m here. Can you hear me, baby? It’s
            going to be okay.”
         

         			
         But it wasn’t. His stomach rolled when her head fell back. Only the whites of Sofia’s
            eyes were visible, and the blood was running down her cheeks like tears. Her body
            was limp. She was nearly out of time.
         

         			
         “No!” Phenex cried in the terrible silence. “No, no, no, hang on…you have to hang
            on.”
         

         			
         He was back in the courtyard in a few quick flashes of movement, back to the departure
            point Belial had set up. Phenex muttered the words he remembered to open the temporary
            rift, and even as shouts and screams began to echo through the skies, warning of his
            presence, he was springing up, rocketing into blackness that was suffocating. Somewhere
            beyond were the remains of Amphora, a battle that might still rage on…
         

         			
         And he found he cared for nothing but the life that was ebbing away right here in
            his arms.
         

         			
         As the darkness lightened, he did something he had sworn he would never again do.
            He used an ability that ought to have vanished from disuse, but that was still as
            keen as the edge of his blade. With all the light that still burned inside him, he
            cried out for help.
         

         			
         Please. Save her. Help me save her. There has to be a way.

         			
         And in the silence that followed, he heard Uriel’s voice.

         			
         There is. But there’s always a price.

         			
         Phenex understood without having to be told. Whatever happened, whatever he did, he
            would have to be willing to accept that he could lose Sofia. What would she want?
            What could she bear? He had so little time left.
         

         			
         “Tell me,” he whispered as the world around him lightened.

         			
         And Uriel responded with a choice.

         			
         

         		
      

      	
   
      		
      
         			
         

         			
         Chapter Twenty-Two

         			
         She woke to the sound of pounding surf and keening gulls.

         			
         Sofia’s eyes snapped open in the dark. She shouldn’t be here. She’d already done this
            part, and it had ended badly. Phenex had walked out, and then Belial—
         

         			
         She lost her train of thought as she realized that there was a wing draped over her.
            A very large, very white wing. And someone was fitted against her back, his nose buried
            in her hair. But it couldn’t be Phenex. This was some kind of weird delusion. Maybe
            she was in a coma, or—
         

         			
         “Oh my God. I died.” She whispered the words, but the chuckle that rumbled through
            her from behind said that she hadn’t been that quiet.
         

         			
         “I hope not. I love everything about you, Sofia, but I might have to draw the line
            at spooning your corpse.”
         

         			
         “Phenex?” Her eyes widened, and she’d rolled over to wrap herself around him before
            she even managed to register what he’d said. She showered his face with kisses, laughing
            and crying, unable to articulate a single coherent thought. All she knew was that
            he was with her, and that he’d finally told her he loved her. Right this second, those
            two things, plus the fact that she was alive, were all that mattered.
         

         			
         “How did you find me? How did you get us back here?” she asked. “The place he took
            me…it hurt so much.”
         

         			
         “I know,” Phenex said. Lying there at her side, shadow and light playing over his
            face, Phenex was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. He brushed a lock of hair
            out of her face.
         

         			
         “Hell was never made for humans still in their bodies. Belial took you there so I
            could watch you die. Years ago, I freed an angel he was torturing from the cage he
            put you in. Celestine. She begged me to kill her, to end it, the night I found her.
            Instead, I let her go. They couldn’t prove anything, but Belial knew it was me.” He
            smiled, just a lazy lift of his lips that was sweet and sensual all at once. “We’ll
            just say he was extremely pissed. And he held a grudge.” The smile faded. “You were
            the perfect opportunity to make me hurt, and he took it. I’m so sorry, Sofia.”
         

         			
         Sofia stroked a hand down his cheek, still trying to come to terms with the fact that
            they were both here. That she was breathing.
         

         			
         She paused in mid-stroke, finally registering his apology. She was alive, but there
            was no way she should have been. Something had happened. Her eyes widened, and she
            looked to the window, suddenly certain that she would see a sky just past sunset,
            bruised and darkened. That Phenex had saved her life the only way he knew how.
         

         			
         She would never be able to hold it against him, Sofia knew. But she would never be
            the same. So much lost…
         

         			
         But when Sofia rose up on her elbows to get a better look, she saw that while it was
            sunset, the sun hadn’t finished its descent, only just beginning to touch the sea.
            The sky was full of glorious shades of pink and red and violet. It wasn’t yet night.
         

         			
         She didn’t understand. But she knew she was going to treasure the memory of this sky
            more than any she’d ever seen.
         

         			
         “How?” Sofia asked, sinking back down to look at Phenex. “How is this possible? I
            was dying. I could feel it.”
         

         			
         His expression was inscrutable. He still looked unsure of her…what had he managed
            to do?
         

         			
         “Some things happened when I was fighting to get you back.”

         			
         “Things?” Sofia murmured, and then remembered that his wing was still draped over
            her, soft and warm. He’d just been waiting for her to notice it. Really notice it.
            She ran a hand over the feathers, the purest white she’d ever seen, and then looked
            into his fathomless blue eyes with wonder.
         

         			
         “Yes, I guess some things happened. That would be one way of putting it,” she said.

