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      Dear reader,

      Cursed Heart is the second book in a series of interconnected stand alone novels. This series follows three witches bound together by a sisterhood, a curse, and their desire to fight on the side of good.

      Each book follows different main characters, but there is a connected storyline. If you haven’t read the first book, Eternal Desire, there will be minor spoilers for that first story.

      If you’re new to me, thank you for taking a chance on my books. If you’ve read me before, thank you for coming back!

      If you want to start at the beginning of The Siren Coven’s story, grab Eternal Desire HERE

      

      Enjoy!

      Kim
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      Helena

      

      Kidnapping a fallen angel might not be the best way to start my day.

      I stare at the sleeping potion in my hand, knowing I’ll have limited time once I dose Tamiel with this. He’s strong, but not immune. And the fact of the matter is, I need him. Uncorking the vial, I tip the contents into the glass of bourbon I’ve prepared. A swirl of glowing blue steam rises from the amber liquid as the spell settles. This will work. It has to.

      I woke this morning with a scream caught in my throat, the taste of dark magic on my lips, and the dream of my sisters' deaths trapped in my memory. The black moonstone was clutched in my hand rather than buried under the floorboards like it should have been. That's when I knew I had to leave.

      I can't stay with Gwen and Izzy. Not now. Last night Gwen had a vision that solidified the truth. Her word’s burn in my mind. The angel is the key to our survival. Tamiel is the only angel we know. He is the one I need.

      I find the angel sitting on the back patio watching the sunrise. Everyone else in Grant’s country home is still asleep. Soon, Gwen and I will move on, leave Izzy to her beast, and the two of us will find a new flat. But over the last two weeks since we fought Calista, I’ve come to understand one thing. I’m a danger to my coven. My dreams and Gwen’s vision make that abundantly clear.

      “What’s all this, then?” Tamiel asks, jutting his chin toward the two drinks in my hands.

      “Celebration.”

      “For what?” He cocks an eyebrow. “Finally decided you’re actually desperate for me?”

      I roll my eyes. “In your dreams, Fallen.”

      He chuckles and takes the offered glass. “If I could dream, it’d be of you.”

      “Do you practice those lines?”

      “I don’t need to. They just come to me when you’re around.”

      I roll my eyes, unable to respond.

      “You know, love. It’s not normal to drink bourbon at five in the morning.”

      A laugh builds in my chest. “Do you honestly think there’s anything normal about us?”

      He raises the drink to his lips. “Cheers.”

      I follow but don’t swallow mine down until he’s drained his portion. “Sweet dreams, Fallen.”

      The handsome angel’s brow furrows and he slurs, “Helena, what did yo—”

      It’s then I jump into action, rushing to his side with the moonstone in one hand and his firm muscled arm in the other. This will take more power than I’d like, but the house will be stirring soon. It’s now or never.

      Eyes closed, I whisper an incantation and pull the two of us through the fabric of the world until we reach our destination. The house is as cozy as always, and after settling my captive on the couch, I start a fire in the hearth and pace the floor as I wait for him to wake. He’s been out much longer than I’d anticipated. Settling next to him on the small sofa, I let myself relax a fraction, the adrenaline crash causing my body to beg for sleep.

      The dream is short but terrifying, blood and death, grief and loss, and above all, me standing over the bodies of my sisters while Calista holds my hand. I jolt awake with my heart racing and a sob on the verge of escaping.

      Tamiel is still unconscious beside me, and I breathe a sigh of relief. He's going to be livid when he realizes what I've done, but there was no way around it. Standing, I head across the old wood floor, careful not to step on the worn creaky spot and wake him. I need fresh air, a moment to clear my head. I don’t know what I’m going to do now that I have him here. But I’ll figure out a better plan. All I know is I need the angel, the rest will come to me.

      First thing’s first. I need to hide myself until Tamiel can give me more protection. I walk the perimeter of the cottage I brought us to, setting a veil over the property in a weak attempt to hide. "Forgive me, sisters. This is for your own good." I can imagine them waking and trying to find me. Their efforts to use locator spells will fail as long as I can keep hidden, but it won’t take long before they simply summon me to them. Guilt swamps me. I close my eyes and tilt my face up to the sky.

      Warm rain hits my cheeks, showering my closed eyelids, my hair, my lips—hiding my tears as I stand, shivering from the remnants of adrenaline. This shouldn't be happening. We stopped Calista's plot to have us murdered, to steal our power. Our former coven leader shouldn't be able to reach me. But ever since we thwarted her, my dreams have grown more disturbing. I may not be a seer, like Gwen, but I know these nightmares ring with truth and feel like prophecy.

      The black moonstone sits heavy in my palm, a dark power indeed in the wrong hands, but in mine? The difference between breaking my curse and saving us all.

      My dreams have gotten worse, more vivid, more painful since I took the moonstone and hid it away from Gwen and Izzy. But they still have a chance. Izzy found her true love, her destined mate, and if anyone deserves that same fate, it's Gwen. I can ensure she gets that opportunity.

      Overwhelming desperation for something I know isn't possible for me has my chest so tight I can't draw breath, and the only way to calm myself is to cry. The clock is ticking for me. Soon I'll reach twenty-seven, and my curse will take me. But, if my dreams are true, this time I won't be reborn as I have been for thousands of years. This time I'll be sent to purgatory, to await judgment until the end of times. I can't let that happen yet. Not until I know my sisters are safe.

      "Pull yourself together, Helena," I mutter, taking a deep breath and shoving the stone into my pocket. Standing out here feeling sorry for myself isn't going to help solve this problem. I need a way to kill the coven leader, Calista, and break the curse permanently—for all three of us. The moonstone is the tool I need. It has to be.

      "Are you trying to have a one-woman wet T-shirt contest out here, love?" Tamiel's voice curls around me like a blanket and I don't like it one bit. The fallen angel has sexy bad boy dialed in just about perfectly, with his impossibly chiseled jaw and tousled hair. He's leaning against the front door, staring at me with a look of amusement creasing his brow.

      "Possibly. What concern is it of yours, Fallen?"

      "Since you seem to have drugged me and spirited me away, I'd say it's decidedly my concern. If you wanted to get me alone, all you had to do was ask, love."

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I do my best to hide the reaction my nipples have when he's around.

      "Where the bloody hell are we?" he asks, glancing around the Irish countryside. "It smells like the sea. And…sheep."

      "Ireland. I'd apologize for my actions, but I'm not sorry in the least. I need you."

      A smirk turns up his lips. "Ah, so you did want some time alone with me."

      Rolling my eyes, I sigh. "Not so fast, pretty boy."

      He shoves off the door and strides out to meet me, immediately shrugging out of his leather jacket and placing it around my shoulders. "It's not exactly summer out here. You must be cold."

      I have to fight the need to savor his scent. "I'm fine. The rain is warm. Can't you feel it?"

      His hair is damp now, dark strands curling in his eyes and the light gray shirt he's wearing is plastered to his skin, revealing a body made for sinning. Lust builds in my core at the sight. I wonder, not for the first time, if he's put that body to use. I'd sin with him, over and over if I didn't think I'd be wasting precious energy that could be better used on magic.

      "Oh, fair Helena, you honestly believe I'm able to see or feel anything other than you?"

      I groan at his obvious antagonizing. He's been poking at me since the day I summoned him. "You feel plenty. Now stop playing the gentleman and tell me what our next step is."

      "What are you on about? I know as much as you do at this point." With a slight huff, I head toward the house, but he wraps his fingers around my wrist and gives a gentle tug. "You're not well. I can see it in your eyes. Tell me what's happening, Helena."

      Annoyance builds in my chest. He's not my boyfriend. This angel might think we've got some sort of twisted friendship going on, but all I want him around for is to be my eye candy and to supply me with the power I need.

      "I'm fine."

      I move to pull away from him, but he holds me fast. "You're not. We've got too much else going on to keep secrets. Now, you'll tell me what is going on in that pretty head of yours, or I'll be taking this up with your sisters."

      "Ugh," I growl, raising my hand as though I might hit him with a spell. He stares me down and shakes his head.

      "I wouldn't do that if I were you."

      The burn of unused power in my hands works its way back through my arms and into my chest. "I need to get out of here," I mutter.

      "What?" His brows draw together.

      "I'm not safe for them to be around. I can't explain it right now. But even here we're too close to them. All they need to do is summon me."

      "And where do you think you can go that will keep them from calling you back?"

      Taking my lower lip between my teeth, I contemplate his question. I've been asking myself this very thing since the dreams started. Where could I go that would keep me out of sight of my sisters while at the same time allowing me to hunt Calista?

      "Don't you have somewhere I can stay? You're older than dirt, and quite well off, I imagine. Vampires always are."

      He smirks. "I'm more angel than I am vampire."

      Another eye roll threatens to win out over my control. "Do you still feed on blood?"

      He shakes his head. "Not since you called me to you."

      "So how have you been building your strength?"

      "Let's just say, I'm starting to get hungry."

      A shudder runs through me. For what? Blood? Fallen angels can feed on blood or sex, depending on the state of the mind of the vampire they inhabit. If the vampire is strong, sometimes the battle for control turns ugly. More often than not, the fallen angel stakes his claim and destroys the vampire's mind. This one though? Tamiel has been the sole occupant of this body for a very long time.

      "Blood or sex?" I ask.

      He smirks. "That all depends."

      "On what?"

      Running his hand over my arm, he leans in to whisper. "On what you're willing to give me."
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      Helena stiffens at my words, and for the first time, I think I might have shocked the woman. But, before I can layer another proposition on top of the last, she locks gazes with me.

      "And what would I get out of it?"

      My throat tightens. There's so much she doesn't understand. So bloody much. But I can't tell her. If I do, that'll be the end of this. She'll run from me and I'll lose her again. "I can think of a few benefits to both options."

      I expect her to toss her long hair over her shoulder and laugh at me, but Helena never does what I think she will. She's a challenge, a beautiful mystery. She's mine.

      "If I give you my blood, you'll drain my power."

      "And your body?" I know I'm leering, but I can't help myself. She stirs something deep inside me. She has since the moment I saw her. "That would be a much more satisfying way to sate my hunger. But either would be enjoyable for you, I can promise that."

      She sighs. "Do you have a place I can go, or don't you?"

      "I have somewhere, but I'll need to build my strength before I can take both of us."

      "That's not enough of an answer to sway me. Your place could be anywhere. I have to be getting something well worth my effort if I'm going to give you any of my power."

      "Fine," I say, wrapping my arm around her waist and pulling her against my body. "This. You'll get this." I lean my head down until my lips hover a breath away from hers. She smells faintly like rosewater and rain. My free hand cups her nape and holds her in place. No getting away this time. She needs to let herself want me.

      Those wide eyes of hers burn into my very being as she waits and watches. She's not the type to swoon. Not my Helena. This woman is the embodiment of strength. Her mouth quirks into a tiny grin before she closes the distance and brushes her soft lips on mine and immediately backs away. "You wish I wanted it."

      I release her and step away, resisting the urge to groan. But I've waited millennia for her. I can wait a little longer. Helena will have me. She's just got to come to the decision without me making her think I put the idea in her head.

      "If not you, I can find another to sate my needs."

      Her brow rises and, if I'm not mistaken, anger flashes in her eyes. "Can you?"

      No. But I won't tell her that. I'm starving. I have been since I got here. There will never be another for me as long as Helena lives. And if I have anything to say about that, she'll be with me for eternity. Instead of answering, I let her go and walk inside the small cottage by the sea where she transported us.

      I turn on my heel and nearly go back to her, but I have to bide my time. I have to have faith she'll come to me. Hunger gnaws at me, making my gums ache with the need to release my fangs. Heading upstairs to the small room I claimed as mine the last time we were here, I fight a wave of pain in my muscles. My body is shutting down, conserving, waiting to be put into a sort of dormant hibernation. I've done it before. Hundreds of years ago I'd grown tired of the monotony of life and spent a decade in a death-like sleep in a crypt. But I'm not doing that now. I can't. There's too much on the line. Helena will die in a few months if her curse isn't broken. I won't watch her be killed. Not if I can help her stop it from happening.

      Sitting on my bed, I grip my knees until my knuckles turn white and breathe slow and deep. I can go a few more days without feeding. It's not going to be easy, but I know I can do it. As if in answer, my head spins and I have to close my eyes against the unsettling feeling. And then I catch her scent and I can't keep away. The hunger is too strong.

      She's standing in my doorway, her expression a mask of frustration. "You've not been honest with me, have you?"

      "About what?" I bite out.

      "You're fading. It's not just a little hunger. You've been weakened. How can you be trusted to help me when I doubt you even have enough energy to take on a human?"

      Oh, she's properly angry with me now. She's not concerned in the least about how I'm feeling. This woman is looking out for herself and her sisters. "Then fucking feed me."

      "Fine," she mutters, pulling aside the collar of her top before striding across the room with her soft throat bared and begging for me to touch. "But know this, I'm not into vampires."

      I cock my brow. "I'm technically a vamp—"

      "Stop. Don't ruin it."

      What the bloody hell am I doing? She's offering me her blood right here and now, and I'm arguing.

      "Sit astride me," I force from a raspy throat. "I want to take your neck."

      Her eyes lock on mine, and I see a flicker of something behind them. Desire? Fear? Both send need straight to my cock. Instead of doing as I say, she settles next to me on the bed and pulls her hair to one side. "You'll take what I offer, how I offer it."

      I have to fight the laughter building in my chest. This woman drugs me, demands I take her where she wants to go, and now she dictates how I feed? Reaching out, I wrap my hand around her nape and pull her close. Her scent is intoxicating, and the pulse of her heart has my fangs descending. I press my lips to her skin and fight the moan of pleasure desperate to escape. Her taste, her softness, everything I've needed is within my grasp.

      "Tamiel," she sighs.

      How right my name on her tongue sounds. I want to hear her scream it in pleasure. But she's tense, afraid of the pain my bite should cause. "Don't be afraid, love. I promise I'll make it good for you," I murmur against her.

      My tongue flicks along the pulse point before I sink my fangs into her. She flinches, but as soon as I begin sucking on her flesh, a ragged moan escapes her. The body that was once stiff and unyielding goes pliant.

      "Oh, God," she whispers, her hands digging into the coverlet as pleasure mounts. I can smell her arousal, taste it in her blood.

      Yes, Helena, come for me. She can't hear my thoughts, but that doesn't stop me from willing her orgasm to crest. Her moans and cries grow louder, and I can't help myself. I lay her back on the bed, fitting my hips between her thighs as I draw out the feeding as long as I possibly can. Thrusting my aching arousal against her, I give her the friction I know she needs even through our clothing. I remove my lips from her throat and whisper, "Come now, love. Give me your pleasure."

      Her nails dig into my back as she wraps her legs around my hips and chases her release. I watch her shudder in pleasure, eyes rolling back in her head, cheeks flushed as she comes. It's too much for me. I'll take her here and now if I don't stop. Backing away slightly, I put on an air of relaxed self-satisfaction and grin.

      "This is how we see to your needs?" she asks, her voice filled with wonder.

      "It's one way."

      She doesn't push me away and a thrill runs through me at the feel of her fingers running up and down my back. "Not bad."

      I laugh, unable to hide my reaction. "It sounded a lot better than that just a moment ago."

      "I thought it would hurt."

      Rising onto my elbows, I stare down at her. Dark hair fanned out across the light blue quilt, glittering copper irises, full red lips. She is the most beautiful creature I've ever laid eyes on. I may have fallen from Heaven after following the lead of another, but I'd have given up my wings on my own with one look at Helena. "It's not meant to hurt. Besides, I'd never harm you."

      Her eyelids droop with fatigue from my feeding. "You wouldn't? But you're a man."

      I chuckle. "I am."

      "They always hurt me."

      My heart lurches at the words. Reaching down, I brush my fingers across her cheek. "Never again."

      She drifts to sleep with her brow furrowed. All I want is to wipe away the pain she's felt over lifetimes. But this is a start. She may think men only want to hurt her. It's my job to prove her heart is safe with me.
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      Helena

      

      Bloody hell, where am I? I glance around the room and see plain white walls, no decor, a simple dresser, and…Tamiel in nothing but a towel. He's beautiful. Oh, fuck. It all comes rushing back to me —the memory of him feeding, rolling his hips against me, the sound of him calling me love. My neck is deliciously sore, and I want him inside me. Right the hell now.

      He's asleep on his stomach next to me. His damp hair in his eyes, covering part of his face. He must've showered after I drifted off. Before I can think to stop myself and follow my own rules, I reach out and brush back the hair so I can see him better.

      A smirk spreads across his face, and I want to slap myself.

      "There it is," he murmurs.

      "What?"

      "The moment you realized you were going to fall in love with me."

      My heart lurches. No. I already warned him once. This isn't going to work if he thinks there's a chance at a future for us. A curl of unease unwinds in my stomach as the realization of what I need to do takes life. I heave a sigh and turn to my side to stare at him. At the real him. In a moment, he'll be completely mine whether he wants to or not. The difference is, this won't be true. I'll hold him bewitched until I choose to release him, and after that happens…he'll be so angry with me he won't want anything further to do with me.

      "I thought you were asleep."

      He chuckles and shakes his head. "I don't sleep. Not really."

      "Right. I keep forgetting. Vampire, fallen, immortal being. It's hard to keep track when you don't fit the stereotypes of any of those."

      "I'm pretty sure I just fed on your blood. That's about as stereotypical as possible."

      I can't help but laugh. "At least the stories of a vampire's orgasmic bite are true."

      "You're more perfect than I imagined, love," he says, turning to face me as well. "And I couldn't resist the urge to hold you all night long."

      This is getting far too romantic for my taste. It's dangerous. I need to keep my eye on the goal. Cupping his cheek, I lock gazes with him. Then I begin to sing.

      My siren song winds around him, making him mine, willing or not. He must realize what I'm doing because his eyes widen and he fights my spell, but I'm powerful now that Izzy established our coven. None can resist my siren spell even when I'm not at full power. Well, that's not exactly true. None whose heart isn't owned by another. But true soul mates are rare, and I've only failed to enthrall two men in my entire existence.

      He's fucking strong. His gaze keeps fighting to leave mine, but I continue my song and lean closer until our foreheads touch and he stops resisting. His body relaxes and those platinum irises of his go vacant, and I know I've got him. He'll do everything I want from now until I release him. A thrill runs through me at the thought. I've got a fallen angel completely at my disposal. I'll keep feeding him and help build his power until I can use it to help me find and destroy Calista.

      "Tell me, Tamiel. Where is your place?"

      He blinks and frowns but answers all the same. "New York. Manhattan."

      I grin. Hidden in plain sight. I've always wanted to see Times Square all lit up. "Take me there."

      "When do you want to go?"

      Glancing around the room, I briefly wonder if I should grab a bag and pack. I get out of the bed and stretch, glancing over my shoulder to see Tamiel watching with hungry eyes. "Now will be fine."

      I close my eyes and conjure new clothes, enjoying the flow of power through me. In mere moments, I'm fully dressed in a pair of tight black jeans and a cropped sweater in a shade of dark charcoal.

      Tamiel slides to the edge of the bed and gets up too, dropping the towel. His naked body reflected in the mirror on the back of the bedroom door makes my mouth run dry. Jesus and all the saints, this man is perfection. I take my time tearing my gaze away as I watch him pull on his clothes, but when his gaze finds mine in the mirror, instead of looking away, I smile.

      Why am I smiling like he makes me happy? He's in my thrall. A boy-toy. I shouldn't be happy to see him smile. And the odd hitching of my breath when he wraps his arms around me from behind and pulls me close makes me vaguely panicked. Bugger. This is not how my feelings work for the victims of my song. I don't let myself have feelings for men. All they want to do is use me.

      "Ready, love?" he asks, his words a whispered breath over my neck before he plants a kiss on the sensitive skin behind my ear.

      I don't have time to answer him. The air shifts and everything around us swirls until all I see is a blur around us, but Tamiel's arms around me are strong, and I know without a doubt, he'll never let anything happen to me. At least until he finds out what I did to him.

      Almost as soon as it started, the swirling stops and we're in a spacious living room with a bank of windows offering a breathtaking view of New York City. I haven't been here in lifetimes, since before electric light bathed the streets in a never-ending glow. It's even more beautiful than I remember. Lights and colors fill the dark sky of a city teeming with people living their lives, completely unaware of the battles the creatures of my world have been fighting to keep them safe.

      "All right?" Tamiel asks. He doesn't let go of me, but I force myself to step away.

      "Yeah. I just haven't been here in an age. I forgot how striking it all is."

      He crosses his arms over his chest and stares at me. "That it is."

      Fuck me if my heart doesn't flip. The damn thing is determined to suffer an irreparable break if it keeps reacting to him like this.

      "Where's my room?"

      Tamiel frowns. "The master bedroom. Same as me."

      "Nope. That's not happening. I'll help you feed when you need to, but I won't be sleeping in your room."

      He looks as though he might argue, which shouldn't be possible, but backs down and leads me to a bedroom. "Fine. I suppose I'll just come get you when I need you?"

      Oh, there's still plenty of pushback from this strong man. I'd better work fast with him because if he somehow manages to break my hold, my plan will be shot to shit.

      "Next time, don't let yourself go so long without feeding." I fight a shiver of longing when I think about the possibility of being in his arms again.

      He hovers in the doorway to my room, looking far more delectable than I want. I can't lie and tell myself waking up with him next to me hadn't left me feeling more whole than I have in centuries…maybe ever.

      "Are you just going to stand there staring?" I snap.

      "There's no harm in appreciating a gorgeous sight. God created a masterpiece when he made you. I should know."

      I roll my eyes, needing to hide the flutter in my belly at his cheesy line. "Get out. I need my beauty sleep."

      A smirk from him has me losing the battle with my forced scowl, but he shoves off the doorframe and leaves without another word. He's too charming. He always has been. I strip down to my knickers and fall into bed with the memory of his fangs in my neck, his body pressed against mine, and my fingers playing between my legs.

      

      A shrill ringing wakes me, causing me to sit up and assess my surroundings. Right, I'm at Tamiel's house.

      "Bugger," I mumble, knowing exactly who is calling. I dash across the room and fumble through the pockets of my jeans before pulling out the device and staring at the screen—Izzy. Shitting hell.

      "Hi, Izzy." I try for light and easy, but I can practically feel the rage permeating the other end of the line.

      "Hi, yourself. Helena, what are you playing at? Gwen is in a panic. She said you're gone and so's Tamiel. He didn't steal you away, did he?"

      The idea of Tamiel tossing me over his shoulder like her mate did makes me laugh. He could do it, but I'd make him pay afterward. "No. I sort of stole him." As I speak, I tug on my jeans, not wanting to be so exposed if Tamiel shows up.

      "But why? I don't understand what would make you leave us like this. We're supposed to find Calista, and we can't do that if you're not here."

      My gut clenches. I don't want them near her. Not if my dreams have any truth to them. Reaching into my pocket, I touch the moonstone and feel its power radiate into my palm. If they knew I had this… "I need you to trust me. Can you do that?"

      She sighs over the line and gives a little groan of frustration. "Fine. But when this is all over, you owe us a girl's weekend. We need you."

      Her words make my throat tight. "You've got your shifter."

      "He won't watch The Bachelor with me."

      A laugh escapes me and I swipe a traitorous tear from my eye. "Well, what good is he?"

      Her mate's deep Scottish timbre catches my ears. "Tell that witch exactly how good I am, Beauty."

      "Ugh, that's all right, then. I'll call when I've more information." My sister witch takes a sharp breath and I know she's about to start arguing with me. "Izzy, please?"

      She lets out a heavy sigh. "Don't do anything I wouldn't."

      "You married a shifter. I think that's the worst thing anyone could possibly do. Which means, I'm safe."

      "We're not married yet."

      My heart lurches. "When are you going to do it? Your curse is broken."

      "We're going to wait until all three of us have broken the curse."

      "What? That's the most pointless waste of your time. You've gone centuries…millennia without him. Why would you wait?"

      Her bell-like laugh rings through the line. "This argument in favor of love from you. The face that launched a thousand ships?"

      My throat tightens at that dig. "I—"

      "Oh, Hel, I'm sorry. Bugger. I didn't mean it."

      "It's fine. You're right. Who am I to advise you on anything in matters of the heart? I've never loved anyone and never will. Thank you for the reminder." I'm being a miserable cow, I know it, but her mention of my past breaks my ghost of a heart.

      I hang up before she can respond and clutch my phone as I take deep breaths to calm the emotion threatening to overtake me. Her happiness is more important than my guilty conscience. If I'm honest, I haven't been that woman in a long time, and I don't plan to again. It'll take everything in me to bring down Calista and more than likely I'll lose my life to do it. But my sisters are worth any sacrifice.

      A fingertip trails across my bare shoulder, making me nearly jump out of my skin. "Jesus, God!"

      Tamiel's laughter coats me like a warm blanket. "No, it's just me. Forget I was here, did you?"

      I sniff and hold my head up high, not caring one bit that I'm in my bra. "You're not overly memorable."

      "Oh, I'm not? I suppose I'll have to change that."

      I have to work to force a frown on my lips. He's so damn cocky. "Were you standing there the entire time I was on the phone?"

      "I was. Sounds to me like you've been busted already."

      Of course he heard the whole conversation. Vampire hearing is more sensitive than any other supernatural creature's. "Eavesdropping won't get you very far, Fallen."

      "So, the face that launched a thousand ships?" He turns the topic to the very thing I want to forget, and my back stiffens in response. "I wondered. Helena isn't far off from Helen. Tell me, did the movies do your story justice? The last one I saw painted you as a sympathetic beauty lost in the love of a prince." He leans in and whispers, "Still an adulteress, though. But we're all sinners, aren't we?"

      Anger races through me. He knows nothing of my true story. Of what I did to cause the deaths of thousands. All because I wanted freedom from a husband who mistreated me. "That's enough," I manage through a throat tight with emotion.

      "No, I don't think it is. You're locked up tighter than a bank vault, and yet you expect me to just give in and let you have control over this situation. I'm not going to sit by and watch you lead us into an impossible battle." His hands are balled into tight fists and those platinum irises burn with a fierce determination. "I'm willing to help you, Helena. But only if you're honest with me. I'm trying to earn my redemption and Gabriel sent me to aid you in your task. I'll not have you leading me to my damnation."

      A stone sits in my stomach. He's already breaking my hold. "Tamiel, look at me." The angel locks gazes with me and I know I've got him. "You'll aid me because I say I want you to. You don't need to know anything else for now."

      He takes a long breath, and for a moment, I fear he's going to argue. Instead, he cups my cheek and nods. "Right, let's get you something to eat before you waste away."

      That'll do. I jut my chin out and raise an eyebrow. "I'll just…get dressed." Then I close the door, separating us before I give in and kiss the idiot.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      Letting her think she's got me wrapped up in her spell is going to be the most frustrating thing I've ever done. Helena shuts her door in my face, and every possessive instinct in me screams to break it down and remind her who is truly in charge. I don't trust that she's not going to magic herself out of my house, away from my protection. She's strong-willed and hard-headed, and damn I love that about her, except for when her safety is on the line. But I remember Gabriel's words to me. Do whatever it takes to gain her trust. She'll need you more than she knows. Why the archangel can't just give her the power she needs, I'll never understand. They say God works in mysterious ways, and I know more than anyone, my Father is the master of teaching us by leading us to untried paths. He has a plan. We won't know it until we're on the other side.

      "Helena," I say, knocking on her door. "Don't go anywhere without me, love. I mean it. New York is filled with things much more dangerous than shifter packs."

      She doesn't answer me, but I know she heard. I can hear her breathing and the slight rise in the speed of her pulse.

      I turn and walk down the hall, needing to make a plan I can dangle in front of her while somehow making it seem like her idea. My little warrior needs to feel in control. Lucky for her, I'm willing to give in when she needs me to. My vampire's body comes with a lot of perks and enhanced hearing is one of my favorites. Even from the top of the stairs, I can hear her humming softly to herself.

      Dragging my hand through my hair, I sigh and roll my shoulders. I just fed, but taking us here cost more energy than I thought. I need her again, but it's too soon. Hunger of a very different kind races through my body at the thought of her, how soft her curves felt under my hands. My cock lengthens and presses against my jeans. Fuck. I don't know how much longer I'll be able to hold out without being inside her. Maybe I should go take care of my problem before she comes downstairs. But it's obvious a lonely wank in my room wouldn't leave me satisfied in the least.

      My ears pop, the shifting of the air behind me making my spine stiffen.

      Company.

      With a glance over my shoulder, I see him. Gabriel. He's draped himself across my loveseat, his long frame too large for the short piece of furniture.

      He smirks at me, his head hanging upside down. "Oh, little brother, what have you been up to?"

      "Why are you here? You promised no interference."

      In one graceful motion, he stands and crosses his arms over his chest. "Fine, I've only come with news that concerns the fate of your witch." He waves one hand in a dismissive gesture. "If that's not important to you…"

      "Oh for pity’s sake, Gabriel."

      "Your witch and her coven are doomed to purgatory."

      My blood runs cold. "No. We'll break the curse. Izzy already broke hers."

      "Izzy won't die at twenty-seven, that much is true, but she, along with her sisters, will eventually leave this world. When they do, they will be trapped until judgment day."

      "No. It can't be true," I say, my voice wavering.

      "It is." Helena's strong voice catches me off guard. Gabriel must've known she was there the whole time. The arse.

      "Now, love, how can you know?" I can't help myself, I have to touch her. My hand grips hers before she can pull away. "You're not a seer."

      Her face pales. "I'm not. But are you going to deny the messenger of God? He doesn't lie. He might be annoying beyond measure, but he only speaks truth."

      Gabriel scoffs. "I am right here, in your presence."

      "You are. And I'll do you the same courtesy of never telling a lie." She locks gazes with him and my brother nods.

      "You'll have to kill Calista in the end. There is no way to save your souls from purgatory without her death." Then, he vanishes, leaving us with yet another mess to deal with on our own.

      Her hand goes to her pocket and a slight frown creases her brow. "Right, then. If he's not going to be any more help, I'd better learn how to harness this thing's power."

      My gut clenches when she pulls out the black moonstone. "Helena, what are you doing with that? It's dangerous."

      "Stop it, Fallen."

      "Stop what?"

      She puts both hands on her hips and stares me down. "Telling me how to live my life. I've been through this time and again. I know how to handle myself."

      "Obviously not. You've died countless times. If you knew how to handle yourself, you'd have found Calista and killed her far sooner than now."

      "What do you know of it? You've spent your existence hiding from judgment with no loyalty to anyone."

      Anger burns in my chest. "I fell for the promise of love. Love that I didn't find until it was too late."

      "What do you mean?"

      I can't tell her, not everything. "I watched my soul mate die on the street before I could say a single word to her."

      "I…" she begins but doesn't finish. Her blazing eyes soften. "I wasn't aware."

      "Maybe if you cared for anyone other than yourself you'd have thought to ask me. My existence has been as long as yours, but I wasn't graced with the gift of rebirth and a clean slate. I live every moment of my life with the knowledge I betrayed my Father, my brothers."

      "And are you hoping to gain your wings?"

      Am I? No. But I am desperate for forgiveness and a promise of a future…with her. "I only want to do what's right."

      "What's right?"

      I've had enough of this conversation. She will push until I tell her everything if I let her. "Enough. I'm tired of this." Tugging her close, I press our bodies together and trail my free hand over the soft skin of her throat. "I'll need to feed again, soon. Are you prepared to provide me what I need?"

      She takes her lower lip between her teeth and flicks her gaze up to meet mine. "I was hoping you'd say that."
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      Helena

      

      Tamiel stares at me with hunger, but there's a fierce longing behind his eyes too. That comes from my siren song. I've seen it far too often to be able to ignore the familiar expression. Part of me feels guilt and a pang of loss. The poor angel doesn't even know I've bewitched him. I hate myself a little for wishing he desired me like that without magic driving his reaction.

      "Not now, Fallen." I wave a dismissive hand and step aside. It's too tempting to fall into bed with him and forget everything I've got looming. I’m on a deadline, and I need more power. I can't give him more of me.

      "I wasn't propositioning you, love." He reaches behind his head and pulls his shirt off in one smooth motion, those beautiful muscles of his abdomen flexing and moving under his skin with every stretch.

      My mouth runs dry and I have to swallow hard to clear my throat. "What are you doing, then?"

      He cocks a dark eyebrow and smirks. "There's this thing called the shower. Ever heard of it? People use them when they need to clean their bodies. As much as I loathe to wash the scent of you off me, I can't very well go out smelling like witch."

      Why not? I almost ask him, but don't want to give him the satisfaction of knowing I'd like my claim on him to be there. That the idea of him wearing me on him sends my blood singing with need. Oh, God, why do I feel this way? I need to get control of myself and stop focusing on the beautiful half-naked man in front of me.

      "Out? Where are we going?" I finally force out.

      "We? No, love. Me. I am going to meet with a contact I've got here. He's taken over my duties since your lot summoned me. Now that I'm here, I see no reason to leave him on his own."

      "What duties? You can't possibly have duties."

      The look in his eyes stops me cold. I shouldn't make light of anything he does. He's a fallen angel, one bent on redemption. There's no telling what he's been doing for Gabriel and the archangels since we locked Lucifer in his prison.

      "I do more than sit around pining for my soul mate, Helena. Since Sariel's redemption, I've been fighting the remaining fallen, but not only them. There's so much evil out in the world. You've no idea. The things I've seen and done."

      Shaking my head, I stride past him. "You think I haven't had my share of horrors? I've done things that should guarantee my place in Hell over my many lifetimes. You seem to forget, I'm one of the most powerful witches to ever walk this earth. Before we were cursed, Izzy, Gwen, and I could control and manipulate all the elements, create spells that were unbreakable, for God's sake, we hid an archangel from the eyes of his brothers and from God himself. We were nearly unstoppable."

      "Until the Flood," he mutters.

      My blood runs cold at that. Yet another thing we share. When God flooded the earth, we all lost. The fallen lost their soul mates and were forced to take the bodies of vampires in order to survive. The rest of us died. "Yes. Until then."

      "Nothing can stop an act of God."

      He's bloody well right. Taking a deep breath, I toss my hair back and lift my chin. It's been a long time since I thought of those days, but I'm not going to let him drag me back there. "Exactly, so let's not give Him reason to need to use another one. How long until we need to leave for your meeting?"

      He grits his teeth. "You're not coming along. Not on this and that's final. My contact isn't exactly a fan of yours."

      Pride wells in my chest. "Oh, so he's heard of me, has he?"

      "He's witnessed you in all your terrible glory, love. Let's just say, you're not on his Christmas card list."

      "Oh, now I have to know."

      A smirk twists his lips. "Not this time. Trust me, please? I'll need to ease him into the fact that I'm working with you three."

      I could enact my siren song's power on him again, but he's smart. The man will figure it out sooner if I continue twisting my spell around his heart. He has to feel like he's got some semblance of control. "Fine. But when you get back, we're going out. I need to see how New York has changed since I was last here."

      "You want me to take you on a…date?"

      The thought sends a rush of excitement through me. That is exactly what I want. "Is it too much to ask for you to wine and dine me, Fallen? It's not like I won't put out."

      "Won't you?" That damnable eyebrow cocks again and makes things low in my belly tighten with need.

      "In a manner of speaking. My body in the form of my blood." I trail a finger across his bare chest. My gaze runs down his torso. If I don't step back right now, we'll end up fucking against the wall. Which wouldn't necessarily be a bad thing. "And from the way your trousers are straining, it seems you know how worth it I am."

      Sure enough, he steps forward, his hips pressing me backward until I hit the wall. One large palm cups my nape and the tension between us should be causing sparks to fly. His breath is on my lips when he murmurs, "Every moment I've spent on my own is worth even one time with you."

      I shiver against him, needing to tear my gaze away but my body won't allow it. "You're more…intense than I thought."

      "What do you mean?"

      I roll my hips, brushing his erection and allowing myself a hint of the friction I desperately need. "I thought, once we really started talking you wouldn't want me any longer. Your flirting and teasing would stop, and I'd be over wanting you. But I think it's made you even more tempting."

      His grip around the nape of my neck tightens as he presses our foreheads together. "You want me." His breath is a harsh rasp over my cheek. "Good," he says before his lips descend and claim mine.

      I'm lost to his kiss, the scent and feel of him overtaking everything else in my mind. It's almost as though he's got me under his spell rather than the truth of the matter. This isn't real. This is a connection forged by my siren song. I need to remember that. We can enjoy each other, stop Calista, and then I'll cut him loose. It's not fair to him to keep him any longer than that when his soul mate might be out there waiting to be found. Waiting for his love.

      "Join me in the shower?" His voice is a harsh rasp across my mouth. "I'll make it worth your time."

      Oh, I want to. More than he can know. "If I get in the shower with you, you won't make your meeting because we'll end up in bed together."

      He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. "You're right. I won't be gone long. Promise me you'll stay inside?"

      I nod. I've got plenty to do here before I can make any kind of move to find Calista. "I'll be ready and waiting when you return."

      He steps back, dragging his fingers through tousled dark hair. "You'd better be."

      The promise of punishment echoes in his words as he walks away, making me wonder just what he'll do to me if I leave. Do I want to risk it? The thought of him hovering over me, making me moan as he slaps my bare ass with his palm until it burns has my pussy clenching and my breaths going shallow.

      It might be fun to disobey.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      As painful as it was to tear myself away from Helena's delectable curves, I somehow managed. But now I'm standing under the spray of icy cold water, desperate for release and unwilling to let myself come. I'm saving my orgasms for her and her alone. Who knows how long she's going to let me keep her?

      After my shower I find her sitting cross-legged in the center of the living room. She's got a mirror on the floor in front of her and candles lit.

      "What are you doing?" I ask.

      "Trying to find a nearby coven. Allies or enemies, they'll have information for me."

      Enemies? The thought of her having more people after her sends apprehension through me. "How will you know which they are?"

      "They all start out as friends. Calista was our best friend before she cursed us. Cain and Abel were brothers, and we all know how that ended."

      I shouldn't leave her. My gut says it's the wrong choice. "I don't like the idea of you being here alone."

      "Then you'd better hurry back before I get too bored."

      "Helena. You promised."

      "Yes, yes, I remember." She frowns. "But you're the one who got me all hot and bothered and then abandoned me."

      I can't deny how much I love knowing she wants me. "Do I need to restrain you in the bedroom until I return?"

      A fire lights in her eyes. "You'd like that, wouldn't you? Knowing I'm at your mercy."

      Yes, I fucking would. "Don't tempt me, siren."

      "Can't take a little tease?"

      I sigh when my phone buzzes, reminding me I'm already late for my meeting. "Don't get into any trouble while I'm gone."

      She straightens her shoulders and huffs. "I'm not a bloody child."

      Father help me, but I love her willful nature. "Then stop acting like one."

      The air crackles with electricity and the scent of lightning hits me. What has she done? A spell, that much is certain. "Helena?" I say, but she doesn't respond. "Helena? What have you done to me?"

      She still says nothing, then she turns her smiling face toward me and motions to her ears, mouthing, "I can't hear you."

      The witch has me blocked. The epitome of a magical cold shoulder. That's fine. She can stay silent for all I care. When I get home, I'll have her on her back, crying my name whether I can hear her or not. At that thought, my cock goes rock hard in my pants. It takes everything in me not to stride across the room, throw her over my shoulder, and take her to my bed where I can lock her up and keep her safe.

      Turning on my heel, I force myself not to look back as I head out. I've searched for her for lifetimes, and now that I've got her, it seems like the worst choice to leave her for even a moment. But if I don't continue my work, there's no guarantee I'll get to keep her. Everything I do is with her in mind. I'm going to make the world safer so she can be with me longer. She deserves a man who will shower her with love and devotion. I can be that man. I am that man.

      Opting to use vampiric speed rather than drain my angelic grace, the usual half an hour drive takes me under five minutes on foot, but I didn't beat Devin here. The tall, blond vampire is standing next to the entrance of Central Park with an unlit cigarette between his fingers and a look of pure annoyance on his face.

      "It's not like you to be late, Tamiel. What's going on?" His Southern drawl betrays his roots, softening him a little. But I know the truth. This vampire has been through hell. He's shared a body with one of my fallen brothers, been the prisoner of Lucifer himself, and seen the woman he loves die. He knows what we're up against.

      "I got…waylaid."

      "When Feathers came to see me, I was surprised to hear you'd come back to town so soon. I can't say I'm disappointed. I'm ready to go back to Seattle." I can't stop my smile. Devin is the only creature to ever get away with calling Gabriel by some sort of nickname. If I tried it, I know he'd strike me down.

      "Well, I'm back now. What's been happening around here? Any movement from the demons?"

      Devin shrugs his broad shoulders. "No more than usual. I took down a few of the fallen who'd clawed their way back to the surface. I thought they'd almost all been taken out, but they keep returning from wherever the fuck we send them when we kill them. Feather's won't give me a way to smite them forever. I think he still has hope some of them can be redeemed."

      "Faith," I correct.

      "What?"

      "What my brother has is faith that, like me, there are some of the fallen who've seen the error of our ways."

      He frowns. "So, you think they can be saved?"

      "It's possible. But I don't think it's realistic."

      The vampire steps closer to me and narrows his eyes. "You look…different." Then he takes a deep breath. "You smell different too."

      Bugger. I'd done everything I could to wash Helena's scent from my body, but her blood is another matter. "I fed."

      "On a witch. Her magic is all over you."

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I stare him down. "Is there a problem with that?"

      "Gabriel's been cagey about you ever since he sent me to take over. And, if I'm completely honest, I don't totally trust you."

      I feign indignation. "What?" Truthfully, he has little reason to trust me aside from the fact that Gabriel does.

      "You weren't exactly on the side of good until recently. And, if Gabriel thought you were on the right side, he'd have given you—"

      My palm twitches and grace collects in the form of blinding light as the sword of Michael manifests in my hand. "This?"

      "Holy shit," Devin mutters.

      "I can smite my fallen brothers, and I will if I have to. I need you to understand something about me. If I'd known Lucifer was pulling the strings when it came to the fallen's hope to get back into Heaven, I would never have been part of it. All I wanted was to find my own soul mate."

      "And have you?"

      This is where I should lie. But I can't bring myself to deny Helena. "I have."

      "She's a witch?"

      "Her name is Helena."

      His eyes widen. "Wait a second. Not the bitch who kidnapped Selah?" I bristle at his harsh words about her and open my mouth to protest, but he continues. "Helena, one of the three witches who helped Sariel fall from Heaven. They are the cause of all this. Don't you know they were directly responsible for Lucifer's plot to kill Willow? My Willow?"

      "Well…" I draw the word out, hoping to bring him down a notch. "Technically that was Gwen's vision, not a vendetta against your woman."

      "You can't be serious. Those creatures are as bad as the fallen. They abandoned us as soon as Lucifer was caged."

      I cock an eyebrow. "But they didn't have to come to your aid at all."

      "I doubt they were trying to help. Are you sure she's meant for you? Sariel was wrong before."

      Closing my eyes against the anger burning in my chest, I take a long breath. "I've known it was her nearly three decades. I watched her die and thought I'd lost her. Devin, I need you to believe me when I say, this woman is mine and I'll do whatever I have to in order to keep her."

      He rakes a hand through his long hair and huffs. "You angels are the most devoted bunch of assholes I've ever seen." Then he trains his ice-blue gaze on me. "Feathers know she's yours?"

      "I think so. He sent me to them."

      "So, what are you there for? Why help them?"

      "They're part of something bigger."

      He rolls his eyes. "They always are. Can't we just have calm and normal for a while?"

      "Devin, you're a vampire. There's nothing normal about you."

      "Do you need anything from me?" he asks.

      "Not yet. I'll call if that changes."

      In the blink of an eye, the vampire is gone, and I'm left feeling strangely calm. The cards have been laid out on the table, as it were. Now, it's time to get back to my woman. I promised her a date.

      Impatience sets in at the thought of her, waiting, willing to take the next step with me. Letting me have her body so I can win her heart. I use my grace to transport myself to the front door of my apartment, not caring that I've expended too much of my power in a short time. I just need to be with her.

      A crash, followed by the sound of men shouting at each other has me swinging the door open so hard it dents the wall.

      "Helena?" I say, rushing inside and down the hall.

      The sight that greets me has me at a loss for words. She's clad in nothing but a thin camisole and a pair of my sweatpants. Popcorn is scattered across the floor and a bowl sits upended near the television.  On screen, a fight scene plays out between two men in what looks to be Greek armor.

      I look back at my witch, who still hasn't registered my presence. She stares with rapt attention at the screen, and when an actor says something about the other man knowing nothing of love, Helena tosses her head back and cackles. Then she raises a shot glass and says, "That's the only thing you've gotten right this whole bloody film."

      I clear my throat and she finally turns to me, alcohol held to her lips. Her eyes widen and cheeks flush a charming pink before she tips back the glass and downs her shot.

      "What on earth are you doing, love?" I ask, trying to keep the laughter from my voice.

      She sways on her feet and lets out a giggle. "I got tired of waiting." Then she pours another shot and holds it out to me. "Come on, Fallen. Have a drink at my expense."
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      Helena

      Tamiel stares at me as though he doesn't know what to do. Behind me, Hector and Paris argue in the most bastardized version of my story I've ever seen. I'd thought it would be fun to play a drinking game when I flipped through the channels and landed on this movie. Now, as the floor moves under my feet while I stand still, I wonder if I'd made the wrong choice.

      "It's a game," I whisper, hoping he'll take the shot I'm holding out because I'm worried I'll drop it any moment. "Take a drink every time they do something wrong."

      Bless him, he takes the shot and downs it. "Looks like I've got some catching up to do."

      I hiccup and grin. He's so handsome. I want to tell him how much I like to look at him. "I like your face." Shit. Did I just say that out loud?

      He raises an eyebrow and smirks. "I like yours too." Then he juts his chin at the half-empty bottle of vodka on the coffee table. "That was full when I left."

      "They got a lot wrong."

      "It would seem so."

      I glance at the screen again and roll my eyes. Letting out a frustrated groan, I lurch toward the bottle and take a pull, relishing the burn of the vodka as it settles in my stomach. "I never loved him. Never." Speaking slowly, I work to get the words out clearly. He needs to understand. "I've never loved anyone."

      Tamiel takes the bottle from my hands and drinks deep. "Neither have I. But you're not doing yourself any favors watching this. Your story is romantic legend, that doesn't mean it's the truth. Now's the time to let it go and move forward."

      I snort. "Forward? I've got months left. How can I move forward?"

      He cups my face and stares at me with a pained expression. "You can enjoy what you have."

      "And what's that?" I fight the eye roll threatening to take hold.

      "Me," he whispers so softly I'm not completely sure I heard him right.

      "What?"

      A wave of dizziness takes hold and I sway. The angel catches me up in his arms, letting the nearly empty bottle fall onto the plush carpet. "Come now, love. Let me take your mind off your past."

      I should fight him, but the alcohol addling my brain won't let me. Instead, I nestle into his chest and breathe him in. "You smell so good. Like fresh air and…rain."

      The vibration of his chuckle tickles my cheek where I'm pressed against him. "That's what you remind me of as well. Rosewater and rain. Fresh and light. Beautiful."

      He walks us to my bedroom, and all I want to do is fall asleep in his arms. No. He needs to stop being so sweet. I can't keep him at a distance when I'm so drunk and he's being perfect. Wiggling in his hold, I indicate I want him to put me down. "That's enough of the pretty words. I won't be fooled by your silver tongue."

      He sets me on my feet and grins. "Silver tongue? So you think I'm charming." The angel steps forward, causing me to retreat until the backs of my knees hit the bed.

      "You're a naughty angel, of course, you're charming. The problem is, you'll use me just like every man has in the past if I let you in." My head swims, partially from the alcohol but I'd be lying if I didn't admit this reaction is mostly due to Tamiel's burning gaze. I lie back on the mattress and close my eyes. I can't use my power when I'm like this and Tamiel could do anything to me right now. Panic settles in my chest as memories of my past lives assault me. They took what they wanted until I finally fought back.

      "I'll never hurt you, Helena. I promise." His words are a breath whispered over my cheek before he presses a kiss to my temple. "Sleep, love. We'll talk in the morning."

      I drift off even as he settles down beside me, his strong arm wrapping around my waist and pulling me close. His promise rings in my ears, but I know it's a lost cause to hope. He's a man. They always hurt me.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      Helena's out like a light from the moment I lie beside her on the bed. Her breaths come slow and steady, but the frown doesn't leave her brow. It's possible this woman who seems hard as stone is actually more fragile than I anticipated. For all her anger over something as paltry as a film, I saw the shine of tears burning in her eyes as she took her last drink.

      Running my fingers over her cheek, I stare at the lines of her face, memorizing each curve and angle. She's a work of art.

      "I thought you were the formidable siren who ensnared men and used them for your pleasure," I whisper. "But you're broken, same as me."

      She moans and rolls on her side so she's facing me. One arm flings over my chest as she snuggles into me. I don't need sleep, but I'll gladly soak up any time I can get with her. I don't need anything as much as I need her.

      A rattling buzz from the nightstand turns my attention away from the woman in my arms. Her phone. Insistent and demanding. My heart lurches at the thought of her waking right now. Leaning over her, I grab the phone, intending to silence the device, but I see Gwen's name on the screen and my instinct tells me this isn't a call that should go unanswered.

      "Gwen," I whisper, pulling myself from Helena's grasp.

      "Tamiel?" Gwen's utterance of my name holds surprise. "She's letting you answer her phone?"

      I slip out of bed and head into the hall, not willing to risk Helena hearing this conversation. "She's…a tad pissed."

      "Drunk? You got her drunk?"

      I can't hold in my laughter. "She got herself drunk. Her…well, her past came back to haunt her in the form of a steroid-enhanced cast of actors."

      Gwen sighs. "That movie. She can never just pass it by," she mutters. “I’ve developed an immunity to my past. I wish she could.”

      "If you need me to wake her, I'm afraid you're out of luck. I don't think much will get her out of bed."

      "We've got a problem. A big one."

      An icy ripple of dread rolls down my spine at the dire note in her tone. "What?"

      "I know she thinks she's doing this to keep us safe, but I've seen something different."

      "You have? Tell me."

      "You know Helena has been…less than morally conscientious over the centuries."

      I can't help but chuckle at the statement. "I'm aware."

      "Did you know she tried to steal the power of a nearby coven?"

      My thoughts drift to the desperation she must've felt during each lifetime when she had no power, when she wasn't able to connect with her sisters. "I'm sure you made some bad choices of your own when you felt you had no other options. What lengths did you go to when you were spending lifetimes alone?"

      "Tamiel, she did this mere weeks ago."

      I don't respond. I can't. That magic is dark and dangerous. To take another's power means you've lost any respect for the balance of light and dark.

      "I've been struggling to see Helena in my visions since we fought the shifters. Something is hiding her. But today…today I saw her. She was great and terrible. More powerful than Calista."

      "Isn't that a good thing?"

      "No."

      Frustration rolls through me. "Bloody hell, Gwen. Get to the point."

      "She wasn't a witch anymore. Helena in my vision was a demon."

      I wasn't prepared for that bombshell. A demon. My Helena? No. This isn't going to happen. "You must be mistaken. She'd have to have reneged on a deal with one to be made into a demon."

      "And do you doubt she'd do that? Helena is tenacious. She'll do anything to get something she thinks is important."

      "I won't let her." I bite out the words because the hold on my control is thin and fraying.

      The witch on the other end of the line lets out a harsh laugh. "Helena doesn't ask permission. I'll say a prayer for you."

      I hang up but can't shake the thought of Helena with burning red irises and a penchant for stealing souls. That cannot be the way she breaks her curse. Immortality is well and good, but not at the price of her soul. Peering in through the doorway, I let my chest loosen a touch at the sight of her, sleeping peacefully with a gentle smile easing her expression.

      This woman is not going anywhere. She's not leaving me, not getting a chance to make any sort of deal with a demon. I'll kill every one of them I can to prevent that. Summoning my grace, I transport myself to the brightly lit cacophony of Times Square. It's luminescent chaos, and from where I stand I can see the never-ending supply of people even at this late hour. This city truly never sleeps. I will a circle of my grace to seep into the cement in front of me before I call his name, knowing I need to keep him contained. Summoning a demon in the middle of Manhattan is ill-advised on a good day, but when I plan to torture every ounce of information from him before I return him to Hell, the consequences of him escaping would be…disastrous.

      "Christopher Marlowe, you self-important arse, " I say. Nothing. I know he'll come. He's just biding his time, waiting for me to get frustrated. "Kit, come on. I've got better things to be doing."

      I'm sure I look like a fool, standing in the middle of Times Square, talking to nothing. But, it's New York. No one will question me.

      "Here, kitty, kitty," I tease. He's going to be properly cross now, but Kit will show. He has to.

      It's as though everything around me is set to slow motion all at once. The sounds dim to a dull roar in my ears as the demon materializes inside the circle I've set for him. As soon as he's fully corporeal, everything returns to normal. Cabs honk, sirens wail in the distance, people mill in the too bright artificial light of the city.

      "You've got to be fucking kidding me, Tamiel. New York?" Kit rolls his eyes and takes a step toward me, but stops when the toe of his oxford boot comes into contact with the edge of my circle. "A circle? Really?"

      It's been a while since Kit and I last saw each other. He knows me as the fallen angel who'd burned all my bridges. My only loyalty had been to myself. Kit liked that about me. "Can't let you out unsupervised. You remember Whitechapel."

      He crosses his arms over his chest and smiles. "Ah, the good old days. Now it's all television and Google. It's not as fun. But, maybe I could start something new and write my own serialized podcast about it."

      "No. Don't even think about it, demon."

      "Are you sure your circle is strong enough? It looks to me like you used your grace. There's not much power in grace from a fallen. I could probably break the spell with a well-placed blow of my own."

      My skin prickles at the thought. If that's the case, I'll have to smite him with Michael's sword. But I don't want the demon to know I've taken up the side of good. Not yet. He's my inside man, and I'll need all the information I can get if I want to keep Helena from making any deals. "What do you know about demon activity in the city?"

      He smirks. "Why do you care? Thinking of joining our ranks?"

      "Possibly."

      "Hm," he says, stroking his chin with his thumb and forefinger. He's a monocle and a pencil thin mustache away from being a stereotypical villain. "If I showed up with you on our side…"

      Oh, no. He's plotting. "Slow down. I'm not throwing my weight in on anyone's side right now."

      "Fine, fine. So…what do you need? You obviously didn't just call me out here so I could bask in your beauty."

      "Who's leading the demon faction here? I need to get in touch with him…or her."

      His perfectly arched eyebrow rises and he smiles. "You don't want to meet her. I promise."

      "How do you know? I like a challenge."

      A harsh bark of laughter escapes him. "She's not a challenge. She's a monstrosity, and she's leading Hell, not just the demons here." Then his expression goes dark and serious. "Our leader will chew you up and spit you out before molding you into her perfect little puppet. Don't go looking for her."

      My chest tightens at the word she. Lucifer is caged. Who is the new leader of Hell?

      He takes a deep breath and smiles. “Mmm, you smell…like magic. It’s mouthwatering. Did you find yourself a little witch to dip your wick in? Feel like sharing? You can fuck her, then I’ll kill her.”

      Stepping closer, I nearly reach into the circle to grip Kit by the collar, but I pull my hand back before it's too late. He clicks his tongue, bringing my gaze to his eyes. They glitter with amusement.

      "Getting sloppy in your old age, Tam." His focus drops to my feet and my stomach drops when I see my shoe.

      Over the line of my grace.

      Breaking the circle.

      Fuck.
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      Helena

      

      Where the bloody hell is that damned fallen angel? It's been hours since I woke and I haven't seen hide nor hair of him. I can't sense him either. I've always been able to feel his presence whether I wanted to admit it or not. His angelic grace has a particular magnetic pull. My heartbeat picks up as anxiety kicks in. Not because I'm worried about him. No. That's not what I'm feeling here at all. But if something happened to the angel, I'll be stuck here all alone, with no entertainment and no added power to my arsenal.