         			
         Slowly, haltingly, he tried to explain what had happened to him. “I’m an idiot,” he
            said. “It took me up until the moment I realized I was losing you to figure out what
            I should have already known. I love you.”
         

         			
         Hearing him say it was sweeter than she could have imagined. Sofia breathed in, catching
            the wonderful scent of him, and splayed her fingers over the cloudlike softness of
            his wing. This was real. She had to keep reminding herself. She’d never expected to
            get exactly what she wanted…but here he was.
         

         			
         Phenex stroked his hand over her hair. “When I figured it out, the second I accepted
            the truth, I felt this weird…” He trailed off, looked pensive for a moment, and then
            shook his head. “I don’t even know what to call it. Like Meresin had thrown some of
            his lightning at me, I guess, but in a good way, if that makes any sense. There was
            a shock that went all the way through me. My wings, and my heart. And…my soul.”
         

         			
         “Your soul,” Sofia repeated softly. He nodded, and in that moment she saw the same
            boyish wonder and joy he’d shown her when playing his music. He was beautiful, she
            thought. And now he seemed so full of light, so full of…more.
         

         			
         Phenex was nodding. “I have a soul. Maybe it’s a gift because I finally found myself.
            Maybe it was always there inside, waiting. I don’t know…and to be honest, I don’t
            really care. I finally feel whole. You gave me that. I’ll spend an eternity trying
            to repay you.”
         

         			
         It was one of the few times in her life that Sofia could truly say she’d had her breath
            taken away. All she could do was touch his chest, his face, his hair. When Phenex
            pressed his lips to hers in a sweet, lingering kiss, she sank into it. He tasted of
            sea and sunlight.
         

         			
         “You don’t have to repay me for anything,” Sofia said when he lifted his head.

         			
         Phenex grinned. “I want to. Don’t spoil my fun. I have a lot of ideas, Sofia.”

         			
         All the pain and anger seemed to have vanished from him. To be the catalyst for something
            like that was so powerful and humbling, she didn’t know what to say. Instead, Sofia
            slid her arms around him and held Phenex as tightly as she could.
         

         			
         “Aren’t you going to call me an idiot and tell me you love me again?” His voice rumbled
            pleasantly against her ear. Sofia peeked up at him.
         

         			
         “I do love you. And today, you are definitely not an idiot. I’ll call you that some
            other day, I promise. But not today. You saved my life, Phenex.” It occurred to her
            all at once that hers hadn’t been the only life at stake. “Oh, God. The others, the
            city, Dru and Ember, and Justin and Gadreel…”
         

         			
         “All fine,” Phenex interrupted her. “Amphora is a smoking ruin, but my brothers are
            used to that kind of thing. We did lose some good vamps. It wasn’t in vain, though.
            Terra Noctem is safe. And close by.” His eyes glittered with amusement. “Really, really
            close by. Go figure. It’ll be good for them to have to change things up after catering
            to the jet set in DC. And the fake tanning companies are going to be rolling in cash.”
         

         			
         Sofia laughed, relieved that Phenex’s strange circle of friends had stayed intact,
            yet wondering about the details. That conversation could wait, though.
         

         			
         “I still don’t understand how I’m here. Alive.”

         			
         His gaze softened. “I was a little desperate. So…I asked for help.”

         			
         “And not from the vampires, I guess,” Sofia said. Phenex shook his head.

         			
         “No. Angelic help. Strange that I even remembered how to ask, but there was Uriel.
            I think he’d just been waiting.” He blew out a breath, looking strangely embarrassed.
            “None of the others knows all of what happened after I released Celestine from Hell.
            I was offered redemption, my place back. I’d known for a long time that I didn’t belong
            in the underworld. Not really. Risking my life out of compassion just confirmed it
            to the white wings who’d been watching me. Which I told Uriel was creepy, but there
            it is.”
         

         			
         “You didn’t take it, though.”

         			
         “No. At that point, I figured I’d stick with the black wings. I decided I didn’t really
            belong anywhere, and I like swearing, video games…sex.” His grin was wicked as he
            slid a hand down to give her butt a squeeze. “So I stayed demon. And I stayed here.”
         

         			
         “You’re not going to hear me complaining. I knew you were different,” Sofia said,
            snuggling closer and resting her cheek against Phenex’s chest, loving the steady beat
            of his heart. “I know you’ve had ages of hurt. But you’re not as damaged as the others.”
         

         			
         “Maybe. Or maybe they would have done just the same if they’d found a broken angel
            in a cage. We all have our own paths. Mine led to you.”
         

         			
         Sofia relaxed into his embrace, closing her eyes and enjoying the love she felt in
            every brush of his hand over her hair, her skin. But then her eyes flew open as she
            realized that he still hadn’t really answered her question.
         

         			
         She pulled back, propped herself up on one shoulder, and frowned down at Phenex. She
            didn’t know what to make of his obvious apprehension. She was no vampire, that much
            was certain. But there was something off. She didn’t just feel good. She felt amazing.
            It shouldn’t have been possible.
         

         			
         “How did you save me?” she asked again.

         			
         He hesitated, appearing to consider his words carefully before he said them. “I had
            a choice. Let you go, or save you by binding you…to me.”
         