      My thoughts flit from scenario to scenario. Tamiel might have been hurt. He's strong, but his body isn't without vulnerabilities. The truth is, his vessel is still beholden to the limitations of a vampire. The only exception is the sun. Gabriel gave him immunity from that pesky weakness.

      "Damn," I grumble, pulling my jeans over my hips before I slide my feet into a pair of boots. "Now I have to waste my magic on a locator spell for a fallen angel and go traipsing across Manhattan to find him."

      The spell should be relatively easy though. He's still got my blood in him, which means I can use a drop from my finger to search for him. I settle in the center of the living room floor, a map of Manhattan before me and candles set at North, South, West, and East. With the point of a knife, I prick my finger and let a single drop of blood fall. The bead of red liquid hangs suspended in the air until it slowly lowers to my exact location in the city.

      Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and visualize the handsome face I've come to crave. Dark hair, a chiseled jaw, cheekbones for days. Tingles run over me at the thought of him.

      "Tamiel," I whisper. His name sends a jolt through every inch of me as the magic takes hold.

      Opening my eyes, I stare down it the paper and wait for the blood to show me the way. But it doesn't move. The damn drop stays stationary even though it's supposed to give me a clear trail straight to him.

      "Bloody hell." My brow furrows as I try to work through what I've done wrong. Everything felt right. If my sisters were here, I'd know what to do. We're always better together. For a moment I consider calling them. I could use the moonstone to help me summon them to me. But then a flash of my dreams hits me. I can't bring them into this now. Not until I've done my job and taken down Calista.

      I'll just have to do the spell a second time. Maybe I didn't use enough blood. Raising the knife, I ready myself to prick my finger again but stop at the sound of something hitting the floor in the entryway.

      "Tamiel?" I call as I rush toward the front door. He's there, crumpled against the door. The man is beaten and bloody, a terrible wound marring his perfect face. It looks almost like…claw marks? The skin is torn and jagged. Deep grooves run across his cheek and lips. "Bloody hell, Fallen. What have you done to yourself?"

      He coughs and lets out a weak laugh. "What? You don't like it? I thought it made me look more rugged."

      I roll my eyes. "I swear to God in Heaven—"

      "Shh, He'll hear you. Then He'll know."

      "Who?"

      "My Father."

      Sometimes I forget the immense truth that comes with knowing that angels exist. The lore of the supernatural is vast and never ending. There are many things I still don't know, but I do have the answer to one massive question. It's something humans have fought wars over for centuries. I know, beyond any doubt, that God is real. Unfortunately for me, knowing the truth isn't the same as having faith. He might be real, but that doesn't mean I have any faith in His plan.

      "What did this to you?" I ask, pressing my palm to his chest and grimacing when I feel the blood-soaked shirt. "Did you get into a fight with one of the animals at the zoo?"

      Another laugh falls from him but quickly turns into a cough. "No. A demon."

      Dread curls in the pit of my stomach. Demon's claws are tipped in a powerful poison. Even vampires can't avoid its effect. "Tamiel…how can I help?"

      "Oh, I love the sound of my name on your lips. Say it again?"

      Ignoring him, I carefully help him to his feet and wince at the heat of fever raging through his body from the poison. "Come on, let's get you to bed."

      "Finally," he murmurs. "I've been waiting to hear those words."

      "You're impossible."

      "And yet, you still want me."

      I can't respond. His words hold entirely too much truth. Instead, I help him to the master bedroom. I'm painfully aware of every shift of his body against mine. "I need to see the extent of your injuries. Can you stand?"

      He nods but sways on his feet when I step away. Slowly I unbutton his shirt and peel it away from his skin. I've seen all manner of wounds in my time, but something about the purple bruises and deep gashes of claws on his torso has terrible fear gripping me. Even his arms have blossoming shadows across the skin. I run my fingers over the length of both until they reach his swollen knuckles, obviously broken.

      "So, you at least got a few good hits in."

      "I tried to stop him."

      He's not healing, not like he should be. Can a demon's poison kill him? A stab of fear twists in my gut. Raising my wrist to his lips, I wait for him to take my offering, but he doesn't.

      "I can't," he says, his voice trembling with need. "I'll kill you. I won't be able to stop."

      "That's ridiculous." I stare hard at him, but his eyes are clear and determination shines within their depths. So, I walk him to the bed and gently push until he sits on the mattress. "Wait there. I can at least get you cleaned up and dress your wounds."

      By the time I return with a bowl of warm water mixed with witch hazel and a clean cloth as well as a healing salve, he's stretched out on the bed, stripped down to his boxer briefs. A small thrill runs through me at the sight. The man is pure perfection.

      "You're ruining the duvet," I tease.

      "I've got a witch. She can conjure me a new one."

      Settling myself on the side of the bed, I dip the cloth into the bowl and then gingerly wipe the blood from his brow. He winces at the contact, but if I can't heal him with my blood, I'll need to at least disinfect these deep scratches. His hands ball into tight fists as I clean him as carefully as possible and I wish for the second time today that my sisters were here. Izzy has a talent for healing. Maybe she'd be able to do this without causing pain.

      "I'm going to put a healing salve on you. It's going to hurt, but since you won't let me give you my blood, you'll have to deal with it." I whisper the words into his ear and he nods in response.

      "At least I've got your hands on me."

      "I see you're still incorrigible. You must be feeling better. I can always leave you to work through this on your own." I move to rise, but his hand shoots out and catches me by the elbow.

      "Don't leave me, Helena." There's a tenderness and vulnerability I've never heard in his voice before.

      "Fine, then shut your gob and let me apply this."

      He closes his eyes and sighs. "I'm in your hands."

      Ten minutes later, the salve is applied and he's as clean as I can get him. His skin is still fevered and he lies in a state of semi-consciousness, murmuring nonsense at times. The man is delirious. I try to stand to stretch my legs and at least take the bowl and washcloth into the bathroom, but his large palm grips me and he opens his eyes in a near panic when the bed shifts.

      "I said, don't leave me," he growls. "You're mine."

      Like I said, delirious.

      "I'll be right back." I extricate myself from his grasp, but can't help the need to lean down and press a soft kiss to the only unmarred place on his face—the corner of his mouth.

      "Mine," he whispers, but he lets me go.

      I cast a glance back over my shoulder as I leave. I might have him under my spell, but I'm afraid he's winding one of his own around me.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      I've got to be dreaming. My mind tells me that's the truth because I've been here before. But damn it all if it feels real. As real as it did the first time. The cool, misty night air in Leeds smells exactly the same as it did nearly twenty-seven years ago. It's where I'd spent the last eighty-odd years of my never ceasing existence and it's always felt like home. I don't know why. Dread sits heavy in my gut as I watch the busy street. This is a moment I've relived thousands of times, but never in such vivid detail.

      Like clockwork, the blue sedan with a broken headlamp rounds the corner and the light changes. The most beautiful woman I've ever seen steps out of a shop with bags in her hands and an annoyed scowl on her face as the first drops of rain begin to fall. My heart gives a pang of recognition as it finds its other half. She is mine and because I've already lived this once, I know that any minute, two of my fallen brothers are going to rush her and shove her into the path of the blue sedan because they don't want me to have her. I know that I'm going to have to watch my soul mate die…unless I stop it.

      I see them, two men I've known since the dawn of time, as they come at her from both sides. "Helena!" I scream. She looks up and her bronze gaze locks onto mine. My panic is palpable, squeezing my chest and making my brain buzz with adrenaline. Their hands are on her, my body moves without thought for my own safety. I catch her in my arms as they shove her into the path of the car.

      When I blink, I expect to see her with me, but I'm right back on the edge of the sidewalk watching as the light changes and the fucking blue sedan rounds the corner. She steps out of the shop again and this time, I'm frozen in place watching it all replay. But this time I don't rescue her. This time, my Helena screams as the car hits her and I'm helpless to stop it.

      And then it starts all over again.

      So, this is Hell. I've finally been called to receive my punishment.

      "Tamiel." Helena's voice eases into my consciousness, begging me to come back from the brink of madness.

      "You were mine," I murmur. "I should have saved you."

      She huffs and I feel a cup pressed to my lips. "Drink this, you bloody idiot. You're out of your mind with fever."

      Blood hits my lips. Her blood. I'll never forget the way she tastes. Like everything decadent and sinful. Like temptation and perfection. Adam chose the apple, but Helena is my original sin.

      At first, I fight it. I'll kill her. I know it. But the offering keeps coming and I swallow it down, clarity winning out over delusion. The cup isn't her vein, there's not a way for me to take too much. After she removes the cup from my lips, I relax back against my pillow and slowly open my eyes. My soul mate stares down at me, the fall of long, chocolate waves hanging over one shoulder, large concerned eyes locked on mine, and her perfect mouth turned down in a frown.

      "You're still not healing, but that seems to have taken care of your fever."

      I push myself up to a seated position, still feeling weak and pained, but she's right, the fever is gone. "That was dangerous. I could have gone for your throat."

      "Well, I wasn't about to wait around another three days to see if you died or not."

      Three days? "I'm not going to die. I just have to let the poison work its way out."

      "That's not what Gabriel said."

      "Gabriel came to see you?"

      She stands and puts her hands on her hips. "I called him after you'd been screaming nonsense for a solid day."

      "You summoned him?"

      "And it's a good job I did. He told me you might never come back if you got trapped inside your own personal Hell. He said the poison was laced with a spell designed to lead the victim deep into their own mind."

      My skin crawls at the thought of being forced to watch Helena die over and over for all eternity after being allowed to save her once. My gaze drifts to the bandage on her wrist. "And who had the brilliant idea of you harming yourself to give me blood?"

      "That was me. He wanted me to just let you go to town, but I knew you'd never forgive me for that." She shrugs and holds up her wrist. "I figured I could force it down you if I put it in a cup."

      "Wise witch. I'd never willingly hurt you, but I wasn't in my right mind. Thank you for bringing me back from…that."

      She studies me, her brow pulled together and lips turned down in an enticing pout. "Where were you?"

      A shudder rolls through me. I don't want to rehash details with her, and I certainly don't plan to share the fact that she is the weapon of my torture. "Somewhere I never want to be again."

      Her fingers trail lightly along the wounds at my side, the touch sending tingles of awareness through me mixed with faint pain. "You're healing. Slowly, but it's happening."

      I nod and offer her a slight smirk. "Your witch's blood is powerful. I'd be down for the count at least a week, if not more, if I were feeding on a human." I'm not going to tell her anything about the other way I feed. Sex with my soul mate would bring me back to full power, but it would also clue her in on the depth of our connection and she'd run the other direction. Helena has been hurt far too many times by men, and there's no doubt in my mind that she'd sooner die—again—rather than have her heart claimed by me.

      "Take more. I need you." Her wrist is still healing. I can smell the blood even through her bandage. Part of me wants to push her away and tell her no, but she's right. She needs me to be there for her in ways she can't understand yet. I'm no good to her if I'm weak. Already I've wasted three days we could've been looking for Calista.

      Grabbing her hand, I gently tug her to me. "I need you as well, love." She doesn't look away from my eyes as she removes the bandage and holds her wrist to my lips, but I shake my head. Pricking my finger on my fang, I run the drop of blood over her marked skin and watch the injury heal. "I said I wouldn't hurt you and I meant it." I reach up to trace the line of her throat, stopping to feel the pulse point. Her heart is racing. "Come here."

      She leans forward, the delicate scent of her skin sending arousal across my entire being. "Do it," she whispers, tension and desire lacing her tone.

      My lips find her soft skin an instant before my fangs pierce her vein and it's pure ecstasy and divine providence all wrapped into one beautiful moment. I close my eyes and worship at her altar while thanking my Father for allowing me to have another chance with her after all this time.

      If I have it my way, I'll never be without her again.
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      Helena

      

      I used to have a problem with vampires, but maybe I've been a little hasty in my dismissal of them. At least when it comes to the fallen angel variety. Tamiel's lips and teeth on me send shivers of delight dancing across my skin. I want to break down the barriers between us and let him have his way with me, right now. But he's guarded, hesitant, and I don't know why. I'll never use my siren song on him in that way, to coerce his sexual advances, but from all the signals I've gotten from him over the last few months, the friend zone wasn't on my radar.

      "Tamiel," I moan, leaning against him as he coaxes an orgasm from me using nothing more than his teeth in my neck.

      He tangles his fingers in my hair and deepens the bite, a dull ache beginning to take hold that is not at all unwelcome. I can feel his need, his desire for me. Running my hands down his side, careful of the wounds healing there, I stop when I reach his rock hard length. Yes, he wants me, that's certain. I slip my hand under his boxers and moan at the velvet soft skin encasing his thick shaft. He lets out a groan, low and guttural, when I grip him and stroke. If he won't let us fuck, at least he'll give me this. I want to wring every drop of pleasure from him.

      Moving my palm back and forth as he feeds from me, I focus on his building climax, on the shallow unintentional thrusts his hips are making. A bead of moisture gathers at his tip, spreading wetness over my fingers and aiding my motions. And then he frees my throat and lets out a pained roar as he pulls away.

      We're both breathing hard and fast, our foreheads pressed together and gazes locked. "I…I really like it when you feed," I say through harsh breaths. "But you didn't—"

      He interrupts me with a shake of his head. "Like is too unimportant a word, love. I like watching hockey. Feeding from you is akin to a religious experience. It's a sacrament. I'll never feed from another because there's not any way it would live up to you."

      My heart gives a squeeze and I fight the fear and excitement culminating all at once. Clearing my throat, I glance down at my hand, covered in his pre-come, and, God help me, a blush heats my cheeks. "I'd better go wash up."

      He presses a soft kiss to my lips before leaning back and releasing a sigh. "I'll be here."

      In the bathroom, I wash my hands and all the while I have to force the silly smile off my face. Tamiel has me acting like a schoolgirl with a crush. I didn't have to polish his knob just because he'd given me an orgasm. I'd been giving the fallen my blood, the wank had been a bonus—even if he didn't come. Why am I feeling like we'd just taken a step into something more serious? Shaking my head, I stare at myself in the mirror over the sink. Pink cheeks, bright eyes, mussed hair. I look like a woman in love, not one who is fighting for her life and holding a man captive with a spell.

      A wave of dizziness takes hold, causing me to grip the counter as the lights in the room dim. Something is not right. My stomach twists and bile rises in my throat.

      "Tamiel!" I call, the pain of a forced summoning making my voice thin and fragile.

      Who is summoning me? No one should be able to break through the wards Tamiel has on this place. I should be completely invisible to all other than the angels. Gathering my magic, I fight through the pain and ground myself in the one thing I know here. My fallen angel. Tamiel is my anchor. He won't let me leave.

      My hair flies around my face and a hum fills my ears as the battle between my power and the person who is summoning me wages on. Invisible, but deadly.

      "Tamiel, please!"

      He bursts through the door, healed and glorious, but his face is a mask of terror as he stares at me. "What the hell is going on?"

      I reach out, needing him to take my hand, to give me some of his grace and, bless him, he understands without words. We thread our fingers together and I can see the power in the form of tendrils of glowing gold flowing from his heart, down his arm, and into our joined hands.

      With one more flare of resistance, I'm able to shut down the summoning. The three bulbs in the light fixture above the mirror pop, leaving us in darkness, but the point is, I'm still here.

      "What in the name of God was that?" Tamiel asks, his voice breaking the silence of the quiet room.

      "A summoning. Someone knows where I am."
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      "How? Not even your sisters know." My gut churns at the thought of someone stealing Helena away and doing God knows what to her.

      "Gabriel knows."

      I shake my head. "No. He'd never give up your location."

      Her bitter laugh isn't surprising. "Gabriel will do whatever he has to in order to achieve his goal. If he needed something and the only way was to sell us out, he'd do it."

      "I don't think you understand him as well as you believe you do."

      She puts her fingertips to her temples and sighs before leaning forward and resting against my shoulder. "My head is splitting. Can we take this debate into somewhere I can lie down? I've just been willingly mauled by a vampire and nearly pulled through time and space. I'm fairly certain I've earned a rest."

      My injuries are healed with the exception of a slight bit of residual pain in the two places Kit scratched me. Before Helena can stop me, I scoop her into my arms as though she's my bride.

      "What are you doing, Fallen? I'm not a bloody damsel in distress."

      She squirms, but I hold her tighter. "No. You're weak because you gave your blood to heal me. I'm carrying you, and you're not going to argue."

      "Ugh, fine. But only because your biceps are huge and I'd like to examine them up close."

      A swell of pride builds in my chest and I wish my bed was farther away so I could keep her in my arms for a few moments longer. "You can examine me any time you want to, love."

      I lay her on my bed and sit next to her. "Now, tell me where it hurts."

      She winces and points to her forehead. "Are you going to angel magic it away?"

      "I am." Grabbing her palm, I apply pressure to the soft space between her thumb and forefinger.

      "Oh, Lord. Where did you learn that?"

      I lean down, trailing my fingers up the velvet soft skin of her bare arm. She's holding her breath, waiting as I brush my lips across her ear and whisper, "Google." Her rose and fresh water scent has my body on edge, but it's her laughter that does me in. The honesty behind her amusement gives me just one more look at the woman who is hidden under the armor she wears so well.

      "You're such an arse," she says, a smile in her voice.

      "But I have angel magic, and you like me. Admit it."

      She sits up and tries to frown, but the ghost of a smile peeks through. "Fine. I like you a little."

      "And I you, when you're not being difficult and conniving."

      "Conniving?"

      "You know it's true."

      "I certainly do not. You're clearly mistaken." She lifts her chin and huffs, but I can see the amusement in her countenance.

      I wonder at her strength and the attitude she hides behind. Has she truly never experienced love? I know I haven't, not yet. She might be my soul mate, but I haven't had the honor of loving her yet. I can only hope she'll let me.

      "Tamiel," she begins, pulling my thoughts back to the moment. "What exactly were you doing with a demon?"

      My gut churns. I can't tell her. If I do, I risk her making a deal, damning her soul. "I needed information. I've been fighting for my own survival far longer than I have been on the side of good or evil. I summoned him. The circle broke."

      One beautifully arched eyebrow rises in disbelief as she sits up. "You summoned a demon without me? Did you have any sort of back up?"

      "Give me some credit, love. I'm a fallen angel with vampiric strength and speed. I should be able to handle one measly demon."

      "Sure. Except I seem to remember you got the shite kicked out of you by said demon. So it seems to me that you couldn't exactly handle him. Unless getting poisoned was part of some genius master plan?"

      If I could flush in embarrassment, I would right bloody now. "Fair point."

      "And what kind of pathetic circle did you draw that a demon could break it?"

      "It was a fine circle. I used my angelic grace to contain him as I have countless times over the centuries."

      "Then what happened? Unless he was Lucifer himself, that demon shouldn't have been capable of breaking his cage."

      "My foot."

      She stares at me as though I've spoken in tongues. "What?"

      "He goaded me and I stepped forward, breaking the circle."

      Her eyes close as she takes slow, steady breaths. "Where did you do this?"

      "Times Square," I admit.

      "You released a demon—a vicious one, judging by the claw marks and beating you took, in the middle of Manhattan because he pissed you off?" There's anger and disappointment in her words. "Minor level demons aren't much of a threat. They cause mischief, that's why they don't need to be summoned to wander the earth. The first rule of summoning is never call something you wouldn't want to release into this plane."

      I bristle at her chastisement. I'm older than she is, I know these rules because I saw them being written. "I don't need you to lecture me on this."

      "Obviously, you do!" She tosses her hands in the air, a gesture of pure frustration. "Honestly, you're such a…a man." The woman stands and levels her gaze on me. "What was so important that you needed to do this without telling me? If you'd brought me along, I could've helped contain him. Give me his name and I'll summon him."

      "No! I don't want you anywhere near the demons."

      She rolls her eyes and places her hands on her hips. "Now that he's broken your circle, you won't be able to contain him again. You forget I created the spell that imprisoned Lucifer. I've been near angels and demons, seems to me, they're not far off from each other. Gabriel is one fall away from being Lucifer."

      "That's different. Things were…less dangerous than they are now. I'm responsible for you."

      "Why? Because we've traded a few orgasms? Sorry to inform you, that doesn't make me your property. I'm not your girlfriend, and you've certainly ensured I'm not your lover either."

      "You are more to me than you think."

      Her eyes widen, fear sparking in them. "No. Don't you dare try to use feelings to get your way. You're all the same, manipulative and dangerous. You think you can dangle the promise of devotion in front of me and I'll come running? I'm not here for you or any man. I came here to break the curse completely and save my sisters."

      "Helena…" I start but trail off. I don't know how to fix this. She's right. I can't stop Kit from roaming free in the city, but there's too much risk in telling her what I know. I need to turn this conversation around in my favor. "My devotion stems from a sense of duty to you and your sisters. I'm trying to earn redemption, remember? I think our mutual attraction has your mind clouded with fears of something more. I'll never chain you down…unless that's something you'd be into."

      A different kind of spark lights her eyes at that. "So…you're not in love with me, then?"

      "Not even a little," I say, but it tastes like a lie on my tongue.

      "Tell me more about this, restraining me idea of yours."

      The mood shifts from tense with danger to undeniably sexual in one short sentence. My body reacts on its own, sending arousal straight to my length as I stare into her eyes. "You like that?"

      "I might."

      "Would you want me to chain you to this bed? Naked. At my mercy."

      She takes her bottom lip into her mouth and her hands clench into tight fists at her sides. Everything about her posture says she's ready for us to fuck. God help me, I want to take her. I need to with a primal urgency. But I saw the terror in her face at the thought of me loving her.

      "Lie back, love," I say, grabbing the top sheet and pulling the fabric free of the bed. I tear the material into strips before I wrap it around her wrists and bind them together. "Arms up."

      She's compliant, which is surprising, but then again, Helena understands fully that she's truly in control here. Her nipples are tight points pressing against the thin shirt she's wearing. I want to suck and bite them, to roll my tongue across the hardened peaks and make her moan. All in good time. After I've secured her arms to the headboard, I spread her legs and slide her skirt higher up her thighs.

      "I'm very pleased to see you chose to wear a skirt, love. There's just something about being able to run my hand up the inside of your bare thigh."

      Her breaths come in sharp gasps as my fingers slide under her knickers and reach the soft curls between her legs. I've wanted to touch her like this for so long, to give her pleasure and watch her face as I make her come with my fingers. But, this is too quick for what she deserves. My witch has a beautiful body made for sinning. I need more of her. Pulling the small scrap of lace down her thighs, I bare her to me. I crawl over her legs, fitting my hips between them. Fuck, the scent of her need has me aching to sink into her. She wraps her legs around me and tries to take control of the situation, but I stop her with a look.

      "If you disobey, I'll have to punish you. Is that what you want?" A glint in her eye tells me that is exactly what she wants, and my erection throbs in response. "Hm, I'll keep that in mind."

      Grabbing the hem of her shirt, I pull it up until the fabric is around her forearms, out of my way, but still available if I need to blindfold her later. She isn't wearing a bra and the sight of her nipples, stiff peaks beckoning me to taste them, has my already aching cock weeping with desire. Her breasts are more perfect than I could have imagined. Full, perky, and all mine to do with as I please.

      I run my palms over her neck and down her sides, my thumbs barely brushing the heavy, rounded edges of her breasts. She moans and squirms, her pussy grinding against my boxers. I'm so close to the place I want to be most. I could easily free my cock and drive home right the fuck now. My hands move to her waist and back up until I cup her breasts in my palms. Their weight is perfection, soft and warm and all mine. Dipping my head, I do what I've wanted since all this started and suck a nipple into my mouth. I'm not prepared for her reaction. Helena bucks against me, her legs wrapping around me once more and pulling my hips to hers as she cries out.

      "Oh, fuck, Tamiel!"

      I swear to all that is good and holy, I nearly come in my boxers at the sound of her. With one hand, I free my cock and stroke the length in a pathetic attempt to alleviate some of the need raging through me. My palm is a poor substitute for the wet and willing pussy mere inches away. She squirms again and her heat brushes the tip of me, tempting as I give a shallow thrust and press against her entrance. Even that slight contact has me on the edge of spilling my orgasm. I'm one soft plea away from burying myself deep inside her.

      Releasing her breast, I slide down her body and grip her thighs while I position my face exactly where I want it and distance my cock from her needy body. I spread her apart and kiss her in the most intimate way possible. She's sweet and perfect, made exactly for me, and as she cries my name and comes on my tongue, it's crystal clear. If I lose her again, I won't survive.
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      Helena

      

      "Well, that escalated quickly," I say, still coming down from the orgasm Tamiel gave me with his magical tongue. "Did you need to feed as well?"

      He grins up at me from his place nestled between my thighs. "No thanks, I just ate."

      My eye roll is involuntary as I laugh and he gets to his knees, adjusting his obvious arousal. "About that," I say, tugging on the restraints holding me to the bed and arch my brow. "I could help you take care of your… other needs if you release me."

      A shiver runs through me at the memory of him pressing inside, just barely teasing my opening. I wanted all of him, that considerable length, the look on his face, the need in his eyes. I wanted to make him realize he can have my body, that we can make each other feel good, and it'll still be as right without promises of love and forever.

      To my dismay, he tugs my shirt down and repositions my skirt. "I'm fine, love. You've given me plenty in the last few hours."

      The man confuses me. I know he wants my body, it's apparent in every way, but he won't take that step. Why? Perhaps he senses my siren song wrapped around his heart. Or possibly, he's never fully recovered from losing his soul mate. Maybe he really is more vampire than fallen angel at this point. Some of them never feed on sex again after choosing to take blood.

      Tamiel stands and walks across the room. I love the way his shoulder muscles shift and flex, the shadows defining his handsome physique in a way that makes me want to go over there and run my tongue over each peak and valley, or press kisses down the line of his perfect spine as I trail my fingers over the ladder of his toned stomach.

      "See something you fancy, love?" he calls over his shoulder.

      I sit up, not ashamed in the least. If he's going to tease me, I'll do the same. "Maybe." Whipping my shirt over my head, I toss it on the floor and stand. As I suspected, his gaze locks onto my swaying breasts as I move about the room. My hair falls to the tips of my nipples, covering a slight bit of what he wants to see, but I think that adds to the seduction. I've always been very good at the art of the tease. It used to be in order to survive, to gain some power over men who wanted to own me before I used my song to ruin them. But now, I don't want Tamiel to want me simply because of a spell. I need him to desire me because he does.

      I shimmy my skirt down my hips and leave the fabric pooled on the floor next to my shirt. The look on his face makes my stomach flip in excitement. His eyes blaze with lust and when I reach up and stretch he lets out a low groan.

      "What are you doing to me?"

      I feign innocence. "I have no idea what you're talking about. It's nothing you haven't already seen. Lord knows you just had your face buried in my cunt a moment ago."

      His hands ball into tight fists and the erection he's failing to hide behind dark boxer briefs gives a sharp twitch.

      "I'm going to have a shower. You made a bit of a mess between my thighs." I walk past him, tossing my hair over my shoulders and making sure to add an extra bit of sway to my hips as I go.

      The flare of longing in his gaze makes my nipples ache. It takes everything in me not to turn back and pull him to me for a kiss. I want him as much or more than he wants me. I kind of hate him for making me feel this way.

      The master bathroom is spacious, with heated floors and clean lines. I could take a luxurious bath in the egg-shaped tub, enjoying a sunrise view of Manhattan, or I could shower in the massive stall. I wonder which would be more enticing for my fallen angel. Opting for the shower—this time—I slide the glass door open and step inside.

      The water heats quickly, steam curling around my body almost immediately as I step under the spray. It feels good, the cascading warmth easing muscles I hadn't realized were tense. I force my thoughts away from Tamiel, needing to calm the desire he brings out in me. But as I wash my hair with his shampoo, the scent of him hits me hard. My thighs ache to feel him between them and my fingers drift between my breasts, down my belly, to my needy clit.

      I give a soft moan as I circle the aching bud that holds the secret to my orgasm. I want him to give me this. Closing my eyes, I lean my head back and let the water rinse my hair as I lazily bring myself closer to the edge of pleasure.

      A hand closes around my wrist and stops me from touching myself. Tamiel's deep voice fills my ears. "I'm responsible for your pleasure, love."

      My eyes open and lock onto his fierce platinum irises. He doesn't like to know I'll get myself off without him. That's fine. But he needs to understand I feel the same way about him. "Then give it to me. And let me give you yours."

      His erection presses against my belly, so hard and thick, weeping with need. I slide my hand over his stomach and toy with the trail of hair leading down to the place I want to be. His entire body tightens in anticipation and I can't wait any longer. Gripping his shaft, I slide over him with a firm grip. His answering moan has tingles running over my skin. I want him inside my body, moaning as he sinks deep and pulls out.

      "Oh, fuck," he groans.

      Yes, please. That's exactly what I want. But, I know he's got a reason for denying us this final step. Whether it's misplaced chivalry or some sort of celibacy agreement. I'm going to make him come. Dropping to my knees at his feet, I let the water pound my back and run my fingers up his thighs until I cup him. He's heavy and tight, ready for some kind of attention.

      "It's my turn to taste you, Fallen," I say, glancing up his body. The look on his face makes my heart swell and flip in fear. He's looking at me, not like a man in lust. Tamiel stares at me with the face of a man in love.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      I've lost all power of speech. When Helena dropped to her knees at my feet, water hitting tile the only sound in the shower and then she said, "Let me taste you, Fallen," my knees nearly buckled. Those words are something every man dreams of hearing. It's like Christmas and my birthday all rolled into one. Although, I don't have a birthday.

      Her gaze locks with mine and everything in me begs to take her and make her mine in every last way. There's a glimmer of the girl she once was before Troy, before the curse. Helena used to be open-hearted and gentle. I've seen pieces of that myself, but the armor she wears has become a second skin.

      "Helena," I manage to force out. Her hands are toying with me, sending pleasure rolling through me with each stroke, each scrape of her nails. Her lips are so close to my shaft, barely a centimeter away, but the woman is a tease. She leans in and shifts her position so she can kiss the V of muscle that leads to my cock. Fuck. Just the brush of her hair across my aching body has me hissing in a breath. My hand shoots out to brace myself on the shower door. "You're killing me, witch."

      She doesn't say a word, just continues her game until I'm trembling with unbound desire. Then, to my utter dismay, she stands.

      "What? You have to be kidding me."

      She grabs a bar of soap and begins rolling it in her hands. "You've not had a shower in days. I'm going to enjoy washing you first, then I'll suck you off until you come down my throat."

      My mouth runs dry at her words. Technically, I don't sweat or truly need to shower. It's become a bit of a self-indulgent habit over the years. I love the feel of hot water against my skin and most of all, the normality of doing something so innately human. I have to clear my throat before I can respond. "All right."

      She lets out a soft laugh. "I wasn't asking permission."

      Then her soapy hands are on my chest, rubbing circles across the broad expanse, and God help me, it feels better than almost anything I can think of. She runs her palms over my arms, shoulders, and stomach, all the while my erection is begging for her attention. I could take myself in hand, but I want her to see what she does to me. What no one else has done.

      "Turn," she orders.

      I do, but as soon as I lose sight of her beauty, I want to return my gaze to hers. Her fingers trail across the back of my neck before she begins massaging the tight muscles and washing my back.

      "You're so…big."

      I chuckle. "Words every man wants to hear."

      A gentle slap on my shoulder has me grinning from ear to ear. "You know what I mean. Your shoulders are impossibly broad," she says. Then she runs her hands down my back, around my waist, and up to my chest until she's holding me in an embrace. Her softness presses against my back. The feel of her firm breasts, slick with soap and water on my skin only adds to the erotic dance between us.

      I thread my fingers with hers and slide her hands downward, stopping at my hips. "You forgot a spot."

      The playful mood shifts instantly. She murmurs, "So I did."

      My body is as tense as a piano wire while I wait for her to decide what she's going to do. Will she leave me hanging, begging for her attention? A small part of me wants her to. This power play we have going on has us on a constant knife's edge. But, what she doesn't know is that she's owned me from the first moment I saw her.

      I open my mouth to speak but my words catch in my throat when her hand grips my length and she gives a long, slow stroke. All I can do is groan. My hips buck into her hand, helping her along, but she whispers a warning into my ear.

      "Don't. I said I wanted to taste you. It'd be a shame if you lost your self in my hand."

      Torture. This is torture. "You're playing with fire, love. Don't you know what happens to a Watcher when he finds…" I stop myself before I tell her the truth. That she's my soul mate. That I've found her and won't ever let go.

      "I've not heard you refer to yourself by that archaic title. Fallen angel is so much…sexier and more dangerous."

      "I like to play the bad boy." My words are tight as I edge closer to orgasm.

      She releases me and, bloody hell, I almost whimper. But then her palms are on my shoulder and she's turning me to face her. The shower head is in her hands and she's washing away the soap, her eyes on mine the whole time. There's more here than a witch who thinks she's got me under her spell. We've got a connection and it's only getting stronger.

      "All clean," she murmurs, her gaze drifting to my hard cock.

      "Well done."

      She steps closer, my erection nudging her belly before she positions it so it's resting between us. "Tamiel," she whispers, her hands wrapping around the back of my neck, lips beckoning me like her siren song.

      I dip my head and take her offered kiss, the contact meaning more than anything else she could give me at the moment. Her kisses are rare things, given like a princess might give favor to a knight. I'll wear the memory of this kiss like a badge of honor. A surprised gasp falls from her lips and before I can open my eyes, she's gone. Just…gone.
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      Helena

      

      "Grant, close your eyes." Izzy's voice is the first thing I hear as the chill of night air hits me.

      I open my eyes to the sight of Gwen and Izzy standing before me, lit candles in their hands making them look like ancient Pagans. The scent of something wild fills the clearing, and I turn to my left to find Izzy's mate smirking, but with his eyes closed tight.

      "What the hell do you two think you're doing?" I ask my sisters. I'm shivering in the cold as droplets of water run down my bare breasts. "I was in the middle of something, if you don't mind."

      "I do mind." Gwen's voice is stern. "You're dangerously close to something I can't see."

      "What are you talking about?" I cock my hip and rest a palm on it, trying to fight the urge to let my teeth chatter. Closing my eyes, I attempt to conjure some clothes, but I'm too weak. I've been seeing to Tamiel's needs and it's draining me. Damn.

      "Here, lass, put this on." Grant's Scottish timbre pulls my attention from the two women I've called sister for millennia. He tosses his shirt at me and I pull the fabric over my nudity.

      The shirt is long enough to hit me mid-thigh and for once, I'm grateful for the man's size. The navy blue cotton is thick and warmed by his body. Even if it does smell like the shifter he is. "Thanks," I say, biting back a comment about him possibly giving me fleas. Now is not the time.

      "What is going on, Gwen? How did you two summon me from a place warded by angels?"

      My sister furrows her dark brows and bites her lower lip. She really doesn't want to tell me.

      "Out with it," I say.

      "You're going to die." Her skin has gone pale, all the rosy sweetness of her cheeks lost to the fear in her eyes and the tremor in her voice.

      My stomach twists with dread as a sick feeling crawls up my throat. "Aren't we all? That's part of life."

      "Helena, now's not the time for your flippant commentary." Izzy's well and truly fuming. Her temper has been much quicker since Grant turned her into a shifter.

      "Well, excuse me. I'm the one who got pulled out of the damned shower and into the middle of God knows where in nothing but the body God gave me."

      "Do you know how much effort it took us to break through those wards your angel has put up?"

      That question only serves to rile me up further as the memory of their first attempted summoning rises to the surface. "Oh, and by the way, do you two have any idea of the massive headache your first try left me with? I could barely see straight after that."

      Izzy frowns. "What?"

      "The first time you tried to summon me. Earlier."

      "We…Hel, this is the first time." Fear flickers in her eyes. "Someone else is trying to get to you."

      "Well, that's bloody obvious," Grant grumbles. "I'm sure she's made her share of enemies over the years. There are plenty of beings who'd want to take her."

      "Beast," Izzy warns.

      "No, Izzy. He's right. I'm not exactly universally loved. Trouble is, no one should be able to call me without something to help pinpoint my location."

      "We found a strand of stray hair on your brush, and even with that it took every ounce of power we have." Gwen's voice is soft and steady, but I can see the effect the spell had on them both. Her eyes are ringed with dark circles and there's a faint smear of blood under Izzy's nose.

      "So why then, would you waste your strength calling me to you when you could have easily used your damned phones?"

      "Gwen already told you. You're going to die. She saw your death in the arms of Tamiel. Don't you understand? You're on a fool's errand and it's going to lead you straight to purgatory." Tears, actual tears pool in her eyes. This is worse than I thought.

      Grant is by her side in an instant, his arm wrapping around her slight frame and pulling her close. He presses a kiss to the top of her head and whispers so low I almost don't catch his words. But they're there. Like a punch to the gut. "Hush, my beauty. All this stress can't be good for the bairn."

      "Bairn?" Jesus and all the saints. "You're fucking pregnant?"

      Grant pulls her even closer, narrowing his eyes in my direction, but Izzy gently removes herself from his grip. "It's only been a day since we realized." Her hand drifts to the non-existent swell of her belly and she smiles. Then her expression darkens. "So, you see, we can't let anything happen to you. My daughter will know her aunts. Both of them."

      Grant cocks an eyebrow and smirks. "Daughter?"

      She shrugs. "Just a feeling. It could very well be a boy."

      "Or both. Maybe we'll get a two for one deal."

      "Bite your tongue, Beast."

      I sigh and roll my eyes. "This is all a fascinating glance into the disgustingly romantic world of shifter mating, but I've got some pressing business to take care of." My thoughts drift to Tamiel—naked, hard, and waiting for me. Why hasn't he come for me? Surely he can find me. But then my stomach sinks as I realize the truth. He doesn't want me. Not without my siren song as influence. He’s too strong to be controlled if I’m not there to keep him under my spell. The idea of losing him, of losing the connection we'd started to forge—even if it's only due to a spell—has my skin itching. "Send me back."

      "Helena, no. Didn't you hear me? You're going to die."

      "It's not like I've never died before."

      "But this time it's permanent."

      I flick my gaze to Gwen. "Tell me something, Gwen. What do you see when you try to tap into your future? Do you see me?"

      She blinks and shakes her head. "No."

      "But are you both still living in those futures?"

      "We are."

      "There it is." I clench my fists and close my eyes as a tidal wave of mixed emotions hits. It's a curious combination. Fear, relief, love, anger. All of them collide, but when I open my eyes and see Grant has taken Izzy in his arms again and has his large palm resting on the place their child grows, I know I was right to leave. I can't be responsible for their deaths. "I have to go back."

      "We can't send you." Gwen's tone is colored with sadness.

      "What? Why?"

      "We only called you because we had something to focus on. Now we have nothing to help break through the wards."

      Of course. I think that devastatingly handsome fallen angel has my brain addled. How the bloody hell am I going to get back to him? I suppose I could transport myself to Manhattan, but I haven't been outside his flat. If I tried to send myself into the city without a clear picture of where I want to go, I may end up stuck in the in-between.

      The air shifts and my ears pop with the change of pressure. God help me, but I feel him before I turn to see him. It's like my treacherous heart recognizes Tamiel. Everything in me lights up.

      "Thank you, Father," he mutters as I turn and catch his gaze. He's fully dressed, but his dark hair is still damp and falling into his eyes. He looks every inch the avenging angel, ready to fight for me with the sword of Michael blazing in one hand.

      "Put that thing away before you hurt someone," I say, trying to hide my overwhelming desire to fling myself into his arms.

      The light around the broadsword dims before the entire thing disappears. "So, you left me on purpose. Was that your plan? Wind me up and leave me wanting?"

      No. "Yes. Exactly. I'm a sadistic bitch."

      "Helena—" he starts, but I hold up a hand.

      "Izzy, Gwen, thank you for your concern. But I know what I'm doing, and if it means keeping you, and my future niece safe, I'll gladly spend eternity in purgatory. God knows I've committed my share of sins. It's probably exactly what I deserve." I shoot a glare at Tamiel. "Let's go."

      His brow furrows, but his gaze trails down my body to my extended hand. "I don't understand."

      "Take me home. With you."

      Relief floods his features and he twines his fingers with mine, his grip tight and tense.

      "Don't summon me again," I say as my sisters fade from view.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      Helena has barely spoken two words in the three days we've been back in my apartment. She refuses to leave her room with the exception of needing to eat—and that only happens when I force food on her. It wouldn't be so bad if she'd speak to me, but all she does is work secretly in that damned room.

      I knock on her door, three sharp raps of my knuckles offering an assertive need to see her. In truth, I'm desperate. I can't stand this. The silence. It's like she's a ghost, here but not. I'd rather she hate me and return to our verbal sparring matches than shun me.

      "Come on now, love. It's time for you to take a break."

      I turn the knob and crack open the door, peeking in to find her sitting cross-legged on the center of her bed with a silver bowl and dagger in front of her. The air is scented with blood, making my fangs beg to descend. I haven't fed since I brought her back from the woods outside Grant's home.

      "Helena, what are yo—"

      "Shh, I'm concentrating." She holds up a hand and I see the slight wound on her finger from where she must've offered her blood for this spell.

      One hand is pressed to her chest, and she takes a deep breath. The air is thick with magic, a heavy, dark feeling unlike anything I've ever sensed around her before. "Helena." This doesn't feel right. It feels unnatural.

      Then, as though a blanket is thrown over her, snuffing out everything, the magic dies. She leans back and sighs, opening her eyes and slouching in defeat.

      "It didn't work," she grumbles. "Why didn't it work?"

      "What, love?"

      As if she doesn't even realize I'm here, she grabs the bowl and dagger and takes them into the adjoining bathroom. The scent of smoke fills the air and I run to her. She's not been in a good place. Not since I brought her back.

      "What the bloody hell do you think you're doing?" I shout at her as I breach the doorway and see her standing over the sink with the contents of the bowl burning bright blue flame.

      "I'm not going to risk leaving any trace of myself. Someone tried to summon me and it wasn't my sisters. If I'm lucky, they won't be able to try again." She braces her hands on the counter and stares at me in the mirror. "If they had a trace of my blood it'll be gone by now. Unless…"

      She turns her gaze to me and I don't like the look in her eyes. "Unless what?"

      "Unless there's someone who has a steady supply of my blood who's been giving them what they need."

      "You can't be serious." Anger and hurt build in my chest. "I'd never do that to you. Besides, if I wanted to give you up for some benefit to me, I'd have done it as soon as I got you here."

      She has the grace to look abashed, but the expression quickly turns to despair. "I don't understand it then. How did this happen? I'm always so careful. I've managed lifetimes without being discovered. Why now?"

      A flash of her last death, the one I'm plagued by, when my fallen brothers saw my reaction to her, when they killed her because of me.

      Then it hits me. Oh, Father in Heaven. It was me. I can see it all now. Kit scoring me with his claws. The demons, some of them who used to be my brothers but who gave in to their darkness. They'd know. They'd know me and it wouldn't be too far a leap for them to remember who Helena is to me.

      "Helena," I say, my heart breaking for what I'm about to tell her. She turns and faces me, and my chest tightens when her bronze gaze locks on mine. "It was me. I'm so sorry."
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      Helena

      

      "What?" My vision runs red at the words Tamiel just uttered. It was him. Of course it was. Why had I allowed myself to think the angel wouldn't betray me? He's a man after all. "Get away from me."

      "No." His voice is strong and clear. There's not a hint of passive in him.

      "So help me, Tamiel. If you don't get out of my sight right the hell now, I can't be held responsible for the damage I'll do to your favorite appendage."

      He doesn't listen. Tamiel moves closer and puts his hands on my upper arms. What he doesn't know is I've been using the black moonstone to find power sources each day since we returned. I'm stronger than ever. Muttering under my breath, I bind him where he stands. There's not a chance he'll be able to break through this, at least not until I'm away from this place. I can only hope he didn't hear the waver in my voice. My heart hurts from the knowledge that he'd do this to me.

      "Helena, what are you doing?" He releases me from his grasp and frowns as I back away.

      "Leaving. I can't make you go, but I'm just a visitor here. When that spell wears off, don't come looking for me."

      "What spell?"

      He moves toward me as though I hadn't just bound him with the most powerful magical chains I could conjure. No! Fucking fallen angels. Why can't they just be affected by magic the same as everyone else? My siren song worked on him just fine.

      "Leave me be," I say through a tight throat. If he comes closer, I might give in to his charms. "You betrayed me. You're…I thought…I thought you were different."

      "I didn't. I swear it." His striking irises burn through my resolve. "I promise you, I'd never betray you, love. It was the demon scratches. I had your blood in my system."

      God help me, I want to believe him. I want to fall into his arms and let him love me until the sun stops burning in the sky. My heart nearly stops at that. I've never felt such a depth of emotion for any man.

      "How do I know you didn't just stage all that so I'd walk into this trap willingly?"

      Heaving a sigh, he runs a hand through tousled hair and looks down at his shoes. "Why would I come for you when your sisters summoned you? If I'd been trying to get you into a demon's hands, I'd have let you go." He cups my cheek as he steps close again. "You're mine. There's no changing it. We're written in the stars, whether it's to be a tragedy or a romance remains to be seen."

      "It's always a tragedy when I'm involved."

      He shakes his head and presses his forehead to mine. "Then we'll just have to rewrite the stars and make the story ours."

      This has gone too far. I can't keep this inside any longer. Tamiel deserves the truth because dammit, I think I might be falling in love with him.

      "Tamiel, I…there's something I have to tell you."

      "You can tell me anything."

      "We're not written in the stars or destined for anything. I wound my siren song around your heart after the first time you fed from me. None of this…what you're feeling…it's not true. You're drawn to me because my song makes it that way. Once I release you, that'll be it. You won't want me."

      He grins. The cheeky bastard. "No."

      "Excuse me?"

      "I said, no. You might think you did that, but your song must not have worked on me. Angel, remember?"

      Oh, how I wish it were true. My song works on any creature with the ability to desire me. "Angels aren't immune."

      "I am."

      "But…but you brought me here. You did what I wanted."

      "Because I wanted to make you happy. I wanted you."

      Then I realize the truth in it all. I'd been a fool. He told me about his lost love, his soul mate. "I can't claim a heart that's already been taken," I whisper the words, but he hears me and closes his eyes.

      "Exactly."

      "And you really didn't betray me with the demon?"

      Now both of his palms hold my shoulders as he stares deep into my soul. "Do you need me to swear on the Bible or something? I'm sure I could find one somewhere."

      Guilt washes over me, heavy and suffocating. I don't like this feeling. I'm ashamed to have disappointed him. But he just watches me with a calm expression, as though he already knows what I'll say. "I'm sorry—"

      He interrupts me with a tender kiss. It's filled with gentle exploration and far too much affection. But I'm not going to stop him. I want this. Him. Us. Forever.

      Too bad forever doesn't exist.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      Thank fuck I don't have to keep up the facade of a spellbound idiot. My resolve to do whatever Helena wished was fading as she became more entrenched in her crusade.

      "We need to track down this demon of yours," she says from her spot across from me at the dining room table. I'd prepared a meal for her before our little tete-a-tete in her room and after all was out in the open, I'd been able to convince her to eat.

      "After you eat. It's been days and you've barely taken any food."

      She spears a piece of steak and inspects it dubiously. "Are you sure you know how to cook? This is much more complicated than the toast and jam you've been bringing me."

      "I followed the steps to the letter. I guarantee this will be better than any Michelin star restaurant."

      Cocking an eyebrow, she snorts before putting the bite into her mouth. Then her expression changes and she lets out a moan that sends every bit of blood I have rushing to my cock. "Oh, mother of God."

      "Blasphemer," I tease.

      "You bet your tight arse. That is absolutely sinful."

      "I said as much, didn't I?"

      "You did."

      She tucks into her meal and I sit there watching like a besotted fool. Even the movement of her lips as she savors the meal is beautiful. I don't want her to have to fight for her future. I should be the one ensuring she's safe and loved. Loved? Bloody hell. I'm on dangerous ground if I'm tossing around that word.

      But aren't we destined for love? She and I are meant to be.

      When she polishes off her steak and roasted vegetables, she calmly sets her silverware on the plate and levels her gaze on me. "As I was saying, we need to find the demon who attacked you."

      Bugger.

      "I've every intention of hunting him down like the dog he is." My answer is cold and determined. But I won't make eye contact with her because I know she'll be ready with a fight.

      "We are going to hunt him down. We have to find out what he did with my blood and whether they have more."

      The idea of her going after Kit makes my skin crawl. He's charming and charismatic on the outside, but I know what he likes to do to beautiful women. "I don't think that's wise."

      "I'm sorry, I must not have heard you correctly. It sounded like you said you don't think I should accompany you to take down the demon who nearly killed you."

      "That's exactly what I said."

      "You're daft. You need back up. I'm all you've got."

      I cross my arms over my chest. "I can call Devin."

      "Devin? As in the long-haired vampire who fancies himself a southern Charlie Hunnam?"

      I can't suppress my laughter. She's right. Devin would fit right in on an episode of Sons of Anarchy. I think he does it on purpose. He's smart enough to know what will attract his dinner. "Yeah, him. He's been holding down the fort, as it were. I can get him to come back to the city if I call."

      "No way. This isn't his fight. It's ours."

      Ours. Fuck. "I don't want you near this."

      "Are you mad? I've been near it since the beginning. The demon knew to summon me. This is more about me than it is you. Now stop playing the dominant alpha and let's get some kind of plan in place before they are successful in their next summoning."

      Damn it all, she's right. I can't keep her from fighting. She's the strongest woman I've ever known and that's not going to change just because she's mine. "I think the first thing we need to do is call your sisters and bring them here. You need a protective spell that keeps you from being summoned when you're not in this house."

      Her face drains of color. "No. We can't do that. Izzy's pregnant. Gwen is…she's fragile."

      "Gwen is not fragile. I've spent plenty of time with her. That woman is stronger than any of you give her credit for. There's a difference between fragile and soft. Gwen's strength is inside while you wear yours like armor."

      The furrow in between her brows deepens as she considers what I've just said. "I suppose you're right. But that still doesn't address Izzy. There's no way I'm summoning a pregnant woman. I can't risk hurting my niece."

      "I'll go collect them all. They need to be here. You know it's true. You may not need to be together anymore to be strong on your own, but you three are better together."

      She surprises me by reaching across the smooth wood of the table and threading her fingers with mine. "Can we leave the dog at home?"

      It takes me a moment to realize she means Grant. "I doubt Izzy will want to leave her mate an entire ocean away."

      "It was worth a try."

      I can't stop my laugh. She may pretend to hate the shifter who broke her sister's curse, but I know Helena truly has a healthy respect for the man. "I'll get them in the morning. Tonight, I want to enjoy my last bit of uninterrupted time with you."

      Her eyebrow rises and a fire lights behind her eyes. "Oh, you do, do you?"

      "I do. And I'll need every bit of strength to bring them all here. I'm sure I'll need to replenish my power after as well. It's going to be very…taxing."

      "I suppose I can accommodate your needs. But…"

      I'm aching at the flush in her cheeks. My cock is straining against my jeans and she's leaning forward, her full breasts tempting me from the low neckline of her shirt. "But?"

      "I'll need a promise from you."

      "Anything you want."

      "I want more than your fangs inside me. I want to feel you moving over me and taking what I know you've desired since that first night after I brought you to us."

      The imagery of her under me, bound and waiting for my body to fill hers sends heat racing through my body. I have to clear my throat before I can speak. "I don't…" How do I answer this? I want her. I want her with a ferocious need so all-consuming she's almost all I think about. But what if she runs?

      She stands with a seductive smile on her cherry-red lips. "Anything, you said. Anything I want. Now, come along, Fallen. I'm not the one who bites."
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      Tamiel

      

      This woman is testing my strength. I'm starved for her. "Helena, if you don't back away, I'm going to do exactly what you say you want."

      Her gaze meets mine and it's all challenge and desire. "Finally."

      "But you understand we can't go back after this? It'll never be the same between us." I grip her by the hips and lift her until she's sitting on the table.

      "You really think you're that talented in bed?"

      Her flippant attitude is proof she can't handle this. The depth of our true connection.

      I move back even though it physically hurts me to do so. "I need to tell you something first."

      "What could you possibly tell me that I don't already understand? You want me, I want you." I'm about to walk away, but she grabs my wrist and tugs. It's not in my nature to leave her side when she's in need of me. My heart gives a pang of longing at the earnest look in her eyes. She cups my cheek in a tender gesture that catches me off guard. "You lost so much when your soul mate died, and I…I've accepted I'll always be broken. Can't we just take comfort in each other?"

      I can't deny her now. Not when she just opened her heart and shared such a vulnerable piece with me. My lips connect with hers sending a wave of…rightness through me. This is where I'm supposed to be. With Helena.

      When I pull away, the taste of her remains on my tongue and I can still smell rosewater in the tumble of dark waves falling down around her shoulders. "If we're going to do this, it needs to be in a proper bed."

      Without a word, she hops down and leads the way. As she walks, she pulls her shirt over her head and drops it in the hallway. My desire moves from smoldering to an inferno at the sight of her bare back, long chocolate hair falling over her shoulders like a curtain. I want to run my hands over the impossible softness of her skin. "You're a vision."

      She surprises me by stopping in the doorway to my room and glancing back at me. I see it the instant her armor falls back into place. This is getting too real for her. "None of that. I don't need sweetness from you, Fallen. There'll be no tender words exchanged and no idiotic notions of love."

      That pisses me right the fuck off. Moving faster than she can track, I pin her against the door frame and run my nose along her throat. "I'll tell you whatever the fuck I want. If I think you're a vision, I'll say it. If your skin is soft as velvet, I'll bloody well make sure you know it. And if you think I'll let you run this show, you couldn't be more wrong."

      A flare of desire lights in her eyes before she flicks her gaze away. "You're such a prat."

      "Maybe I am, but right now, I'm going to take you until you're crying for release and begging me to keep you."

      I cup her luscious arse and walk us back to the bed. I need to get her under me, to hover over her, and watch her face as I make her come. It's my favorite pastime. She holds onto me as I lay us both out on the mattress, and for a moment, she is completely at my mercy. She needs me. And I love it. I make quick work of her jeans, sliding them over her hips and down her legs before tossing them carelessly on the floor. I'm desperate for her, but I want to savor this woman at the same time.

      Trailing my finger over the scrap of virginal white lace that covers the part of her I most want to see, I murmur, "Look at these knickers. What a surprise. I would've expected black lace, maybe nothing at all."

      Before she can answer, I seal my lips over one of her nipples, causing her to moan and arch her back. Sucking and nibbling the tight bud of her nipple brings sharp hitches of breath from her while a sudden pain races over my scalp. Fuck, I love that she's a hair puller. My shaft is aching to be touched and desire burns in my blood. I'm between her thighs, but I need more. In a few short movements, I reach down and undo my zipper, freeing my cock. Everything in me is begging to sink into her slick heat.

      When her fingers wrap around my length without warning, I release her nipple and let out a harsh groan. "Fuck, Helena."

      She strokes me slowly, her gaze fierce and determined. "You know, that word never did me in like it does when it comes from you."

      "Which?" I ask.

      "My name."

      Another slow stroke has my eyes rolling back in my head. It feels fucking amazing to have her touch me in this way. "Helena…" I begin but trail off. I don't know what I wanted to say. I can't think beyond the sensation racing through me.

      Then her touch, that experience I can't get enough of, is gone. I bring my gaze to her and see a sly smile turning up her lips before she tangles her fingers in my hair and pulls my mouth to hers. Electricity sizzles between us, a connection being forged in this one kiss that I thought I'd never find. She spreads her thighs and wraps her legs around me as I position my cock at her entrance, but I'm met with that damn scrap of lace between her legs.

      I don't dare take my lips from hers as I grab the flimsy piece of fabric and tear it from her in one swift motion. She flinches slightly but tightens her legs around me at the same time, swiveling her hips and moaning against my mouth. My cock brushes her and I give a shallow thrust, only just breaching her, but the feel of her, wet and ready has everything in me begging to hammer myself home.