         			
         Sofia tilted her head, confused. “Binding?”

         			
         “I didn’t even know it was possible before Uriel told me. I’d never even heard of
            something like that. I would have asked you,” Phenex rushed out, and she realized
            that he was genuinely worried she would be upset about this. “But you were almost
            gone, and I thought…you get to keep every part of your humanity, to stay in the light,
            to enjoy all the people and things you wanted to keep.”
         

         			
         “But,” Sofia prodded gently, beginning to understand, “there’s always a catch.”

         			
         “Your body was beyond healing by normal means. You’d lost a lot of blood, and what
            was left was contaminated just from being in Hell. The only way to keep you here was
            to give you vampire blood, which I knew you would hate…or, as it turns out, to give
            you mine.”
         

         			
         It was the last thing she’d expected to hear, and yet somehow, it all made sense.

         			
         “I have angel blood, your blood, in my veins now?” she asked. “I’m not exactly human
            anymore, am I?”
         

         			
         “No,” Phenex said. “Not exactly. Our lives are tied together now. While I live, so
            do you. If I die…”
         

         			
         “So do I,” Sofia finished. “And I would imagine it works the other way around as well?”

         			
         Phenex nodded. “Bound together. I am honored to be able to tie my life to yours, Sofia.
            But I understand that you may not feel the same way. It’s sudden, and you had no say.
            If this isn’t what you want, maybe Uriel knows a way to change what I had to do, I
            don’t know. I can’t promise anything. But I didn’t do it because I wanted to lock
            you away in Terra Noctem and keep you all to myself. I did it because I couldn’t stand
            the thought of living without you. If that was the wrong thing, I hope you can forgive
            me. All I really want is for you to be happy.” A smile flickered across his somber
            expression. “Well, okay, that’s basically bull. I would rather have you happy with
            me, but if happy is all I can get, so be it.”
         

         			
         She let it sink in and found that as strange as this all might be, she couldn’t feel
            anything but an almost dizzying happiness. Sofia laughed softly, threading her fingers
            through the silken softness of Phenex’s hair. He had given her a piece of himself
            to keep her alive, and he expected nothing in return. Which made her all the more
            certain that he was the one man she could give everything.
         

         			
         “You worry too much. My I’m in love with you is still valid. I don’t want anyone but you, Phenex. You drive me crazy, and I can’t
            imagine life without you.”
         

         			
         His smile when he realized she wasn’t going anywhere was brilliant.

         			
         “Then both of us are going to be happy with the deal I agreed to in return for Uriel’s
            help.”
         

         			
         Sofia’s eyebrows lifted. “He wouldn’t help you out of the goodness of his heart? He’s
            an archangel!”
         

         			
         “He’s a hard-ass, and he isn’t above bargaining when it’s important. This was more
            important to him than I realized. I’m going to be composing again. They never replaced
            me, and I guess the Angelic Choirs are in dire need of new material. They want me
            to do what I was made for again. I can’t even tell you how that feels, except to say
            that pretty damn good doesn’t even start to cover it.” He pressed kisses to her nose,
            her mouth, while Sofia absorbed this. Phenex would once again be the Angel of Song.
            Mostly. Apart from the non-angelic things he did, which were legion.
         

         			
         “How does that work, exactly?” she asked.

         			
         “I can live on Earth, work from home, all that good stuff,” Phenex said, rubbing his
            nose against hers and looking happier than she’d ever seen him. Even his skin seemed
            to shimmer with it. “No more vampire cities, Sofia. We can visit, and I’ll honor my
            commitment to help Terra Noctem and my brothers if I’m needed, but you were right.
            I need the light. I need to build a life with you, one we both want. I’m tired of
            slaying things,” he confessed. “I just want my music, maybe a house on the beach,
            if you’re game…and most of all, you.”
         

         			
         It was everything she’d wanted, and it still managed to be more wonderful than she
            could have imagined.
         

         			
         “Amy’s going to be sad when she finds out I haven’t been having an affair with a famous
            rock star, but my family’s going to love you.”
         

         			
         “They’d better. I’m not going anywhere, and I already let them know we’re coming for
            dinner this Sunday. And what do you mean I’m not a famous rock star? I’m a legend!”
         

         			
         “Uh-huh.” Sofia laughed. “A legend in your own mind.”

         			
         Phenex rolled her beneath him, his eyes drinking her in.

         			
         “I’m never going to be perfect, Sofia. But I’ll always be yours. I swear it.”

         			
         “I love you, Phenex. I got a good guy and a bad boy all rolled up into one. I’m sure
            it’ll take me at least a few lifetimes to figure you out.” She rose up to kiss him
            gently, and found his lips to be as wonderfully sinful as they ever were. “Thank you.
            For saving me.”
         

         			
         “Sofia,” Phenex said, “you did all the saving. Trust me. I meant it when I said I
            could never repay you. But I plan to spend forever trying.”
         

         			
         “Hmm,” Sofia said with a wicked smile, “there’s no time like the present.”

         			
         Phenex grinned, his fangs glittering.

         			
         And he started forever with a kiss.
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