      Instead, I push forward at a torturous pace, allowing her time to adjust to my size, and committing every sensation to memory because when this is over, it'll be all I have of her. She's going to leave once she knows. But then she kicks her hips up and takes me as deep as she can. My crown hits her womb and she cries out. I almost pull out, worried I've hurt her, but her walls clench around me and she breaks our kiss.

      "Don't you dare. You promised you were going to fuck me, but you're treating me like I'm going to break."

      She starts fucking herself on my cock, the motion of her hips sending me entirely too close to my climax. "I need this to last," I force through gritted teeth. It's taking all of my control to stop myself from spilling my pleasure inside her right the fuck now.

      "We can do it again." She smiles and leans close to my ear. "And again."

      That's me done. I'm lost to her now. I thrust hard and deep, eliciting a harsh scream from her. Reaching between us, I stroke her clit until she's letting out pained moans and I'm meeting her involuntary hip rolls with rough movements of my own.

      "Come for me, love. I need you to give me this."

      The room smells of sex and sweat, of our bodies finally joined as we're meant to. Her bronze gaze finds mine and the near panic in them gives me pause until she begins pulsing around me and her orgasm claims any and all control she has. I follow in her wake, pleasure racing through me, sending my seed deep inside the body of the one woman on earth meant for me.

      It's right.

      It's destined.

      And unless we break her curse, it's doomed.
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        * * *

      

      Helena

      

      "I have to tell you something," Tamiel says, his expression serious.

      I sigh and roll my eyes. "If you're going to confess your undying love, I've already heard that too many times from men who didn't mean it. Love is a myth."

      "Helena, stop." He's still inside me, still half hard. "You…you're mine."

      It's then I understand. I feel it. There's more to us than just simple attraction and affection. I don't just want him. I need him. He's mine. Tamiel is my soul mate. "No. You…you said your soul mate died."

      "You did. You died right in front of me." He pulls away, rolling off me and sitting on the side of the bed, head in his hands.

      My heart breaks for the pain in his voice. I caused that pain. My curse. "When?"

      "Nearly twenty-seven years ago."

      I close my eyes and relive it all in a flash. The streets of Leeds, someone shoving me into the road before I could stop them. The blue car's horn blaring. Pain. Nothing.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" It's an accusation, but he earned it.

      "I couldn't. Not if I wanted you to stay. Tell me truthfully, if I'd have told you from the start that you were mine, what would you have done?"

      "Laughed in your face and sent you packing."

      His shoulders shake with laughter. "Exactly as I'd expected. I couldn't risk losing you."

      "Are you afraid you'll lose me now?"

      "Haven't I? You've had one foot out the door at all times."

      I'm not sure how to react. On one hand, I'm terrified of what my death will do to him. On the other, I know I can't be without him. "My life isn't permanent. I'm going to die and leave you all over again."

      "No one's is. Death is part of life."

      I cock an eyebrow at that. "You're never going to die, Tamiel. You're a true immortal being."

      "I'll follow you. When you go, I'll ask Gabriel to smite me and end my existence."

      My heart lurches. "No. You can't do that."

      "Why not?" He turns blazing irises on me. "I've done it once before."

      "What?"

      "I spent decades trying to come to terms with losing you. I hadn't even spoken a single word to you and yet, watching you die killed part of me. Before you trapped Lucifer, I goaded Sariel into killing me with Michael's sword."

      The thought of him being cut down by his own brother makes my chest tight. "But you're here."

      "Sariel didn't have enough angelic grace. He couldn't smite me. I went to purgatory and was prepared to spend eternity there. But while Sariel and his crew waged war on Lucifer, I was called back into being. Lucifer called all the fallen from purgatory. I just didn't join the fight."

      I can't help myself, I take his hand. He's already lived without me, suffered knowing the other half of his soul was gone. How can I live with myself knowing he's going to choose death when I'm gone?

      "Tamiel, I can't give you forever. I don't have it."

      He cups my face in his large palms and stares deep into my eyes. "If I have to, I'll move Heaven to keep you."

      "I don't want you to do that."

      "Well, that's too damn bad. I fell from Heaven on the faith that I'd find you. It's taken me thousands of years, but I'm not letting you go."

      He's determined and devoted. There isn't a spell making him say this, it's unadulterated truth. Because of that, I can't justify fighting him any longer. Or perhaps I just don't want to push him away. He's right. We've found each other. Any time together is better than none. "Okay."

      "What?" Absolute disbelief colors his tone.

      "I'm saying yes. If this is my last life, I want to spend it with you." My limbs are shaking from the adrenaline racing through me.

      All the tension in his features vanishes at my words and he pulls me against his chest. His fingers trail through my hair and I just want to melt into him and forget about everything else. In his arms, there's no Calista, no curse threatening to take me, and nothing will separate us. But one thought comes hurtling through the comfort of Tamiel.

      "If I'm your soul mate, does that mean you can get me pregnant?"

      He stiffens. "Oh, fuck."
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      Helena

      

      "I swear to God, if you got me pregnant I'm going to lose my mind."

      Tamiel looks a little green. "I didn't even think about it. Fuck." He runs a hand across his jaw and sighs. "We'll have to be more cautious. But I'm not sure how that's going to work."

      I know exactly what he means. The fallen feed on their partner's energy via sex, but it takes more than the act to do so. He has to spend himself inside his partner's body. No pull-out method or condoms. "I'll have to make a contraceptive potion." Except I've never been very gifted with potions and I don't want my sisters to know just how far Tamiel and I have taken things. "Or perhaps I can get one from a local coven. It might be to my benefit to build some connections here."

      His shoulders straighten and take on a slightly defensive posture. "I don't like the idea of you taking any kind of elixir to prevent a child. Isn't that dangerous?"

      Oh, this angel is just as ridiculous as every one I've known. Overprotective and demanding. "So, tell me, Fallen. How are you going to feel when you can't feed?"

      "I'll feed on blood."

      "And when we fuck? Your instincts will scream for you to fill me. You can't possibly tell me you'll stop yourself from taking exactly what you need from your soul mate." The silver in his eyes flares like molten platinum. I'm right and he knows it. "So, until I take some preventative measures, we'll have to abstain." The idea makes me want him more than anything. I've never taken well to being told I can't do something.

      "Then you'd better hurry up with whatever it is you need to do. I've waited to have you for thousands of years."

      A snort of laughter escapes me. "Oh, don't pull that on me. You fed from other women. How else would you have survived?"

      "I fed from their veins, not their essence. This act was one I reserved for my soul mate alone."

      My eyes widen and I swear the air leaves the room for a moment. "You're telling me in absolute seriousness that you saved your body for me? You're a virgin?"

      He smirks. "Well, not anymore."

      "But, your host was a vampire. Surely he'd—"

      "Does that matter? I control this body, it has been mine since the Flood. Until you, I've never known the feeling of being inside a woman."

      A fierce sense of pride washes over me. "And was it worth the wait?"

      "It was."

      I smile at that, warmth spreading from my chest and through my entire body. Is this what happiness feels like? A yawn takes me by surprise and exhaustion seems to hit me like a freight train. "God, I'm so tired all of a sudden."

      A guilty look crosses his features as he brushes a strand of hair away from my face. "That'll be the feeding. I may have been a bit…overzealous. It was my first time, after all."

      "Glutton."

      "That's three now," he says, lying back on the bed with me and pulling me close.

      "Three?"

      "Deadly sins I've committed because of you."

      "What are the other two?"

      "Lust." He chuckles and nuzzles his face into the hollow between my neck and shoulder. "I'd say that's a given. And envy."

      I frown and thread my fingers through his. "Why envy?"

      "I've envied Sariel since the moment he found his love, Grant and Izzy for their happiness, even the other fallen who were able to put aside the idea of their soul mates. Envy might be my first sin. When Sariel told us about his soul mate, when he chose to fall, I wanted that for myself. I would've done anything to find you."

      "So you fell. You gave up your wings and waited."

      His lips press soft kisses to my bare shoulder and I let myself relax into him. "And I've finally found you. I'm never going to let you go."

      I drift to sleep with the sound of his words still ringing in my ears and the slight spark of hope that maybe we'll be able to find our way to a happy ending rather than the tragic one I fear.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      I spend the night with Helena in my arms, watching the sky grow lighter as the hours pass. I don't want to let her go until I absolutely have to because, though she's said she wants me, I know how quickly that can be taken away. She's perfection. My brilliantly and wonderfully made other half.

      The unfortunate shift of air in the room has me turning my attention to the doorway. Gabriel is here. Bugger. Sliding my arm out from under Helena's sleeping form, I stand and pull on some clothes.

      He's standing in my kitchen, a bag of unground coffee in his large hands. "Honestly, you like this?"

      I shake my head. "I don't. Helena does."

      "It's not the most attractive beverage."

      "What are you doing here, brother?"

      He smirks and sets the bag on the counter. "I come bearing gifts."

      I cock an eyebrow at that. "Your gifts are typically not things I want."

      "I'm offended."

      "I'd apologize, but I'm not sorry."

      Then his cool exterior evaporates. "You forget your place, fallen. I am still an archangel while you can barely tap into enough power to wield Michael's sword."

      "If you expect me to cower, you're going to be disappointed."

      "I've been sent by Michael. We've been following your…misadventures of late. Your clandestine meeting with the demon—"

      "I know, I…it got out of hand."

      "It was unfortunate, but ended up helping our cause."

      "How so?"

      He leans against the counter and runs his finger over the dark granite. "He left a trail and it's highly likely he led us to the location of Hell's new leader."

      "How do you know that?"

      "With the blood of the witch and a fallen together, we were able to track him. It was a rather brilliant realization on my part if I do say so myself."

      "And what does this have to do with your gift to me?"

      That smirk of his turns into a full-fledged smile. "It will save your witch and gain you the redemption you so desperately seek. But you have to accept the gift."

      My heart leaps at the words. Save Helena? "Yes. I'll do anything I can to save her."

      "Bow your head, brother."

      I do as he says, closing my eyes and readying myself for the inevitable pain anything he bestows upon me comes with. It happened with Michaels' sword, bright, burning in my arm as power was infused in my hand. I'm sure it will happen now with whatever weapon he's entrusting to me.

      He places his palm on the crown of my head and murmurs in Enochian, words I haven't heard since my fall. Blinding pain slices across my back and shoulders, everything in me is on fire. My back arches as I'm lifted into the air, arms extended as wings, my wings, erupt from my shoulder blades. They extend and stretch, flexing muscles I haven't used in millennia. They're blackened and nearly transparent, but I can feel their weight, the shift of air between each tattered feather, and sensation ripples up them when the tips of dark feathers brush each end of the kitchen. My wingspan was one of the largest of the Grigori before my fall.

      "I…I don't understand why you'd return these to me."

      Gabriel crosses his arms over his chest. "Because you'll need every advantage for the fight that is ahead." He reaches out and brushes his fingertips over the ends of my feathers. "They're not whole, as you can see. I can't bring them completely back to you. That can only happen after you've earned redemption."

      My gut twists at the thought of having to return to Heaven without Helena. "And what happens after that? Do I have to choose to live without her?"

      Sadness twists his features. "I don't know. Every case is different. Regardless, she'll go to purgatory if you don't stop her curse. I wish I could help you further, but it is Father's will that you and the witches be the ones to embark on this battle."

      "I can't take Helena and her sisters in to fight the leader of Hell. This isn't about them."

      "It is. Why else do you think Kit would use your blood to locate her?" He sighs. "Honestly, are you so wrapped up in her that you can't see what's in front of your very eyes?"

      "The leader…it's Calista?"

      "We can't know for certain. She's still hidden, but it's likely. It would explain her anger over the coven offering aid to Sariel and entrapping Lucifer."

      My thoughts run to the moment Helena was nearly summoned by a sinister force. If Calista is the new leader of Hell and all its demons, things are much more dangerous than we previously thought. "Is she carrying my child?" I ask through a tight throat.

      "I should hope not. That woman is terrible. Not to mention, I'm sure she's had Lucifer between her legs."

      "Not Calista. Helena. She's my soul mate, you know it as well as I do. Is she pregnant?"

      Gabriel rolls his eyes. "No."

      Something eases in my chest. But there's a pang of disappointment there too. I want her to share everything with me, and that means a family. I sink down to the floor and my wings fold up and vanish, the flow of angelic grace a flash of heat across my skin. "We're going to stop Kit, and take down Calista. Where are they?"

      Gabriel waves a hand over the dark granite of the countertop and a map of the city appears. A red dot shifts erratically along one block near the Staten Island ferry. "He's there. Pacing and possibly trapped somewhere underground."

      "Trapped? Why?"

      "Well, I know if I were trying to acquire a witch and my only opportunity to summon her failed I'd be cross with the messenger who failed me."

      "You think he's been locked up by Calista?"

      "It's definitely a possibility. Or he's being used as bait. I suppose you'll find out."

      I heave a sigh trying to contain my frustration. "Thanks for the help."

      He nods then glances over his shoulder and down the hall. I know he's heard Helena's feet hitting the floor just as I have. "Tamiel?" he murmurs.

      "What?"

      "You know you can't save her and keep her at the same time. Yours is a tragedy, a story written as a warning about forbidden love. Star-crossed and destined to end in heartbreak."

      "You've been reading too many romance novels," I say, but his words are like a punch to my gut.

      "You'll make her love you and then do what you do best, Tamiel. You'll abandon her. Like you abandoned your duties, like you abandoned us."

      He is wrong. "She is everything to me. I'll never leave her."

      My brother shakes his head. "So be it. I can't change your mind, I know that. But remember this, her soul is at stake. When the time comes, I can only hope you'll make the right choice."

      Then he vanishes, leaving nothing but the overwhelming feeling of impending doom in his wake.

      "Morning." Helena's sleepy voice is equal parts healing and painful as she rounds the corner, blissfully unaware of the exchange I'd just had with my brother.

      I push away thoughts of us being destined for heartbreak and focus on what we have now. This is us, and I want to believe it's our time and our fate is what we make. Except I know better than most that my Father's plans take us where His design needs us.
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      Helena

      

      Tamiel has been cagey for the past hour. His gaze never meeting mine, the tension in the room nothing to do with attraction. I could taste the power in the kitchen as soon as I entered the room. Strong, ancient, and fierce. Angelic power.

      "What's happened?" I ask, staring at him over the rim of my coffee mug.

      "Why would you think something happened, love?"

      "Because you're being…not yourself. You're keeping a secret, I can see it in your eyes." I rise and take my cup with me, pretending I'm going to fill it with more coffee. Instead, I set it on the counter and move to stand behind him, closing my eyes and working to sense his aura. "There's a wealth of power surrounding you that wasn't there last night."

      "You let me feed, remember?"

      Oh, I remember. I'll never forget that moment. Not even when I die. "This is different." I place my palm between his shoulder blades and he flinches away as though I slapped him.

      "Stop." His voice is tense and pained.

      "Tamiel," I say, using a low, calm tone. "Take off your shirt."

      He sighs, his palms braced on the bar, but then he pulls the fabric over his head. I see it immediately. There's a faint shimmer of angelic grace under his skin, something so minimal you wouldn't notice unless you knew to look.

      "What is this?" Part of me already knows, but I want to be wrong. Because he can't have accepted the return of his wings. Not if he truly wants to be with me. An angel can't have it both ways. It's heavenly duties or earthly love.

      "Stand back," he whispers. The words are strangled, as though he's forcing them free.

      My hands tremble as I do what he says. In a flash of light, his wings appear, unfolding from his body and extending. They're breathtaking and tragic, the tattered and singed feathers reminding me of the only other fallen with wings. Except where Lucifer's were black and tinged with blood, Tamiel's are dark gray and fading to white the closer they get to his body. "Tamiel…you…your wings."

      I reach out and run my fingers over the slightly translucent ridge of muscle at the top of his wing. He lets out a soft groan and folds them in until they vanish completely. "A gift from Michael."

      "You're not fallen any longer." My heart squeezes at the thought. He's going to leave me. I finally open up to a man and he chooses to leave immediately after. "Of course. You got what you wanted, a roll in the sheets with the legendary Helen of Troy. You wormed your way into my heart and then decide to abandon me as soon as a better offer comes along."

      "Helena, no—" He turns toward me, bare-chested and gorgeous. It's not fair, really. But I'm not going to let this happen. Not now. I should have run the moment I started feeling more than lust for him.

      Closing my eyes, I concentrate on the first location in the city I can think of. In an instant, I'm standing outside of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Already a line has formed for entry into the vast museum, but I'm not going inside. I palm the black moonstone from the inside of my pocket and pull its power into me. I'll need help for this if I'm going to be able to kill the seed of love Tamiel planted in my chest. Love. No. I don't bloody love him. I can't. But if he's my soul mate, isn't that love a foregone conclusion?

      I murmur an incantation, one that will take me to the closest unclaimed heart. I'll prove I don't love that damn fallen angel. A faint blue glow settles between my feet and begins moving in the direction of Central Park, bypassing couples and groups of tourists. How is it possible these people are all in love? It's supposed to be rare and, more often than not, a lie. But then, rounding the corner, I see where my light stopped. A man stands next to a park bench, his dark hair curling around his collar and the tall frame drawing my gaze over broad shoulders.

      Immediately I start singing, waiting for him to turn and face me, to be enthralled and under my spell. Proof that I'm not in love. His shoulders stiffen and he turns, but the moment I see his face, my stomach turns to stone.

      "Helen. Still enslaving men with your song, I see."

      I think I might be sick. "Paris?" I can barely get his name out as I stare at the man legend says I loved. Far from it. He abused and tortured me after my song drove him insane.

      "I haven't used that name in a very long time." He smiles, his sinister grin sending a chill over me. Then he blinks and his blue eyes turn blood red. "You can call me Kit."
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      The instant Helena vanishes from sight, I follow. There's no way in Heaven or Hell I'm going to let her leave unguarded. The problem is, she's managed to cloak herself from my sight. I can sense her, feel where she is, but I can't see. Damn witches.

      Using my newly restored wings, I fly over the street, my presence invisible to the humans below. If I weren't searching for my errant woman, I'd be savoring the feel of flight. A blue light from an obvious spell trails across the ground, and I know Helena must be following. Perhaps she'll drop her cloak when the spell takes her where she needs to go. It's then I catch sight of Kit, standing next to a park bench. The bloody bastard has the nerve to show his face in daylight? Demons aren't known for their ability to handle the sun. It takes strength I didn't think he had.

      Sure enough, Helena appears behind him and I hear her begin to sing. Why? What purpose could she have for attempting to enthrall him? But when he turns, and she nearly chokes on the name, Paris, I understand. Kit has had many names, but I never knew the depth of his history.

      I make myself visible as soon as my feet touch solid ground and Kit locks gazes with me, his red irises glinting with hatred. Then, before I can get to them, he laughs and says, "Better luck next time, mate."

      He grips Helena's arm and tugs, his brow furrowing when she doesn't budge. "Why won't you come? I need you." Desperation fills his tone.

      "If you're looking to spirit me away, you'll have to do better than this level of pathetic magic."

      Oh, how I love her. Yes. I fucking love this strong woman. She wrenches her arm from his grasp and her hair swirls around her as she manifests a ball of bright blue flame between her palms. Kit's eyes go wide, and he blinks out of existence at the same time Helena sends the deadly spell flying toward him. The flame hits a tree and dissolves it into nothing. Then she turns to face me, her chest rising and falling in ragged breaths, expression broken.

      Without a single word, she falls to her knees and her shoulders shake as sobs roll through her. I gather her into my arms and press a kiss to her forehead, needing her to know the depth of my feelings when words won't work.

      "Take me home, Tamiel," she whispers.

      With a flare of my grace, I hide us from view and extend my wings. I hold her close, cradled against my chest and take flight, soaring over the busy city streets until I find the rooftop garden of my high-rise. I don't let her down when I land. I'm not ready to relinquish her from my grasp. But she insists, wriggling until I place her feet on the sun-warmed patio.

      "I didn't know this was here," she marvels, her slow, deliberate steps away from me making me nervous. Fingers trailing over the lush leaves of potted plants, she glances over her shoulder. "You're too good at hiding things."

      "It's not protected. Once they tried to summon you, I didn't want to bring you up here and risk you being found."

      "And yet, they found me anyway. I can't escape him. I thought Paris died long ago."

      "You have to believe me, love. I didn't know that's who he really was. I've known Kit since the 1600s, and never once has he mentioned that life."

      She arches an eyebrow. "That long? Are you two friends?"

      Guilt washes over me. "I have a laundry list of actions to atone for. There was a time I thought being friends with a demon was the least of my sins."

      "I understand. Better than you know."

      I can't help but think of the choices she's made over lifetimes. "You did what was necessary to survive."

      She shakes her head. "No. I did what I wanted. I tried to get vengeance after Troy. I never thought I'd…" she trails off and stares at me with such pain in her eyes I want to pull her to me.

      "Helena, I—"

      "It's my birthday next week. I'm going to die and this time, I won't come back."

      Now I do take her in my arms. I press my mouth to hers in a kiss so fierce I know I'll leave her lips sore. When I manage to tear myself away, I want to scream with frustration at the circumstances. "I won't let you die. You can't. You're my soul mate. Hasn't that broken the curse? We sealed our bond, joined our bodies."

      "Izzy's curse broke when they finally joined with no doubt of their destiny. But I have doubts. I have so many. I don't deserve this kind of happiness. Not after the things I've done."

      "I love you, Helena. I may not have been able to admit it for fear of losing you, but I've loved you since the day I found you again. I have no doubts. You're my destiny."

      She smiles and cups my cheek. "That's what makes this so incredibly hard. You're mine. I know it. But it doesn't change the fact that I can't love anyone. My heart won't let me."

      Father give me strength. I want to shake this woman. She won't allow herself to admit how she feels because lifetimes of convincing herself she doesn't know how to love has poisoned her. "How did your siren song pan out today?"

      Her confused expression almost brings the ghost of a laugh to my lips. "What?"

      "You used your siren song on Kit. You once told me it works on all manner of creatures. That the only time it won't is if that creature's heart has been claimed."

      "Yes."

      "And, you sang for him today, but nothing happened."

      "I did." She frowns. "And it should have worked. Why the bloody hell didn't it work?"

      "I know a little about the curse of a siren, love. The catch is, the siren herself can't use her spell if she's lost her heart to another."

      "But I can't—"

      "Close your eyes, love."

      She does as I ask, her dark brows drawing together as she concentrates.

      "Picture the life you want. A life without your curse. Who do you see by your side?"

      A tear trails down her cheek. "I see you."

      My chest swells with pride. "And I you."

      Her eyelids flutter open and that bronze gaze finds mine. "If I could love anyone, Tamiel, it would be you."

      I claim her lips with mine one more time before pulling away and leading her to the door that will take us into my apartment. Once I get her settled inside, I'm leaving to collect her sisters. We'll take down Calista, end this curse. If she can't believe her heart can love, I'll have to love her enough for both of us.
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      Helena

      

      "Are you ready?" I ask as Tamiel stands in front of the living room window. The sun is shining, and the glow makes him look even more angelic than usual. My heart gives a pained squeeze. I need to get my sisters here so I can put a stop to Calista's plans and break this curse. I will not die before I've had the chance to live with the man I'm meant to have.

      "I am." He turns to face me and smiles. "We'll take them down, love. I won't rest until you and your sisters are safe."

      That's what I'm most worried about. Now it's not just my life, my soul with a rapidly approaching expiration date. He's told me, plain and simple, if I die, he'll make sure Gabriel smites him.

      The air in the room shifts and my ears pop as he vanishes, leaving me with a sinking feeling in my stomach. I palm the black moonstone and let its power flow over me. It's like a drug and I've found myself subconsciously reaching for it more and more lately. I need the boost of strength, the will to fight the summons I haven't told Tamiel about. Since the first time, I've barely gone a night without having to fight against their call. Now I'm certain it's Calista…and Paris. I can only guess at the horrors that await me if I end up too weak to fend off their spell.

      My phone rings and I head across the room to grab it off the charger. "Hello?"

      "Hel, Jesus and all the saints, are you seriously expecting us to just drop everything and go with a fallen angel?" Izzy's voice holds nothing but irritation. "You could've called to warn us."

      "I'm sorry, I was a little busy, what with the revelation that Calista is the new leader of Hell and Paris got turned into a demon and is after me."

      "Paris? Wait, that Paris?"

      "No, Paris bloody Hilton. Yes, of course that Paris." I can't keep the exasperation from my voice. We don't have time for this. I need to get them here and take measures of further protection for myself and them. Then, once we are able to have the element of surprise, we attack.

      "Well, how was I to know?"

      I can hear Gwen murmuring in the background. "Let me talk to Gwen. You're being ridiculous."

      She huffs, but soon enough, the shuffle of the phone changing hands tells me Izzy is done arguing. "I haven't seen this," Gwen says by way of greeting. "I can't see you at all. Your future is blank, Helena."

      "It's the curse. I've only got a few more days."

      "Tamiel has been restored…nearly completely."

      "He has." That makes my chest ache as I remember the truth of my future. Even if I survive, I lose him.

      "And he's bringing us to you, truly? He may have helped us in the past, but you can understand our reticence. He's fallen and until recently, he's been a servant only to himself."

      "I need you." Emotion clogs my throat making my words tight. "I've been wrong to stay away from the two of you, but if you'd seen what I have…"

      "I understand. We'll be there soon. You don't have to do anything alone."

      "Thank—" my words cut off when Tamiel appears in front of me with my sisters holding his hands and Grant standing behind them, his hand gripping my angel's forearm.

      Tamiel is luminous, his wings spread and emanating a gold glow from around the translucent feathers. But it's his face that does it for me. His expression says he's whole, he's who he was meant to be. Having his wings returned is the same as a blind man having sight again. It's a gift he never thought he'd receive and I can't take that from him. I'll have to let him go when this is over. He needs to be Tamiel the angel even if that means he can't be mine.

      Gwen's gaze locks on mine, and she nods as though she's read my thoughts. Am I really that transparent?

      "Love, what's wrong?" Tamiel releases their hands and his wings fold in and disappear. He steps forward and cups my cheek, the gesture causing both of my sisters to frown and stare in confusion.

      Apparently, I've lost my ability to school my expressions. Bugger. Bracing myself on the inside, I shake off the looming dread and force myself to back away from his touch. "Nothing. We're just wasting time standing around. And it smells like dog in here now," I say, deflecting my emotion by getting a dig in on Grant.

      "If you want, witch, I can take my family back to our home. I'll gladly keep Izzy out of harm's way." Grant's words are light and teasing, but I feel the truth behind them as well. He's got more at stake than any of us because if we fail, he loses his love and his child.

      Guilt hits me square in the chest. Can I really take them with me to battle? No. I can't. "If we do this right, Izzy won't ever have to leave this apartment."

      "I'm not sending you after Calista alone, that's ridiculous." Izzy cocks her hip and frowns. "Grant's alpha side has really reared its head since we found out about the baby, but I'm stronger than I've ever been. You've got my wolf on your side as well as the witch."

      "Won't shifting hurt the baby?" I ask.

      She looks at her mate and he nods. "Bloody fantastic," she mutters. "You're telling me I have to wait a full nine months before I can let my wolf out to play?"

      "It'll be worth it, mo leannan."

      A wistful smile curls her lips and I know Grant's won this round. "It will." Then she looks back at me. "So, what do you need us for if you won't let us go with you?"

      "I need two things. A cloaking spell, and your power."

      Gwen's shoulders stiffen. "Our…power?"

      "Yes. This," I say, pulling out the black moonstone. "This is the only way I'm going to be able to beat Calista."

      "Oh, Helena. That thing is dangerous. I thought you had put it away until we truly knew what to do with it, or if we even needed to use it."

      "But I do know. I'm more powerful with it, and I've been able to have visions because of the stone." I have to repress a shudder at the thought of how vivid and terrifying those visions have been. "I need this power if we're going to end this."

      "Well, you can't have my magic, and you're daft if you think I'll even consider giving it to you," Izzy butts in with complete disbelief in her tone. "You want to put our magic in the very stone Calista hopes to imprison us inside. Do you see how crazy and stupid that sounds?"

      "It's no more stupid than a pregnant woman charging into battle. I can do this, but I need you to help me have enough power."

      "First thing's first," she says. "Protection."

      I know it's not going to be that easy, but I've no clue how to tell them.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      There's nothing more captivating than watching a coven of witches as they weave a spell. And these three, they're more powerful than most. If it weren't for Calista, there'd be no witch left on earth who could come against all three and survive.

      "Izzy's magic has been erratic since we found out about the bairn," Grant says under his breath as the two of us stand aside and let them work.

      That makes me nervous. What if something goes wrong and this doesn't work? "How so?"

      He shakes his head and frowns. "It's like…power surges. She'll be totally normal until she's overloaded and has to send the excess magic into the nearest inanimate object. We've had to replace most of our living room furniture."

      "Maybe that can work to our benefit for this spell."

      A shrug lifts his broad shoulders. "As long as it doesn't backfire. She won't admit it's a problem."

      "Sometimes these women don't see what's right in front of them. I'd think they were truly blood relatives if I didn't know better."

      He lets out a soft chuckle and shoves his hands in his pockets. "Quite right."

      The air in the room grows thick with the electric tension that only comes from heavy magic as the three witches link hands and begin to chant softly in unison. The lights dim and a slight wind sweeps through the room, raising their hair to swirl around their faces. If Grant is anything like me, he's focused on his woman, I know I can't look away from Helena. Her eyes blaze with determination as the intensity behind their words grows stronger and the spell winds in the center of their circle.

      "There it is," Grant says, mostly to himself.

      He's right. The faint golden light in the middle of the space rises until it's above them all, growing larger as the spell continues to build. Helena is shaking, her brow furrowed in concentration, sweat beading on her forehead. My heart lurches when a trickle of blood runs from her nose and I make my way around the circle, assessing the other two. Both are in similar states. Gwen is pale and bleeding from her ears, while Izzy's not bleeding, but she looks ill.

      "Enough," Grant roars, but they don't listen.

      They're deep into the casting and I doubt anything short of a bomb going off could pull them from this. My fist clench at my sides as I'm powerless to stop them. The ball of glowing magic is nearly touching the ceiling now, filled with swirling golden wisps of the spell. But then, as though injected with evil, a tendril of darkness infiltrates the beautiful orb. Helena's eyes lock onto the spell and go wide before her expression becomes curiously blank. It's like she's mesmerized.

      "Helena!" I call, knowing she won't hear me.

      Grant is striding across the room and before I can stop him, he's wrenching his mate from the circle. He gets what he wants, she comes to him, but the other two witches are still staring at the massive amount of unused power in the air. In unison, they stop chanting and suck in sharp breaths. I see it happen before I feel it. The explosion of magic sends a shockwave through the room, but nothing hits us. The force of the blast hits Helena square in the chest, knocking her to the ground.

      "No!" I rush to her side, knowing that was not how this was supposed to go. Gently, I pull her into my arms and run my fingers over her cheek. She's pale, blood running from her nose and ears. This isn't right. It's not what her magic is supposed to do.

      "Let me see her," Gwen says, her voice tight with worry and pain. She looks weary, but it's obvious Helena took the brunt of the blow. As much as I don't want to, I concede and let the small woman take control. She runs her hands over Helena's body and sighs. "Stupid witch," she mutters before reaching into Helena's shirt and pulling the black moonstone out. Only it's not black anymore. The stone has turned the same bright golden color of their spell.

      "What did she do?"

      Gwen levels her gaze on me, the bronze irises identical to Helena's revealing anger and betrayal. "She stole our magic."
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      Helena

      

      My head feels like someone drove a spike straight through the center. I can't open my eyes. If I do, I'm positive I'll be sick.

      "Wake up, love. I know you're in there." Tamiel doesn't sound pleased with me.

      "Can't open my eyes. I'll die."

      At that, he chuckles. "Doubtful. Come on, then. You've got two very concerned sisters waiting, and I think you owe them some answers."

      I hadn't planned on being incapacitated by the sheer force of the magic the moonstone absorbed. Instinctively, I reach between my breasts for the moonstone, but there's no smooth, cold stone. My blood runs cold at the realization that everything, all the power I've siphoned into that stone, is gone. I betrayed them for nothing.

      "Where is it?" I hiss as I sit up.

      "What?"

      "You know exactly what. The moonstone. I need it, Tamiel."

      He presses his palm against the space where the pendant should be and shakes his head. "Always plotting, always planning some escape. Helena, I won't let you leave me because of some misguided fear or a fucking vision. You're safe with me and so are they. You won't go into battle alone."

      "How do you know about the visions?"

      His face changes from filled with emotion to a blank mask. "I spoke to Gwen."

      "But I never told her…" It dawns on me then. He knows more than he's been saying. He's been speaking in secret to my sisters, to Gabriel. "What have you been up to behind my back?"

      "I've been trying to keep your stubborn arse alive."

      "How? So far, all you've done is expose me to a demo— Oh, no. Paris has something to do with Gwen's vision, doesn't he?"

      "As I said before, I needed more information." Tamiel drags his fingers through his tousled hair and sighs. "I'm not certain, but I called him because of what Gwen saw."

      Dread curls in my gut making me nauseated. "Tell me everything."

      He threads his fingers in mine and tugs. "I think you should speak to Gwen about that. She's more fit to tell you than I am."

      My chest tightens at the thought of facing my sisters after what I'd done. But he's right. If I'm going to get the most accurate information, I'll need to speak to the person who saw it firsthand. "Fine."

      I pull my hand free of his and guilt swarms me at the look in his eyes. I don't want to hurt him. Dammit, I don't want to hurt anyone, but I'm failing fantastically. I need to get the moonstone and do what I know I have to. It's the only way to ensure they survive. Straightening my shoulders, I rise and refuse to let his handsome face or the delicious scent of him sway me. If all goes well, I'll be with him again soon, otherwise…I shake my head, unwilling to think about that option.

      "What's going through your head, love? I can see something behind your eyes and it makes me uncomfortable."

      A twist of pain starts in my stomach, nearly doubling me over, but I fight through it. Fear strikes my heart at the understanding of exactly what this is. A summoning. But this time, I know it's not my sisters and I also know I'm completely exposed. I don't have the moonstone. My strength is diminished. I'm a sitting duck.

      "Fuck," I mutter, trying to disguise my pain as I fight the spell pulling me away from Tamiel. I turn toward him and stare into his platinum irises. "You are the single most wonderful man I've ever known, Tamiel. I'm only sorry I didn't see it sooner." Then, as he opens his mouth to speak, I tangle my fingers in his hair and pull his lips to mine. We nearly combust in a blazing kiss that lets my soul speak to his. It says everything my heart won't allow, but I wish I could have.

      He must begin to understand what's happening because he tenses and holds me tighter, as though he can keep me here. And part of me hopes he can do exactly that. He did the first time they tried to take me, but I feel his grip fading, the strength of the magic ripping me from one location and sending me to another. Every ounce of my power is locked in the moonstone along with my sisters'.

      I'm about to get everything I wanted.

      I'm going to face Calista.

      Alone.

      But there's a variable I hadn't counted on.

      When I arrive, I'll be powerless.

      "Helena, stay with me."

      His voice pulls me back, but only minutely. I try. I fight with every tendril of strength left to stay with him. My sisters rush into the room, and I see Gwen holding the moonstone, the magic glowing within. She begins to chant, linking hands with Izzy, and for an instant, I allow myself hope. They'll stop this. But the feel of my angel's hands disappears completely, and soon all I can see is darkness. The scent of earth and rot fills my nose and makes me gag. Everything is cold and dank.

      Taking shallow breaths through my mouth, I lift my hands in an attempt to feel for my surroundings. I'm met with soft wood planks that give slightly when I push. But as the wood shifts a rush of heavy soil filters in. A scream builds in my throat at the feel of something crawling across my wrist.

      A coffin. I've been buried alive. Calista. The sadistic bitch has sent me to my death again, but this time I'm to die facing my greatest fear. Claustrophobia sets in and I begin hyperventilating. In this moment I would do anything to get free. Panic claws at my chest, making my heart race as I let out a bloodcurdling scream and hammer on the sides of the coffin.

      The air grows thin, but I can't stop the screams tearing out of my throat. And then it's all gone and I'm standing in a brightly lit room that looks like it could've been a school auditorium at one point. I can still taste the dank, cold air and feel the skittering of bugs against my skin, even though I'm not there anymore.

      A wicked laugh fills the air and sends chills down my spine. I know that laugh all too well. "Hello, sister. It's been too long. How did you enjoy my little illusion? I find a look into one's future quite helpful in aiding decision making." Calista strides to the center of the room and smiles at me, her eyes which used to be the same bronze as mine are now a burning red. "Care to make a deal and save yourself?"
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      "We have to go after her," I say, my hands still attempting to grip Helena even though she's gone.

      "Well, of course we bloody do." Izzy doesn't seem pleased I'd felt the need to tell them what to do. "She's our sister. Even if she's a damn thief."

      "You know it's a trap?" The wall of shifter male behind Izzy crosses his arms over his chest and frowns. "You're playing right into Calista's hands."

      The tiny witch doesn't even turn around to look at her mate. "And you know I won't be able to live with myself if we don't try and save Helena."

      "Aye, I know. It just had to be said."

      My skin prickles with unease with every moment that ticks by. Calista might have already killed her. But wouldn't I feel her death? I can't imagine my heart wouldn't feel something if she left this world. Closing my eyes, I try to take myself to her with the power of my angelic grace, but I can't. There's a pull, my heart to hers, but it's like a concrete wall has been slammed down between us, keeping me from her. "We can't get to her with magic. Everything around her is too heavily warded."

      "Unless we're able to bring down the wards." Gwen holds up the moonstone. "Helena's right. I can feel the power inside, but it's too much for one person. I think if we get close enough, the three of us can destroy the warding spell. Then we can go to her."

      I nod and step toward them, visualizing the map of Manhattan Gabriel showed me. If I'm right, Kit has been trying to get inside Calista's walls ever since the failed summoning. That's where we need to be. "I know where to go. But there's probably a demon lying in wait that we'll have to dispose of."

      "His name wouldn't happen to be Paris, would it?" A wicked gleam shines in Izzy's eyes.

      "The very same."

      "Good. I haven't seen a man castrated in far too long. Perhaps I'll do the honors."

      A shudder threatens to run through me at the thought, but I hold it off. If I have my way, Kit will be a pile of ash before the sun rises. "No. He's mine to smite."

      At first I think Izzy is going to argue, but she offers me a slight nod and grins. "Very well. Helena doesn't know what she's missing."

      "She's not missing anything and as soon as we break this curse, I'll make her mine in every way." My heart gives a lurch at the idea of taking her as my bride and binding her to me in my Father's word.

      "Tamiel…" Gwen starts but trails off. "There's something you need to know about her."

      We don't have time for this. "If you're trying to tell me she won't let herself love me, I know. But I'll prove it to her. I'll show her love is hers for the taking. After we kill Calista and end the curse."

      She shakes her head. "It's not just that. It…I did something."

      Izzy whips her head around to look at Gwen and dread curls in my gut. "What the bloody hell are you talking about?"

      "I'm sorry, Izzy. It was one of the rare times we were together. The lifetime immediately following the Trojan war. We hadn't found you yet, but Helena and I stumbled upon each other shortly after all our memories returned." Tears pool in Gwen's large copper eyes. "She was so broken. The guilt of what she'd done, of the war she started out of the crazed urge for revenge. The lifetime before, she'd only been fourteen when her father sold her off to Agamemnon who, in turn, married her to his brother, Menelaus. The man was vile. He beat and defiled her. Kept her at his heel at all times like a dog. Until she woke up one morning with the knowledge of all her past lives and the power to change her life."

      I don't want to hear this. Knowing I could have found her sooner, possibly saved her from all this pain, kills me. But, there's something important coming. Gwen wouldn't betray Helena's confidence like this if not. I motion for her to continue.

      "She wrapped a spell around Menelaus' heart, binding him to feel her pain with every lash of his whip and forceful invasion of her body. He changed and his need to possess her changed with him. But it wasn't enough. She wanted to hurt him as he'd hurt her. When the handsome prince Paris of Troy arrived, she used her siren song on him. Convinced him to love her madly and take her away. But his soon turned from love to obsession and he attempted to own her in the same way her husband had. Before long, Helena had a deadly war on her hands."

      "Gwen, why have you never shared this with me?" Izzy asks, her voice desperately heartbroken.

      "We all have our own tragedies, don't we? None of us wants to relive them."

      I step forward and put my hands on her shoulders. "Finish your story, Gwen."

      She takes a long breath and two tears run down her cheeks. "This is where I come in. Her next life was filled with heartache and guilt. From the moment her memories rushed back she couldn't bear the pain. Every beat of her heart was a constant reminder of what she'd done, of the people who died because of her. She said all she felt was pain. I didn't know how else to help."

      Apprehension sings in my blood. "What happened?"

      A sob rolls through her. "I made her a sleeping potion and waited until she was deep in her dreams. Then I searched her aura."

      I tense. That's a severe invasion of privacy. Looking into someone's aura is painful for both parties.

      "You didn't," Izzy whispers, her tone chastising. "There's not a single reason you should've done that to her. Not one, Gwen."

      Gwen straightens her shoulders and lifts her chin. "The night Paris brought Helena back from Sparta, his mother set a curse on her heart. Paris' mother beseeched Aphrodite to curse Helena so her heart would never feel love as long as it beat." Her eyes blaze with a defiant flame. "The moment I touched Helena's aura, I saw it all."

      "No. Why would his mother do that?"

      "Who knows? Maybe she was trying to prevent the prophecy that was told on Paris' birth. It doesn't matter. She must've sacrificed something of great value because the goddess used her blood to seal the curse in the molten gold of the diadem Paris had made for his new love. The moment Helena placed it on her head, the curse was set."

      "There is no goddess Aphrodite," Izzy sneers. "You know that. So who was it that cast this curse?"

      Gwen cocks an eyebrow. "Who do you think?"

      "Calista. That cocksucking whore."

      "Helena knows all this?"  My chest tightens. "Why wouldn't she have told me after I confessed my love?" I almost mutter the words to myself rather than address the room.

      "You told her you love her?" Gwen asks.

      "I did. But she won't…can't admit she loves me. Bloody Calista has ensured we can't break her original curse." Anger burns within me. "I need you to break this second one."

      "I…I can't. I spent years trying to work it all out." She's gone deathly pale. "It's a catch 22. The only way to break this curse is true love's sacrifice. You'd have to give your life for her."

      "I'm fucking immortal. I'm an angel! I can't die."

      "Exactly."

      I drag my hand through my hair and growl in frustration, stepping away from her. "Either way, I'm not leaving her with Calista. I'd rather she be alive beyond her twenty-seventh birthday and unable to ever truly love me than dead and lost to me forever in purgatory."

      I hold out my hands and wait for the two witches to link theirs with mine. Then I cock an eyebrow at Grant. "Coming?"

      His brow is permanently set in a scowl and the tension rolls off him in waves. I don't blame him. If I were marching into a battle with demons and an all-powerful witch with my pregnant woman, I'd feel the same. But, he nods and comes around until he's behind Izzy. Gripping my forearm, he mutters, "If anything happens to my mate or my child, know that you'll wish for death before I'm through."

      I don't bother to remind him that even if I weren't here, Izzy would insist on saving her sister. He needs someone to focus the blame on. I can be that man. But if I have my way, we'll be leaving with one less demonic coven leader on this earth and one more witch in our group.
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      Tamiel

      

      The Statue of Liberty glows in the horizon, the oxidized green patina making her appear even more striking than if she'd remained her original copper color. I'm still holding the hands of Izzy and Gwen as the chilly wind bites our skin. The ferry isn't running any longer tonight, but that doesn't matter. I'm here to find Kit. He's our ticket in, and if I'm right, there's a doorway to Hell hidden somewhere nearby.

      "Where is this demon?" Izzy asks. "All I see is an empty park."

      She's right. We're standing in the darkened path of Battery Park with no one around, save a homeless man curled up on a bench fifty feet away. "Patience, witch."

      I walk to the center of the pathway, where the paved surface forks and, using my grace, I etch a containment circle into the ground. Then I stand outside of the glowing ring and close my eyes.

      "What are you doing?" Grant's rough growl hits my ears, but I ignore him.

      "Christopher Marlowe, I summon you to my circle." I'm not taking any chances with formality this time. I'll do this properly with no chance of his escape.

      The shape of a man comes into view, battered and bloody—defeated. "What now, Tamiel?"

      "Kit, you've gotten yourself into quite the situation. Who did that to you?"

      He smirks, but the action obviously causes him pain. "I think you know."

      "That's what happens when you disappoint the leader of Hell."

      "But she's got what she wants now. Helena will join her before the night ends. I've seen the kind of torture Calista is capable of. Your woman's mind will break and her will with it."

      "You should know better than that, Prince Paris. Helena is the strongest woman I've ever encountered. She won't break." I say this with all the conviction possible, but there's fear behind my words.

      "Do you know what her greatest fear is? Calista does. She'll use it against her. She did the same to me."

      I laugh. "What's yours? Losing that pretty face of yours? Looks like she went right ahead and took it from you."

      "Death. Endless nothingness,” Gwen murmurs. She’s crept closer, her gaze trained on the demon. “You’re afraid of what we’re all destined to find. With the exception of those who go to Heaven.”

      “Shut your mouth, witch. You know nothing.”

      “I know more than you like. I can see the jealousy in your heart. You wish you never had let Helena go. Your pathetic mind still wants her even now, centuries later.”

      “You’re wrong. I want revenge. Why else do you think I made a deal with Calista in the first place to become what I am? I lay dying because of Helena. Of course I jumped at the chance to join Calista and live forever as a demon. But now that she's Lucifer's whore, she turned on me."

      "What do you mean?"

      "She was mine for centuries. But Lucifer took interest in her. She left me for him and when he was imprisoned I stupidly thought I could win her back. Finding Helena through you seemed like the best option. But now, all she wants is Helena's power to help her free her lover."

      My skin crawls. Gabriel was worried about Lucifer finding his freedom. If Helena joins Calista…No. That won't happen. She's devoted to her sisters, to me. Helena will not betray any of us.

      "Tell us where the doorway is," I order.

      Kit lets out a bitter laugh. "And risk her finding me again? Because I assure you, she will find me."

      "She won't find you if she's dead. I promise you that's exactly what she will be after we're through with her."

      "Good luck. She's about as close to immortal as possible without being an angel."

      I spread my wings and stand tall. "Well, I am an angel. And I have the power of my Father on my side." Holding out my hand, I will Michael's sword to appear. "I will smite her and any who stand in my way."

      "Ah, I see now. The angel is in love. Aren't you supposed to be pure and chaste? How is that sensual creature of ours going to handle being denied her carnal desires? I remember my nights between her thighs. Wildcat, I believe is the word. She really could give up being a witch and do something more fitting, like run a brothel."

      He's goading me. The demon wants me to step through the circle as I had in Times Square. It's not going to work this time. "Tell us and I'll see that you're protected from Calista."

      He cocks an eyebrow, the movement reopening a gash in his forehead. "I have your word?"

      "You do. I'll ensure Calista can't find you."

      Izzy and Gwen shift in my peripheral vision, both of them uneasy.

      Kit glances from them to me and frowns. "They don't trust you. Those two want me dead."

      "I'm sure a lot of people want you dead."

      "Fine. I'll tell you where the doorway is. But I want protection immediately. No questions asked."

      I nod. "Done."

      "Let me out of this circle."

      I smirk. "Not until we have the wards down."

      He sighs. "Oh, fine. It was worth a try. You'll find the doorway at the entrance of the SeaGlass Carousel."

      Closing my eyes, I will away his sight and begin walking in the direction of the carousel. "Let's go save her," I say to my group, but the women are already ahead of me, focused on their goal.

      "Wait!" Kit screams. "What did you do? I can't see. You said you'd protect me. You can't leave me here."

      "I kept my word. As far as the world is concerned, you don't exist. Only I can see and hear you."

      "The circle will break at dawn. You can't keep me here forever."

      I chuckle. "I infused that circle with my grace. I'm nearly at full power. There's no getting free. Enjoy oblivion."

      I walk away with his scream of rage echoing in the night. Gwen, Izzy, and Grant don't even turn. They truly can't see him, but the witches know I wouldn't let him go.

      "How did you punish him?" Gwen asks.

      "Eternal blindness and imprisonment. He'll hear the world move around him, but no one will know he's there."

      "Brilliant." Gwen’s eyes sparkle with approval.

      We stand in front of the glass building that encloses the SeaGlass Carousel. I've seen this place during the day, filled with children and parents all enjoying the amusement ride. But now, in the middle of the night, the gigantic fish seem eerie and ominous.

      "It looks like…an enormous shell," Grant says, his voice holding a hint of incredulity. "Those fish are bloody terrifying."

      "Sounds about right for a portal to Hell." Izzy steps forward and places her hand on the locked door. "I can feel the wards."

      She takes Gwen's hand and the two of them begin chanting. Gwen pulls the moonstone out of a pocket and holds it in the palm of her free hand. Without needing prompting, Izzy places her own palm over the glowing stone. I exchange a look with Grant and the two of us watch as the women take on a white glow and the power flows through them. Their magic washes over the exterior of the building bringing to light the lines of protection drawn over the doorway which should lead into the carousel.

      Then, with a surge of power that makes my hairs stand on end, the magic appears to melt in a rush until it's absorbed into the ground. Izzy and Gwen drop their hands and sigh.

      "Beauty, are you all right?" Grant runs to her, gathering her into his arms.

      "I'm fine, Beast. Let's go." She gently pushes him away, but a smile turns up her lips.

      We all stand at the door, ready to walk inside and take back what's ours.

      "Do the honors," Gwen says, staring at me. "She's your soul mate, after all."

      Gripping the handle, I open the door and step into the room.
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      Helena

      

      "Where the hell are we?" I ask, staring around the empty white room. It seems never ending, just a vast floor of white marble with no walls in sight. Almost as though it's another illusion. "You really need to consider hiring a decorator, Calista. This place is…bland."

      "Still as spiteful as ever, I see." She runs a hand through her long hair and snaps her fingers. An honest-to-God throne appears behind her. When she settles herself into the carved wood chair, everything in the room changes. "Better?"

      Dark stone walls with torches mounted in iron every few feet come into view. There's a fireplace so large I could stand inside, burning high and making the room too warm. Calista seems completely at home and downright cozy. It reminds me of a medieval castle. Rugs made of animal skin are tossed on the stone floor, a great oak table lines one wall, complete with flagons of some sort of drink scattered across the surface. But then I look up.

      A shudder ripples across me. The ceiling isn't what I would have expected, with high arches or strong wood beams. It's black and endless with the exception of the chains and razor wire crisscrossing from corner to corner. Hanging from these, suspended by hooks are naked men and women, whimpering softly as though they've given up screaming.

      "Marvelous, aren't they?" Calista's voice is right in my ear, the feel of her breath on my skin making me sick. "Punishment was always my forte." Then she leans closer. "But my favorite is crucifying the men of God who've done terrible things. Isn't it poetic?"

      "What did they do to earn this?" I gesture above.

      "Oh, these are just my demons who've disappointed me. I had your prince up there a few days, but he begged me to let him try again. So, I freed him. But I'll just find him again. Idiot."

      I can't let her continue this charade of chit-chat. I'm tired. "You said something about making a deal. What's this all about?"

      The loud click of a lock followed by a door creaking open turns my attention from her. She squeals and claps her hands like a child who has just been given a present. "Oh, they're here! I do love a good dinner party."

      "Get your scaly hands off me." Izzy's annoyed voice fills my ears and sends terror lancing my heart. They came after me. Of course they did. I'd been an idiot to expect anything else from them.

      Izzy, Gwen, and Grant are all ushered inside the room looking no worse for wear aside from their bound wrists, thank God. But I don't see Tamiel. My heart leaps with a glimmer of hope at his absence. If he's not here, that means he can still come for them. He can save them all.

      "Sit, sit. I've had the menu all prepared." Calista gestures to the table and the three are shoved across the room by their guards until they take their seats. "Now, perhaps we can settle a few things over a drink."

      "I don't think so, Calista," I say through clenched teeth.

      "Oh, Helena, you were always the most spirited of the three of you. It's why I had to add a second curse to yours. I never could break you."

      "I knew it was you. Why would you curse us? Was it really so terrible of us to help Sariel?"

      Her eyes blaze with fury. "Yes!" Her fingers curl and extend into razor sharp claws as what little sanity she has slips away. "You three ruined everything I'd been building. The angels had no interest in us. No focus on witches and the power we'd been amassing. If not for you and your ridiculous need to meddle, we would have ruled the world before the century was out. Instead, God sent the Flood and we had to start from the beginning."

      "So instead of killing us, you forced us to live forever. That doesn't make sense."

      "In hopes that we'd one day reach this point." She spreads her arms wide and smiles. "We are standing on the precipice of change. Lucifer is caged, but I have the key to his release. He just has to be given the power he needs." Then, she holds out her hand and one of the demons brings a crimson cloth to her. "I have to thank you for collecting all this, Helena. It certainly makes it easier for me."

      My gut clenches the moment I realize what she has. She pulls the black moonstone free of the cloth and lets it dangle from the chain. It glows brightly with our combined magic. This is all my fault.

      "But wait! Our guest of honor hasn't been seated." Her sing-song voice makes me feel ill and I can only assume she means me, because I'm still standing.

      I step forward, wanting to get this over with, but also hoping I can get close enough to free the dagger around my thigh and plunge it straight into her throat while she's distracted.

      Calista laughs and shakes her head. "Oh, no, not you. Silly girl, you're the entertainment for tonight."

      She juts her chin and one of the demons who brought in my sisters steps forward. "Bring our final guest. He won't want to miss this."

      Dread sits heavy and bitter in my belly as the tall door creaks open once more and Tamiel is brought inside. Bound in chains that glow blue with powerful ancient magic, I know he's struggling. These are the kinds of spells used to destroy beings of grace. She won't be able to kill him, as he's truly immortal, but eternal suffering and the slow siphoning of his angelic grace will be a fate worse than death for him.

      "Stop," I say, my voice wavering at the sight of him.

      "What was that? Oh, you care for this fallen angel. Helen of Troy, the woman who brought down an entire city because of her disregard for her husband, cares for a man?" Calista is mocking me, but I don't care. All I want is for Tamiel to be spared.

      "What do you want from me in exchange for his freedom?"

      She lets out a low laugh. "It's simple, darling. I want your soul."
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      Tamiel

      

      "Don't you dare, Helena," I say, staring down the woman I love with desperation clawing at my chest. "There's nothing she can do to me that's worth your soul."

      To her credit, my Helena holds her head up high. "That might be what you think, but you can do more good in this world than I. Remember, Fallen, my time is up. If giving her my soul means letting you free and keeping your power away from her, that's exactly what I'll do." She turns to face Calista, and I want to scream in frustration at the strength of my bonds. "Free him, and as soon as he's returned to earth, I'm yours."

      The chains holding me fall away and I immediately see Helena's face blanch with pain. She gasps for breath, clutching her chest as though her heart is being crushed.

      Calista's hand is extended, her clawed fingers clenching around the air. "Try to save her and she's dead." Her warning is cold steel. "Her soul is no good to me in purgatory. It will be good to have another powerful witch in my army."

      I flex my hand and the heavy weight of Michael's broadsword fills my palm. "Her soul will be no good to you after I smite you."

      Calista's eyes flare and for a moment, she loses her focus on Helena.

      Helena relaxes, her cheeks filling with color and breaths evening out. Hand moving slowly, she pulls up the hem of her skirt and for a moment, I wonder what she might be up to until I see the glint of her dagger flash at her thigh. Oh, the beautiful, brilliant woman. I haven't left yet, so she doesn't have to give up her soul. If we kill Calista here and now, they'll all be free.

      I charge forward, ready to take her down but three demons come at me, blocking her from my attack. In moments I've reduced them to ashes, but that was precious time which Calista used to change her position. She stands at her throne, a ball of sickly green and black energy held between her hands as her demons attack.

      Grant changes into his wolf form, tearing into their skin with each charge, while Izzy and Gwen both manage to fight them off with small spells from their residual power.

      "Helena!" Izzy cries out as a demon comes up behind her sister. It's just enough warning for Helena to sink her blade deep into his throat. She can't kill him like that, but the pain is enough to stop him in his tracks.

      "Little bitch," Calista hisses, her attention fully on Izzy.

      It happens in slow motion. The spell leaves Calista's hands, heading straight for Izzy. I see it, but can't stop the tragedy from unfolding in front of me. Until Helena throws her body in the path of the magic and absorbs the blow, saving her sister, but sacrificing everything else.

      "No!" I roar, turning my anger on Calista. The cowardly woman has vanished, along with her minions. I rush to Helena's crumpled body, pulling her into my lap.

      My brave witch shudders with agony, dark lines of poison running through her veins starting in her chest and spreading outward. I can't stop this. Can't save her.

      "What did you do?" I ask. "You can't leave me now."

      "Is Izzy all right?" Her voice is weak and soft.

      "She's fine, love. You saved her."

      "The baby?"

      I nod. "The baby too."

      "I'm sorry, Tamiel."

      The damn tightness in my chest makes it hard to talk. And the way she's staring up at me, with such fierce devotion, brings a swell of emotion to my throat. "Sorry for what, love?"

      "I'm sorry I couldn't tell you until it was too late."

      "It's not too late. It never is." I dip my head and press trembling lips to her forehead.

      She whispers against my neck, "I'm glad you were mine."

      Before I can respond, I feel her body relax and the final breath leave her lungs. She's gone. Again. I've lost my soul mate.

      The room around us is painfully silent, the only remnants of our adversaries the ashes of demons I took out with Michael's sword. There's a tender touch to my shoulder, and though I know it's meant to comfort, I flinch away.

      "Let us take her home, Tamiel." Gwen's voice is soft and even, the tone she might use when speaking to an unruly toddler rather than a millennia-old angel. "She needs…we need to care for her before she passes to the next life."

      "Don't you get it," I snap, unwilling to relinquish my hold on Helena. "There is no next life for her. This was all we had. Here and now."

      "That's not what I meant. I'm well aware of our final destination due to this curse. But there are things we do as a coven, important rituals to ease her passage…and to help us grieve."

      I snort. "You mean anointing her with oils that smell like shit and chanting over her body? No. I have a better plan."

      Izzy raises an eyebrow. "Can you bring her back?"

      Can I? Not technically. I don't have that kind of power. But I know someone who does. "I'll do everything I can."

      Both witches look uneasy. But what do they have to lose? She's already gone. If I fail, that won't change.

      "Take her if you must," Gwen says, her knuckles white from the strength of the grip she has on Izzy's hand. "It won't help." Her eyes go a cloudy white and her voice changes to an eerie, almost echoing tone. "She will dwell in the mist until a brave knight aids her to her place."

      I can't stop myself from growling in pure frustration. "Not another of your vague and completely useless visions. How in the bloody hell is that going to help us? She's dead. I'm not a knight. Her place is with me."

      I tighten my hold on Helena and the two witches must realize what I'm doing because they grab my arms while Grant holds onto my shoulder. With a pulse of my power, I free us from Calista's lair.
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        * * *

      

      My hands shake as I lie Helena across my bed, the only thing I can think of is to beg. I'll beg for forgiveness, for understanding, for mercy.  I'll beg for her.

      I sit next to her still form, able to feel her soft skin, tendrils of her silky hair, and I swear, if I look long enough, perhaps she'll take a breath. But she doesn't. "Gabriel," I whisper. "Bring her back."

      I wait for my brother, my heart aching as I stare down at Helena's peaceful face. I know it's possible. Miracles have happened. Resurrection is the ultimate act of God. Proof of my Father's power.

      "Gabriel!" I scream his name, unable to hold onto any semblance of composure. He can't ignore me. I've done everything he's asked, Helena followed his instruction, we risked our lives for the side of good. This can't be how she's repaid. "Brother, please." My voice breaks on the last, and I have to fight the sob of desperation clawing at my throat.

      Why? Why is my brother turning away from me in my hour of fucking need? Then it hits me. Gabriel can only give her back to me if Father hears me. I'm asking the wrong person. I lower myself to the floor, falling to my knees and placing my hands on the smooth hardwood. Head bowed so low it touches the cold wood, I speak directly to my Father for the first time in far too long. "Father, please. She doesn't deserve this. Bring her back. I know you've done the same for Sariel. Helena has sacrificed her safety to keep Lucifer caged, she can't be rewarded for her aid by languishing for eternity in purgatory. Even if you don't give her back to me, give her back her life. Just tell me what you wish of me and I'll do it."

      I can feel Izzy, Gwen, and Grant behind me. They're watching and waiting, tension rolling off them like waves in a storm crashing to the shore.

      The air shifts and hope blooms in my chest at the feeling. Another angel is here. But this is not Gabriel. I feel his presence and rage builds across my body. This is the angel of death. Azrael.

      "No, you can't have her." I don't look back at him. I can't.

      "Tamiel, she's already gone. You know that," he says, his voice smooth and soothing.

      "Bring her back."

      "Look at me, brother."

      I won't. If I see him, I'll have to admit the truth. She is gone. "You can return her to me. Her life is in your hands."

      "I don't have that kind of power."

      "Then why are you here? Did they send you to taunt me?" His hand presses against my shoulder sending a burning heat through my skin. I can't help myself. I sit up and stare into eyes the color of molten gold. "What was that?"

      "Your salvation."

      I shake my head even as the full force of my angelic grace takes hold. I'm not fallen any longer. Not even close. But I don't want salvation. "No. What good is that when the woman I love is dead?"

      "You'll see, brother. Helena was meant for this path. It's hers alone to travel." His hand is still on my shoulder and he squeezes slightly, trying to offer some comfort. "Faith isn't only for those who haven't seen the truth. You'd do well to remember. Take what time you need to grieve, but your place with us is secured."

      He vanishes, the weight of his palm still echoing on my shoulder.

      "Did that just happen?" Izzy asks, awe in her voice.

      I don't answer. Instead, I stride past them, out the door, and spread my wings. I fly as far as they will take me without care for where I'm going.

      Now I'm sitting on a cliff's edge in Ireland, watching the sunrise and listening to the soft twittering of birds. I wonder why they get to be happy. What have they ever done to deserve a carefree existence? Helena and I should have been together. We should be now. She was made for me and twice she's been ripped from my grasp for no reason other than fate.

      I scream to the sky in hopes my Father will hear me and listen. But He has forsaken me because I did the same to Him. We failed in our mission. Helena is dead and Calista has the moonstone.

      My fully restored wings itch to be used again. I need to escape the pain of this loss and the only way to do that is to fly. I'll do what they want. I'll let go of the part of me that yearns for Helena, bury my humanity. That's how most of us withstand the terrible things humans do to one another. We wear our angelic grace like armor, blocking all feelings and focusing on our duty over all else. I'm certain Gabriel would be completely different if he were to release his humanity, if only for a short while. But mine has run rampant for far too long and I don't know if I'll be able to control my heart.

      The cold wind hits my face and I begin to wall off the part of me that wants her. I slowly hide my humanity, putting each memory of her away behind the protective barrier I'm building. There will be no more wanting her because I won't remember. I can't survive if I'm able to recall her lips on mine, her voice moaning my name, her scent. No. She has to stop existing in my heart if I'm ever going to recover.

      I'm numb by the time the sun goes down. Numb and ready to move forward. I am an angel of God. Servant. Son. Soldier. Nothing more.

      And there's one last thing I need to take care of before I join my brothers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Tamiel

      

      The first thing I smell is ocean water as I materialize on the dock outside of the Seattle Aquarium. Devin likes to hang around here after sunset. We'd spent weeks training in this city with my former fallen brother Sariel as I prepared to take his place and fight for the side of Heaven. Now, I'm in the middle of a crowd of overdressed people, the glow of the brightly lit Ferris wheel adding to their evening. What the fuck is this?

      I glance around and see people milling around, champagne flutes in their hands and most of all, a bride and groom standing together chatting with people. The groom stares adoringly at his new wife, her long dark hair cascades over one shoulder, they are happy. I despise them. But this isn't why I'm here.

      Pushing through the throng of people I stalk down the wood planked walkway until I reach the street. I sensed Devin was down here, but now I don't know where to find the vampire. It could be as simple as me making a phone call, that's true, but the element of surprise might be best when working with him. Devin doesn't like me much, doesn't trust me, not really.

      It's then I see him striding down the sidewalk toward Pike Place Market—biker jacket, leather pants, long blond hair. Helena was right, he does belong on an episode of Sons of Anarchy. My chest aches at the thought of her. No. I locked her away. She's gone and my heart shouldn't be breaking for her again. Shaking my head, I take a long breath and cloak myself from sight.

      Devin rounds a corner and heads into an alley of sorts. I follow.

      "I know that's you, Tamiel," he mutters. "I felt the air shift the second you arrived. What's going on?"

      Dropping my concealment, I stare at him, take note of the wedding band on his left hand. "I need you to help me."

      He shakes his head. "Gabriel hasn't mentioned anything going down that you can't handle."

      "Then Gabriel is keeping a great many things from you. Calista has more power than one person should wield. She's taken Hell." I swallow past the rapidly forming lump in my throat. "She killed my Helena."

      His blue eyes widen. "Fuck," he whispers. "Feathers has been keeping a lot of secrets. Why didn't he come let me know?"

      "I don't know, but I need you to come with me now. I can't involve the other witches in this. They're broken and far too emotional to get this job done."

      He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. "Where are we going?"

      "To Hell."
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        * * *

      

      "Hell is in a carousel?" Devin asks as we stand outside the SeaGlass Carousel in Battery Park.

      I fight the flutter of nerves in my gut. The last time I was here I held my soul mate as she died in my arms. "Portals exist all over the world. This one happens to lead to Hell."

      "There are others?"

      "Many. There's a portal to Avalon in Las Vegas."

      He cocks an eyebrow. "Avalon? Like King Arthur, the Lady of the Lake, and Lancelot? That Avalon?"

      I nod.

      "Fuck. I thought that was just a legend."

      "All legends are based on truths. Avalon has been locked away since Excalibur went missing. There's too much power in that sword."

      "How do you know all this?"

      I shrug. "Once upon a time it was my job to oversee the guarding of the gateways to other realms. Before the fall."

      "So, how do we get in here? I'm assuming we can't just go in, proverbial guns blazing."

      Holding my palms to the door, I feel for the wards I'm sure Calista will have raised. Yes. There they are. Strong and sure. But I'm not a fallen angel any longer. I've embraced my grace. Grabbing Devin's katana from its sheath across his back, I slice my palm and press the blood to the doorway.

      "Hey, man. Careful with that," Devin complains as I hand the Japanese sword back to him. He wipes it clean and puts the blade back while muttering, "Fucking angels. They think they can come into my life and do whatever the fuck they want."

      I ignore him, focusing instead on the crumbling magic around the portal. The door opens and I step through, Devin right behind me. For all his whining, he's been spoiling for a fight. Things have been relatively quiet since they battled Lucifer nearly a year ago.

      We walk through a darkened corridor, very different from the grand hall Calista brought us to the first time I was here. She'll have felt my breach of her protection, but that's not going to help her. Flashes of Helena, the life leaving her eyes, the last words on her lips, hit me square in the chest and I'm filled with righteous anger.

      "Whoa, man. You didn't tell me you got your wings back. Can you turn down the light? I'm going blind back here."

      I glance behind me and see my wings are on full display, glowing a bright white. Shaking my head, I let the force of my rage drive me forward. "Deal with it, Devin."

      Michael's sword burns in my hand, the power vibrating through me. At the end of the long hall, we come to a large door. "She's in there."

      Devin nods. "What's the plan?"

      "Don't die," I say, pressing my palm to the door and blowing the fucking thing off its hinges.

      Calista is unaffected. The bitch is draped across a chair with a book in her hand. "You'll be paying for that door, angel."

      "You'll be paying for your deeds with your life, witch." My wings extend and the glow in the room is so bright the demons surrounding her cower and cringe.

      A high-pitched giggle escapes her lips. Her eyes wild with insanity. Around her neck is the black moonstone, still glowing bright with the power of the siren coven. "Compensating for something? You know, they say, the bigger the wings, the smaller the—"

      "Enough with the pathetic jabs. Come down here and fight me."

      "Put down your sword and I will."

      "Only if you put aside the moonstone."

      She taps her finger on her chin, the smirk on her lips making me suspicious. "Fine." Reaching behind her, she lifts the pendant over her head and places it on a velvet-lined cushion to her left. "This will be over shortly."

      I hand the sword to Devin. "Are you sure you want to do this, Tamiel? She's off her damn rocker."

      "I have to." I stare hard at him. "Take out as many demons as you can with that sword. We don't need them coming back."

      He nods and steps forward, the power of the sword still working in his hands. He's worthy. That's good to know. It was a bit of a gamble with him, honestly.

      "Go ahead, smite them. I'll only make more. There's always a human willing to trade their soul for what they want." Calista's sing-song voice grates on my nerves.

      "Are you coming down here, or would you rather hide from me behind your minions?"

      Her eyes flash a burning red as she tosses her book aside and, with an eerily fluid grace, rises from the chair. With the flick of her wrist, she throws her own guards across the room, making a path from herself to me. There's no fear radiating from her, nothing but power-mad determination.

      "Tamiel, I don't like this," Devin says, his voice echoing my thoughts.

      The dazed demons she'd discarded have gotten to their feet and Devin takes one down as it lunges for him. "Don't let them scratch you. Their claws are poison."

      "I fucking know that. I'm not a newbie."

      Calista's smile is calm and gentle, something reserved for a child who's throwing a tantrum. "Now, pet, don't make this harder than it has to be. You really should've left well enough alone after I killed that whore of yours. She's the reason you walked out of here the first time."

      Swirls of red magic wind their way around me. Fuck, if I don't act now, I'll be exactly where I was the last time. Hers to play with. Her own personal supply of angelic grace.

      I spread my wings and break through the spell, the light of my power making her wince. Finally, a reaction. She sweeps her arm through the air as though she's trying to strike me, but she's too far away. Except pain blossoms across my cheek and I stagger. How did she fucking hit me?

      "You think you can take down the Queen of Hell? That stupid traitor, Helena thought so too. She betrayed me with the angels long ago and I made it my life's mission to ruin her and the other two. I hope she's enjoying eternal suffering in purgatory."

      "I know I can take you down because you're not a queen. You're a sad little girl who's playing pretend."

      A vicious snarl comes from her chest and she holds out her palm, curling her fingers around empty air. I've seen this before, except she can't kill me.

      "Bad news, I can't die."

      She smirks and shakes her head. "I'm not killing you."

      I glance back and see Devin on the floor his blood spilling across the white tile. "Devin!"

      "One more step and you'll be responsible for his death. I can behead a vampire with barely any effort, you know. It's quite fun."

      I stand stock still, desperate to figure out my next move. The moonstone glows from its place, a reminder of everything else we stand to lose. Calista can't be allowed to release Lucifer. Helena's death can't have been for nothing. Devin and I lock eyes, his crystal blue irises hold understanding, acceptance. I'll tell his wife he died a hero.

      In the space between breaths, I charge her. My palm lands on her forehead and I send every ounce of power I possess straight into her body, burning her from the inside out. All I hear is her sharp gasp of shock before blinding white light consumes her and I smite her fucking ass. When all that remains is a pile of ash, I let myself fall to the floor. Exhausted.

      "You were going to let her rip my head off." Devin's low timbre catches me off guard.

      "Oh, good. You made it. I wasn't sure if I'd smite her in time to save you."

      "Are you fucking with me? You can't be serious."

      I glance at the table where the moonstone is and a cold pit forms in my stomach. "The moonstone is gone." I stand on shaky legs. "Where the fuck did it go?"

      "She must have had it rigged with a spell. Look around, there's no one here who could have taken it. I killed every last demon."

      "Bloody hell!" I scream.

      Devin places a hand on my shoulder. "But you killed her. You got your vengeance. Your woman would be proud."

      I nod, and we walk back the way we came. Vengeance. It should mean more, but numbness takes over instead. I feel…nothing. Helena is still gone. She's still going to spend eternity in purgatory. And I am without the other half of my soul.

      "I don't have enough grace to transport us anywhere but through the portal."

      Devin sighs. "I figured. It's all right. I'm just glad I'm still alive. It won't take me long to get home."

      We trudge to the portal, my entire body burning from the effort to pull both of us through. "Thank you for your help, Devin."

      "I'd say anytime, but I really wouldn't mean it. Honestly, Tamiel, if I don't ever see another angel again, it'd be too soon."

      I nod. "You're called by God, vampire. That's why you have a soul and why you always choose to do your duty."

      "I know, I know, but God always seems to call at the most inconvenient times."

      A harsh bark of laughter escapes my throat. "That He does."

      The vampire grips my shoulder and gives a light squeeze. "You take care of yourself. I know what losing the woman you love feels like. Don't let it ruin you."

      I don't answer him, instead, I watch as he runs so fast he's nothing but a blur even to my eyes. How can I not let losing Helena ruin me? It's too late. I've tried hiding her memory, forgetting her, avenging her. Nothing helps. I'm lost. Broken. And above all, ruined.
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      Helena

      

      "Where the bloody hell am I?" My head feels weird. Foggy. Everything around me is shades of gray. Blinking a few times, I will my vision to clear, for color to return to my life, but nothing happens. The world around me is devoid of hues other than black, white or gray.

      I'm in some kind of forest. Trees, grass, fallen leaves crunching under-foot. But it's like nothing I've experienced. Is this a dream? Closing my eyes, I try to piece back together the memory of what happened before I got here.

      Tamiel holding me.

      Fear and grief on his face.

      I love him.

      I didn't tell him.

      The ball of magic hitting me in the chest.

      Izzy.

      Oh, no.

      I died.

      "Fuck me," I mutter. I died and left Tamiel and my sisters.

      "I don't think we know each other well enough for that, milady."

      I spin on my heel, already willing a spell between my palms before I remember, Calista has my magic. Calista has the moonstone because I was an idiot. The man stands before me, his chiseled jawline and rugged features making him look equal parts gallant and dangerous. Dark eyes, glittering with amusement look me over.

      "Who are you?" I manage.

      "I was about to ask you the same thing. I've not seen another person arrive here in far too long." He glances over his shoulder and I catch sight of his sword sheathed at his hip. A sword. Not a dagger or some kind of knife, but an honest-to-God, sword. In fact, the man is wearing chainmail, polished boots, and breeches. He looks like he's playing at being a knight.

      He seems uneasy for all his playful nature. His hands are tense and at the ready, as though he's been fighting for his life here.

      "Where are we?" I ask.

      "We're serving our penance."

      "Purgatory," I whisper.

      "Yes, milady."

      Who the hell is this guy? "And you just happened to be wandering purgatory and found me?"

      "No. I saw you arrive. The flash. It announces every new…resident."

      "What's your name?" I ask.

      He shakes his head and turns sad eyes on me. "I can't remember."

      "Have you been here long?"

      "Yes. Longer than anyone, save the demons."

      "How do I get out of this place?"

      He laughs. "The only way out for us is to serve our penance, earn forgiveness for our sins. Or…" he trails off and casts his eyes down. "There's always Hell."

      No, thank you. "I'll pass. I know the bitch who is running that place. She's not on my list of people I want to see."

      "You…know her? Wait…her?" His shock is obvious from his tone alone.

      "Oh, yes. Lucifer is locked up in a cage. You're welcome, world. But apparently, that's not enough to get me a ticket upstairs. Calista, a very powerful witch, took control of Hell. She's dangerous and now that I'm dead, I don't know how we're going to stop her." A flash brightens the sky, nearly blinding me and the air grows heavy for a moment before returning to normal. "What was that?"

      "New arrival. Get behind me."

      "What?" I ask, but he's already grabbed my arm and pulled me behind his body.

      A man stumbles toward us, his body a broken mess. "Help," he calls, staring at us.

      The knight tenses and puts his hand on the hilt of his sword. "Don't," he warns me.

      "Where am I?" the new arrival asks, his voice a rough rasp.

      "You're awaiting judgment." The knight's words are strong and confident, but there's sadness behind them.

      "No. This can't be real."

      Low growls fill the air around us, vibrating and sending my heart pounding. But I'm dead. I shouldn't have a heartbeat. The knight puts one arm behind him, keeping me in place. "Stay still. You might want to close your eyes. It won't be pretty."

      "What—" I start, but as soon as the word leaves my lips three enormous beasts leap from the bushes and tear into the man in front of us. I'm thankful for the lack of color in this place as he screams and his blood spills onto the ground. Then he's gone, the beasts vanish, and we're left alone as though nothing had happened.

      "He was judged. Most people just pass through. But there are those of us who have the opportunity to earn our place in Heaven."

      "So…if I haven't been eaten by dogs yet, I've got a chance?"

      He cocks an eyebrow and grins. "That's one way to look at it. Or, you could be like me. Stuck here."

      That idea is not a pleasant one. Stuck here, waiting for my sisters to join me. If Gwen doesn't break her curse, that means she'll be here in a matter of months, and Izzy might never die thanks to her shifter side being nearly immortal. Damn Calista and her curse.

      "There has to be some way out of here. You said there are demons, are they trapped as well, or do they come and go?"

      "No one comes into purgatory by choice. They arrive, are judged, and leave. The demons are sent here as punishment as well."

      A crack of thunder sounds overhead, making me nearly jump out of my skin. Clouds roll in, their ominous darkness causing a chill to run down my spine. The knight grips my hand and starts running, pulling me with him.

      "Come on, milady. We have to get to shelter before the rain starts."

      "The rain? Why are you afraid of that? Is it made of acid or something?"

      "Exactly."
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      "Brother, you can't do this to me. I need something to occupy my time. I'm dying just sitting on my arse and doing nothing," I say, hoping Gabriel will finally assign me to a post. I've been roaming the earth for the better part of a week, watching, waiting for something to do and I'm going stir crazy.

      "Michael hasn't tasked you with anything as of yet and he's right to hold off. Your heart is still suffering. You can't serve Father if you're still grieving."

      The mention of my grief, my pain, brings a fresh wave to the surface. Now that Calista is dead, I should feel some sense of closure. I don't. I've tried to bury her, to let my love for Helena languish behind walls I built up, but she's still there, unmoving, impossible to forget.

      "I've done everything to let her go. I can't."

      He nods. "I know. I've been watching."

      "Help me. End my pain. Make me forget her."

      "You know I can't do that."

      I step toward him, wings extended, chest burning with heartache. "You can." Michael's sword manifests in my hand, brilliant and blazing with angelic fire. "Smite me."

      His eyes widen, and he takes a step back. "Brother, no. I won't."

      "Then I'll fall again. I'll take the sword to Sariel. He still possesses some grace, perhaps he can wield it." I ready myself to fly, but I can't move. My limbs won't work, frozen and under Gabriel's control. "Are you going to keep me immobilized for eternity? You'll need all your power at some point. I'll get free and end this existence."

      Gabriel grits his teeth and lets out a frustrated growl. "Fine. I'll assign you a station. It won't be much more interesting than aimlessly wandering, I'm afraid."

      "I'll take anything. I need a purpose."

      He releases me from his magical hold and the sword of Michael falls from my grasp. The white-gold flames vanish, and he picks up the blade. "You won't be able to wield this any longer."

      "What? Why?"

      "I can't allow you to have such power if you're going to threaten to end your existence with it." Another sword appears on the grass at my feet. "But I won't leave you without a weapon. This blade was infused with Michael's grace but doesn't have the all-powerful ability of his broadsword."

      I stare at the detailed lettering that runs down the length of the blade, the jewel-encrusted hilt. "This…this sword has been lost for centuries." My words are a whisper.

      "Not lost. Hidden until the right time. Now is the time. In the right hands it is unable to miss its intended target, in yours…it will only smite demons and vampires. You won't be able to truly end the fallen brothers you might encounter, but where I'm sending you, it's only demons you'll have to worry about."

      "Where are you sending me?"

      He smirks. "Don't get excited. I'm assigning you to stand sentry at a portal."

      That's one step up from watching over the seas. A job for a lesser angel, but I'll take it. "A portal to where?"

      A glint of excitement fills his eyes. It's uncharacteristic for my brother who rarely shows emotions other than boredom. "Purgatory."

      My heart lurches. That's where my Helena is. "Gabriel, she's there."

      He rolls his eyes. "Do you think I'm not aware? You'll guard the portal to ensure no one breaches the wards. It's your duty. If demons infiltrate purgatory, we have no chance at those trapped souls earning redemption."

      "But she can't be redeemed. She's cursed. Purgatory is eternal for her."

      "Is it?"

      I don't understand. "It is. We couldn't break her curse. She died before it was possible. Calista escaped, she has the moonstone with the power of all three of the siren coven." I shake my head, frustration rolling through me. "You know all this. Why am I explaining it again?"

      "Fine, fine. Then if your love is beyond the portal, it's poetic for you to spend eternity guarding it. Don't you think?"

      Ah, there it is. Gabriel's got a soft spot for romance. "Tragedy at it's finest."

      "One might say that. She's destined for many things, Tamiel. You included."

      Hope blooms in my chest at his words. He referred to Helena as though she weren't dead and lost to me. Most creatures have to fight their way through a portal, the magic around the gates strong enough to keep them out. But I am an angel. Meant to cross realms. I could see her again. If I used the portal…

      "Don't go in after her, Tamiel. I can see it in your eyes. You'll never escape. You'd be a fool."

      Then I'm a fool.
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      Helena

      

      I'm cold. If I'm bloody well dead, why am I cold? This is unfair. A shiver runs through me and my teeth chatter. It's dark and damp in this cave the unnamed knight and I hid in for shelter from the storm. We've lit a fire and I can make out a crude sort of bed against one wall.

      "Acid rain? Really?" I ask, incredulity in my words.

      "Really," he says, holding out his arm and shoving up the linen of his shirt. I reach out and touch the burn scar marring his forearm.

      "Do you live here?"

      He nods. "If living is what you'd call it."

      "But you don't remember your life?"

      "Bits and pieces. I can recall fighting, betrayal, hurt, and in my dreams, the soft touch of a woman."

      I scoot away. "Well, I'm not going to be helping you relive that. So get that idea out of your head right now."

      He laughs and shakes his head. "Not you. She's long gone. I lost her long before I ended up here, of that much I'm sure."

      My stupid heart hurts for him. I know how it feels to lose your love. Like part of your soul has been ripped away. Rolling my eyes, I sigh. Damn angel has me feeling things even when we're in different realms.

      "I'm sorry," I tell the knight. "I lost someone too."

      He takes my hand and squeezes. "Well, aren't we a matched pair?"

      "I don't bloody think so. You'll be wanting to take your hands off my woman." Tamiel's voice sends a wave of longing through me. Is this a trick of purgatory? Show me what I want most and take it away again?

      I release the knight's hand and stand, unable to keep from walking to the mouth of the cave. A dark figure stands in the entry, shadowed and looming, wings spread. "Tamiel?" His wings disappear and he approaches, breathing hard, eyes frantic. It is him. He's here. I throw myself into his arms, relief coursing through me at his touch. "You're here. You came for me."

      "I'll always come for you. Always." He cradles my head and strokes my back, holding me tight to his chest. "You're mine and there's nowhere you exist that I wouldn't find you."

      His mouth finds mine, a blazing melding of our souls as he tastes me, kissing me like there's no tomorrow. In truth, there isn't. "Why did you come here?"

      "Are you daft, woman? I told you I wouldn't be without you. Gabriel assigned me to guard the portal to purgatory for a reason. He either knew it would be a punishment or, more likely, his soft spot for love made him place me there."

      "Well, what are you waiting for? Let's get out of here."

      Some of the light leaves his eyes. "We…we can't leave. The only way out is through redemption."

      "Wait, you chose to come through even though you knew you'd be stuck here?" My heart feels like it's going to burst. How could he do that? Even in death, I've ruined another man's life.

      He cups my cheek and runs his thumb across my lower lip. "I love you. Where else would I be?"

      Tears fill my eyes. "That was stupid, Fallen."

      "I'd rather be stupid than be without you."

      The sound of a throat clearing behind us makes me turn. The knight stands near the fire, his hand on the hilt of his sword. "Milady, this might be a trick of purgatory, not your lover."

      I'm in front of Tamiel, not willing to let anything happen to him. "If you touch a hair on his head, I'll ruin you." It doesn't matter that my angel is close to a foot taller than me, that his broad shoulders are nearly twice the size of mine. I won't let this knight harm him.

      "I can assure you, sir knight. I am who I claim to be." He spreads his wings and a brilliant light fills the room. "Tamiel, angel of the Lord. And this woman is my soul mate."

      "She's yours, yet you let her be killed. Some angel you are." The knight's tone holds a note of disgust.

      Tamiel flinches, I feel it in his body pressed against mine. "I failed her. You're right. But I'm here for her now. I'll spend eternity making up for my shortcomings."

      He's different. All the fight and fury has left him. I turn in Tamiel's arms and stare up at the face I love so desperately. "No. You didn't fail. I threw myself in front of Izzy. There wasn't any way you could have stopped that."

      "If I'd paid better attention, loved you better, you wouldn't have ended up in Calista's hands. They had your blood because of me."

      I roll my eyes. "That's quite enough of the pity party. We're together now. But this place is harsh and unforgiving. There are creatures who will tear us limb from limb out there, and I don't have any magic."

      "If I may, milady?" the knight interjects. I'd nearly forgotten the man was here. Tamiel takes up every inch of my focus. "After the storm passes, when it's safe, I have something to show you that might be of interest."

      I turn my attention to him. "What?"

      "A way we can escape now that we have an angel."
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      "There is no way out of here," I tell the wanker. He looks like an idiot in his chainmail, and clearly, he's off his rocker. "The portal is a one-way trip."

      The knight shakes his head, eyes trained on the sword at my hip. "There is a way. But I can't get through without angelic grace."

      I don't even try to hide my laugh. "You can't get through?"

      "We," he amends. "We can't get through, I've tried and failed more than once. It's a tear in the fabric between worlds."

      "There's a fucking hole in purgatory? How?"

      The knight frowns. "You expect me to know? I stumbled across it. I've been searching for a way out since I arrived."

      This is dangerous. A hole in the fabric of this world means weakness. If Lucifer were to escape his prison and find out, he could rip purgatory to shreds and claim all the souls stuck in this place.

      "Show me," I growl.

      He nods, and my unease dissipates, but only slightly. "I'll take you there, but only if you promise to bring me through when you leave."

      I can't risk bringing a dangerous soul through to earth. He could be lying through his teeth, planning to call a demon and trade information for a place amongst their ranks. Not to mention the demons who arrive here in order to drag the souls of the damned to Hell. This knight would have me as the perfect bargaining chip…an angel for his freedom. My grace is a hot commodity here in between worlds and I won't tell Helena of the struggle I had getting to her once I came through the portal.

      "Well, we can't do anything until this storm lets up." I step farther into the cave and stare down at the pathetic mattress made of leaves and strips of fabric. "Is this really where you've spent all your time?"

      The knight shrugs. "It's all I need."

      Fuck. This isn't good enough for my Helena. She deserves comfort and safety, not a dank hole in the side of a mountain. I assess the man infringing on my time with Helena. Something is…off about him. He doesn't feel like a typical soul. And he should have been judged by now. Everything surrounding him says he's from a time long ago, a warrior, a crusader. The way Helena seems to trust him makes me uncomfortable. He's a danger. "And you've been alone until now?"

      "Your woman is the first soul I've encountered who has lasted this long."

      Helena is uneasy. Her body radiates tension against mine. I need to get her away from here. From this knight with his offered hope for escape, from this future with nothing but a hole in the earth as shelter. "Is this all there is?" I ask him, gesturing to the walls of the cave.

      "There are a few tunnels that lead to fresh water. A hot spring deeper inside. It's not all bad here."

      "Isn't it?" Helena asks. "This is purgatory. We're here to be punished."

      My stomach turns. No. That is not why she's here. "You're wrong, love. You're here because of your curse. Because of that cunt, Calista."

      She takes my hand and holds tight. "I can't break the curse. It's too late. I've died. She's won."

      It breaks my heart to hear her say those words. She's a fighter. The strongest woman I've ever known. I can't let her settle for defeat now that we've been given a glimmer of hope. "Come with me. Let's see what purgatory has to offer."

      We walk past the knight and head into the darkness. He can wait. I don't like the way he looks at Helena and I don't want the two of them spending more time together than necessary. The man offers a wry grin as I glance over my shoulder.

      Helena clings to me in the dark and I pull her close because I can't let her go. I need to be touching her. But she doesn't try to get away either. "I trust him," she whispers as we walk farther back into the cave.

      "I don't." My grace illuminates the walls, casting a glow across dripping stalactites and lighting our path.

      "He saved me, Tamiel. He kept me away from the beasts that tore that man apart."

      "No, he didn't. Those beasts weren't coming after you. They were taking that soul to Hell because he deserved it. This knight is playing you."

      "How can you be so sure?"

      Frustration rolls through me. "Do you really have to argue this with me? I'm an angel. I've been here since before purgatory needed to be created. He wants you. You're the first woman he's had near him in who knows how long. Men are still men, even in purgatory."

      "And you think I'm stupid enough to let him have me?"

      The thought of another man moving inside her sends uncontrolled jealousy over my entire being. "Possibly. You looked damn cozy with him when I arrived."

      "Ugh, you're impossible," she groans.

      "And you are the most frustrating woman I've known. Don't you think I know what lust looks like on a man?"

      "Don't condescend to me, Fallen. You didn't die. I did."

      Anger burns in my chest. "I held you in my arms as you left me. You left me. Again. I watched the light leave your eyes, knew your soul was gone from this earth. For the second fucking time."

      "And I arrived here with one thought. I never got to tell you I bloody love you. Do you know how much that broke my heart? I was able to see your face as I died, and I couldn't say the words even though they were on my lips because I didn't have any breath in my body."

      I barely heard her beyond the first thing she says. She loves me. "You…you said you love me."

      "And I do, you arse. I gave myself to Calista to save you. Wasn't it obvious? You're my soul mate and I love you more than I love my own freedom."

      "Helena, don't you understand what you just said?"

      "That I love you?"

      "Yes."

      Her eyes go wide. "But I've never been able to say that to anyone."

      "Exactly. The curse on your heart lifted."

      I take a breath, ready to tell her what happened with Calista, but she throws her head back and lets out an irritated growl. "What does it matter? I'm dead."

      "But you can love me. We can love each other. No matter where we are. Calista is dead. I killed her. Turned her to ash for what she did to you." Her eyes swim with myriad emotions. "I broke Gwen's curse, Izzy is safe, and you can earn redemption if you want."

      "And the moonstone?"

      I drop my gaze and shake my head. "She had it under a protection spell. As soon as she died, it vanished."

      A frown pulls her eyebrows together. "So my sisters aren't safe. They have no magic and someone else must have been working with Calista. A failsafe because she knew death might come for her."

      "There's no reason for your sisters to be a target. Not now. Calista had it out for you three, but anyone else involved in the plot to free Lucifer will be focused on that." I drag my free hand through my hair. "It's time to let this go and have faith the angels will see to Lucifer's continued imprisonment. We've done all we can. You love me. I love you. Take comfort in that."

      She goes silent and releases my hand, walking ahead of me and I don't try to bring us back together. She has to come to this on her own now. I've said my piece. As she walks, she mutters to herself, gesturing and spinning herself up as I watch. Then she turns a corner and gasps. That one sound sends me running as fast as I can to her.

      She's standing inside a chamber filled with water, steam rising from the surface. Then she looks at me and I wish there was color in this damnable place because I want to see her eyes as I know them. Not this strange shade of gray. With trembling fingers, she removes her clothes, standing naked before me. A puckered scar mars her beautiful chest, right over her heart and I close the distance between us so I can trail my fingertip over the place Calista hit her with the deadly spell.

      "You will regret condemning yourself to this place. You don't belong here. I'm not worth this." Her voice is uncharacteristically weak and soft.

      I cup her face and thread my fingers in her hair. "I would only regret living a life without you. You are worth everything. Everything, love."

      Her hands go to my shirt and she tugs frantically, pulling the fabric over my head. Then she goes to work on my jeans and before long, we're standing nude together with a hot spring at our disposal. My cock is aching with need for her.

      Silently she takes my hand and pulls me toward the water. "I need you to prove to me you're really here. Fill me, fuck me, love me, Fallen."

      "As you wish, love."

      We step into the water and I don't care what's looming in the future. I'm here with her, the only place I belong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      The water is hot, but Tamiel's gaze is what's burning my blood. He's hungry for my body, and I'm starved for him. I wrap my arms around him as soon as the hot spring is waist high. His lips touch mine and my nipples stiffen to tight buds, tingling and aching for his fingers, tongue, teeth, anything he'll give me.

      "God, I need you. I've missed you so much," I moan against his mouth, but he's tense rather than willing. "What is it?"

      "I nearly lost my mind with grief, love. I was a broken shell of a man. I…" he trails off, words tight and barely understandable. I stare at him in shock. He's…crying. "I tried to make myself forget you. I took back my wings. I walled up my memories of you. Fuck, Helena, I betrayed you."

      I run my hands over his broad chest and across his shoulders. He thinks he betrayed me by trying to move on? I'm the one who threw myself in front of what I knew was a deadly spell. "I love you," I murmur against his warm skin. I inhale the scent I've been craving, spicy and woodsy, masculine.

      Finally, he relaxes a fraction, his arms come around me and he pulls us closer. "Say it again." The words are almost a primal growl as he grabs my arse and lifts me until I wrap my legs around his waist.

      "I love you, Tamiel." His hard cock brushes my sensitive flesh, delicious friction across my clit, exactly where I need it. "Fuck, I love you."

      "Promise me you'll never leave again."

      His hand snakes between us and he aligns his length with my pussy. I've never been so ready for anything. "I…oh, God, I promise."

      I writhe, needing him to lower me onto his straining cock. "Promise me you'll be mine."

      "Yes, yes, I'm already yours."

      "You'll marry me."

      I sit up a little taller, staring at him with confusion. "Marry you?"

      "Yes. Marry me. Be mine in every possible way."

      We're never going to get out of here, and even if by some miracle we do, I'm dead. But I won't remind him of this. He's not an idiot and I can't crush his hope. "I promise."

      The fierce determination shining in his eyes makes my body quiver. For a moment I think he's going to back away, deny me until marriage, but then he pulls me down until he's deep inside me and I'm crying out in shock and pleasure. He groans but doesn't look away from my gaze. "Helena," he says, pulling out and slowly sinking back inside. "I take you as my wife."

      Oh, God in Heaven, he meant right now. I can't believe it and yet I'm not going to stop him. It's hot as fuck, our bodies joined while we vow to belong to each other for eternity.

      Fingers digging into my hips, he pulls me hard against him, so hard his crown hits my womb and I cry out as the first glimmer of an orgasm begins to build. "I promise to love you and honor you until the end of my existence."

      My breasts ache, needing his attention, hard nipples brushing against his chest with each roll of his hips. He nips my neck, his tongue trailing my collarbone. Then he murmurs, "Your turn."

      In another life, I would've laughed and told him to get over himself, but I want to be his. I want to call him mine. Even if it's only here in this hot spring in purgatory. Taking his face between my hands, I press our foreheads together and whisper, "Tamiel, I take you as my husband. I promise to love you and honor you until the end of my existence." My voice doesn't waver, my gaze locked on his.

      He kisses me like it's the first time, or maybe the last time. We're two desperate souls clinging to the only thing we have left. The love between us our lifeline.

      His hips rock into me over and over, each drag back rubbing at just the right angle to make my toes curl. I want to come, but I need him to go over that edge with me. "Harder, husband. I want to feel you spill inside me." That does it. With me still wrapped around him, he takes us out of the water and sits on the edge of the pool.

      "Ride my cock, love. Take your pleasure and bring me mine." I don't tell him, but his skin has taken on an iridescent sheen, his light illuminating the cave walls around us. He's the most beautiful creature I've ever seen.

      I work myself over him, taking him deep and kicking my hips forward, loving the harsh breaths I bring from him. I'm almost there, so close I swear I can see my climax on the horizon if I close my eyes.

      "I'm going," he warns, his cock pulsing and growing even larger. "Fuck, Helena, come now."

      His fingers trail down my belly until he finds the swollen bud of my clit. With a few expert circles, I fall over the precipice and headlong into an earth-shattering orgasm. His rough groan echoes off the cave walls joining my own cry of his name.

      I feel his release, and a twinge of sadness takes hold in my heart that we'll never get to share the wonder of creating a life like this. I'll never be a mother, never see Tamiel's features in a child we made together. I've never wanted any of that, until him. Tamiel makes me truly realize what I'd been missing all these lifetimes. What Calista stole from me. I may have experienced a thousand lives, but I never truly lived.

      "You're mine," he says, breathing hard but his expression sated.

      "For all eternity."

      "Fucking finally."
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      The storm has stopped but Helena is wrapped in my arms and I don't want to move from this spot. We'd returned to the hot spring and cleaned our bodies, me taking care of her, to stroke and caress every inch of her skin, her doing the same to me. Then we lay on our discarded clothes and stared in silence at the formations at the roof of the cave. She's not asleep, that's not possible here, but she's resting against me as we lie with our limbs tangled and our fingers twined.

      "The rain…" she begins but trails off as I draw a lazy circle around her nipple with my free hand. Her little moan makes my cock harden, ready for another round with my wife. Fuck. She's my wife.

      "It's stopped. But I don't want to move from here. If we move, that means you have to cover this beautiful body and I'll no longer have easy access to your pussy."

      "Ah, so that's the real reason you came here. You're a horny bastard."

      A laugh rumbles through me. "Definitely." Her fingernails scratch lightly across my torso, running down my stomach and over my hip. She's so close to the place I want her most.

      I groan when she encircles my shaft and strokes, long and slow. "See? Horny bastard," she says. "You just had me and yet you're greedy for more?"

      "Always." My eyes roll back as she teases my tip, nails lightly tracing the sensitive slit before she uses her thumb to spread pre-come across the swollen head. I can smell her arousal, the scent of her like a fucking drug. I need to taste her before I fuck her again. Taking her wrist, I move her hand from my needy cock and pull it behind her back. "On your knees, wife," I growl.

      Her nipples go rock hard at my command and the reaction makes my dick pulse, so hard it's almost painful. I release her wrist and let her use her hands to prop herself up.

      "Arse in the air, love." She angles herself slightly, but it's not enough. The crack of my palm against her ass cheek fills the cave and she cries out before sharpening the degree of her bend. "That's better." The lips of her beautiful cunt are on full display beneath her firm, round arse. "Now, don't move. I can't restrain you properly in here, so it's completely up to you if you obey."

      "What if I'm disobedient?"

      My cock jerks at the prospect. "I'll punish you before I let you come."

      She answers with a moan. Her pussy glistening from arousal.

      On my knees, I lean down and kiss the base of her spine before letting my tongue trail over the left side of her ass. My teeth graze her skin and I'm rewarded with a shiver from her. Technically, she moved, but I'm willing to let it slide. If I'm going to punish her, she'll have to be writhing under me first. One finger trails along her ass crack, the shivers in her body amplifying the closer I get to her tight little hole. But I bypass that forbidden place, for now. I slide my finger deep inside her pussy in one smooth movement and the moan that escapes her sends a thrill through me.

      "I…I'm not sure I can so soon," she admits.

      "Oh, love, I'm not going to fuck your cunt. First, I'm going to eat you until your legs give out, but then, I'll be using all this" —I gather the slick arousal from her pussy on my fingers before I spread it over her clit— "to prep your fantastic arse before I slide deep inside."

      She tenses, but then arches her back, pushing closer to me. "No one's ever done that to me."

      Fucking right. "You can't know how much I love hearing that." I lower my head and take my time, licking her thigh, trailing my fingers over her sensitive clit, until I can't hold back any longer. The scent of her wetness and the sight of her ass, spread and waiting has me forcing myself not to stroke my cock. I bury my face in her and taste her sweetness. From this angle, I can rub her clit and fuck her cunt with my tongue.

      "Oh, fuck," she cries, her pussy clenching around my working tongue. I slide back and forth, teasing her perineum and testing to see if she's ready for me to take it one step farther. She tenses and tries to shy away, so I change my position, lying on my back, her beautiful pussy on display over my face.

      "Sit on my face and let me make you come."

      "But I thought you were going to punish me if I moved."

      Oh, how I love her. "I will. I'll spank your ass while I fuck it. Now, I'm hungry for some dessert and only your honey will do."

      She does as I tell her, lowering down and I'm enveloped by her scent. I lick and suck, all the while her thighs tremble around me. She's close, there's a fluttering pulse throbbing in the hard button of her clit. I close my mouth around the nub and roll my tongue hard and fast until my mouth and chin are coated in her release as she screams my name.

      Gripping her hips, I help her off me and coat my aching length in her slickness. Then I gather more and slowly press one finger inside the tightly closed ring of muscle at her ass. She sucks in a sharp breath but soon starts moving, back and forth, rocking into my invasion. I add a second finger. So tight. She'll bring me off in seconds. By the time she's ready for me, she's begging, her soft pants and moans making my cock weep for her.

      "Are you ready, love?" I ask her even though I know if I don't fuck her ass now, she'll never forgive me.

      "Yes." Her response is pained.

      Removing my fingers, I line the head of my cock up with her virgin entrance and slowly sink inside. It's hot and tight and everything I imagined. Her long hair spills across her arched back, begging me to tug as I thrust. But not yet. She's not ready. I move with as much care as I can. My orgasm threatening at the surface already. "So damn perfect," I bite out when I'm fully seated inside her.

      "I need more. I need you to move." Her plea makes my balls tighten. Fuck, I could come right now with just the pressure of her around me.

      Easing back, I pull out until just the tip remains before sliding home again. This time she shouts her pleasure.

      "Harder," she demands, and I've forgotten our little game of dominant and submissive. She owns me.

      I fuck her harder, the firm pillows of her ass cushioning my rough thrusts. Reaching out, I do what I fantasized about and gather her hair in my hand, wrapping it around until I can use it as leverage.

      She cries out and I loosen my grip, until she says, "Fuck, yes, pull my hair."

      It's fucking explosive. The cave is bright, and I can see every shake of her arse. Beautiful and made for me. Then, she lets out a high and thready cry as she comes, her walls pulsing and bringing me right along with her. The light grows blinding as I pump my orgasm into her ass and for a moment, the pleasure has my eyes rolling back in my head.

      I pull out and lean over her, kissing along her spine. My come trails down her inner thighs. "That was fucking intense."

      Plopping down on her side, she stares at me with sated, hooded eyes and says, "Maybe purgatory isn't so bad."
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      Helena

      

      "We can't stay here forever," Tamiel says, his fingers running along the line of my hip. "As much as I'd love to fuck you non-stop, we might have a way back. We'd be stupid to pass that up."

      Heaving a long sigh, I nod. "I know. I need to be there, with my sisters, helping the angels, making up for my mistake."

      "What mistake? You didn't do anything other than sacrifice yourself for Izzy and her baby."

      "But if I hadn't put our magic in the moonstone…if I hadn't been overconfident, she wouldn't have taken the damn thing from me. It wouldn't be lost and in God knows whose hands now."

      He presses a kiss to my nape and stands. Holding out his large palm, he tilts his head in the direction of the tunnel. "Come on, then. Let's clean ourselves up and see what the wayward knight has to say."

      A few minutes later we're cleaned and dressed, walking back toward the mouth of the vast cave. I wonder if the knight heard us. Heat floods my cheeks as embarrassment crashes over me. I'm sure he heard us. I was fucking loud. But I've never felt anything like that before, the intensity had me nearly blacking out at times. A shiver courses through my body and Tamiel gives me a sideways glance.

      "Cold?"

      Glancing down, I see my nipples are sticking out like hard little bullets against the fabric of my top. "No."

      "Oh, really? Not spent yet, then?"

      "What can I say? I'm insatiable."

      He leans in and nuzzles my neck. "As am I, when it comes to you."

      The light of the fire casts a white glow on the dark cave walls as we round the corner of the tunnel. I want so desperately to see our world in color. The idea of never seeing Tamiel's chocolate brown hair as anything other than shades of black and gray leaves loss sitting heavy on my chest.

      "What is it?" he asks.

      "I want to see you."

      He stops us, pressing me against the cool stone wall. "I'm right here."

      "I know. You're here with me, but this place is like…I don't know, everyone is fading from reality. I can't make out any colors, the lights don't shine as brightly. It's not as…real."

      "I'm real. Do you think me fucking your ass so hard you came from that alone wasn't real?"

      My cheeks burn. "It was real." I shake my head, trying to gather my thoughts so I can explain this to him. "This isn't coming out right. I miss the color of your eyes, your hair, the golden brown tan that makes you look like you just got back from surfing."

      He presses his forehead to mine and inhales deeply. "And I miss seeing the dusky rose of your nipples and how they match the color of your perfect fucking mouth. Not to mention the way your eyes blaze with copper fury when you're cross with me."

      "I'm finding myself less and less cross."

      "Then we'll have to figure out some other way to get that fire back." Lips brush mine, once, twice, before his tongue presses inside. Everything culminates in a rush of need because he might think he's staying here with me or that we'll leave together, but I can't control the fear in my belly. He's not taking into account that I died. I have nobody to go back to. If I leave, what does that mean for my soul?

      "Tamiel…we…we need to focus." Kisses punctuate my words. I don't want to stop, but over his shoulder, I see the knight's silhouette. We're not alone anymore.

      "Can you two rein it in already? There's only so much a man can take before things start to get awkward." The knight's voice carries and echoes, reminding me of exactly how loud Tamiel and I had been.

      I push the angel off me and set my clothes to rights. "So," I begin, clearing my throat before I can continue. "Shall we?"

      Tamiel grins, not ashamed in the least, and I love him even more for it. "Yes, sir knight, lead the way."

      Our guide turns on his heels and strides outside, hand always hovering over the hilt of his sword. "It'll be close to a day's journey, but it’s hard to tell. Time moves differently here."

      Tamiel spreads his wings, the wide span of them causing the tips of the feathers to brush across the walls. "I could fly us there. It would be faster."

      "And it would call attention to the demons. They'll see you and come after you. You and I both know, angel's blood is precious and worth a large sum of money."

      How does he know that? I've never heard there's an angel blood black market. "Well, thank goodness I don't see anyone here who plans to sell his blood," I say, pointedly.

      "Quite right, milady. I simply wanted to offer a warning."

      We head into the woods outside our cave, trudging through a carpet of dead leaves, the only sound the crunch of our footsteps. The air is heavy, a constant pressure weighing me down. Like I'm walking through water and never getting anywhere.

      The longer our journey, the more exhausted I feel. My limbs ache, eyes are heavy, and a faint wave of nausea hits me as we reach the crest of a hill.

      "All right, love?" Tamiel asks, taking my hand.

      "Fine. Just tired."

      The knight stops in his tracks and turns toward us. He frowns. "Really? You shouldn't be. I've never felt tired or hungry in all my time here."

      "Well, good for you. I must not be cut out for this place."

      Tamiel runs his fingers over my jaw until he cups my cheek. "We'll be there soon, and you'll feel better."

      "It's just there. Do you see?" The knight points to a spot of color—real color—in the distance. It's shimmering gold and blue and beautiful.

      My gut twists with pain and I fall to my knees, crying out.

      "Come on, love. I'll carry you." We have to get out of here, I know that, but something about that tear makes me nervous.

      The closer we get, the more pain I'm in. It hurts so badly tears run down my cheeks, but Tamiel rushes closer still. "I can't take it," I pant. "It hurts."

      "What's wrong with her?" he asks the knight.

      Eyes downcast, our guide shakes his head. "I'm not sure. Perhaps she's being judged. She won't last long if that's the case. We need to get to the tear and through to the other side."

      My vision goes blurry and I can't feel my legs. I'm losing the battle with whatever is happening to me. Dammit, I'm leaving Tamiel again and there's nothing I can do to stop it.

      "I've got you, love. Listen to my voice. Stay with me. We're almost there."

      I try. I really do. But every step he takes makes my vision darker, the sounds more hollow. And then everything is gone. I can't feel his arms, the air, any of it.

      "Open your eyes, Helena." A voice I've never heard hits my ears, strong and confident.

      Blinking rapidly, I wait for my eyes to focus. The room is white and glowing, but prisms bounce off the walls as light cascades in through crystal cut windows. A handsome man dressed in a tailored gray suit with a robin's egg blue tie and matching pocket square stands before me, hands in his pockets.

      "Where am I?"

      He smiles, bright white teeth gleaming. "You're here to meet your judgment."
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      Helena is gone. She was in my arms as I reached the tear in reality. I had her tightly in my grasp when I placed my palm inside the brightly colored light and willed it to open. I thought she was safe. But the moment I stepped through, she vanished.

      "No! Helena!" I scream, turning to throw myself back in after her.

      "Stop, angel. You can't. It's done. She is lost. She was never meant to return." Even as he speaks, the portal I opened shrinks until it's non-existent and all that's left is a view of the setting sun. There is no way back. Not unless I want to go straight to the true gate I was supposed to guard and fight my way back to her.

      I want to kill the knight. He knew. He knew she wouldn't escape, but he let us believe there was hope. "You lied. You fucking lied to me. I could have stayed with her."

      "I'm sorry. It was the only way."

      Rushing him, I encircle his throat with my hand and walk him back until he's pressed against a tree. His face turns red from lack of oxygen. "Why are you struggling? You're dead. You should be nothing but a spirit on this plane."

      He claws at my fingers, eyes wide.

      "You're alive. I can feel your pulse racing. How?"

      I loosen my grip enough to allow him speech. "I told you, I don't remember anything save a few flashes here and there. I can't tell you how I died. All I know is I woke up in purgatory and spent countless years there."

      "So that's why you came through without problems, and why you were never judged. You're alive." With my free hand, I remove his sword from his belt. "I'm not letting you out of my sight until I speak to my brothers."

      "Then call them or get ready for a fight and return my sword. The demons will know I escaped. They'll be coming for me."

      My skin crawls at the thought of fighting them while trying to keep this human safe. "How did you stay hidden from them in purgatory?"

      "I'm not sure. I only know the last time there was an angel in purgatory, he brought a soul out with him and the demons raged."

      "There was another angel in purgatory?"

      He nods. "Tall, blond, dressed in leather."

      I clench my teeth. Gabriel.

      There's no way I can get to Gabriel without leaving the knight here to fend for himself. The air around us grows heavy, the sinister pressure that comes along with demons. Lots of them.

      "Bloody hell," I mutter.

      "Now would be a good time for you to use some of that angelic grace of yours to get us the hell out of here."

      We're surrounded. Red eyes glow in the light of sunset and low growls fill the air. These demons are wild, sent to destroy us.

      I try to extend my wings, but they won't manifest. My grace is exhausted. "I can't. Opening that portal in purgatory drained my power."

      "What kind of angel are you?"

      "The fallen kind."

      He shakes his head. "That's just fantastic. I can't even get paired up with a real angel."

      "I earned back my wings. But I chose love and was…demoted to guardian."

      "Behead them," the knight says. "If you don't they come right back."

      I roll my eyes. "I know how to dispose of a demon."

      "I'll be needing my sword."

      He grabs for the sword Gabriel gave me, his gaze strangely focused on the ornate hilt. The moment his hand touches the metal, the blade lights up a bright blue and a shockwave explodes from the weapon. It knocks him on his back, unconscious and useless. Fuck.

      I draw my weapon and stand over the knight's form. With the reaction of the sword Excalibur to his touch, I know this man isn't a knight at all. This is Arthur Pendragon. He's a king.

      "I see you've immobilized him for us. Thank you, angel," one of the demon's offers. She's not one of the pretty demons who linger on the surface bent to seduce souls away from Heaven. Her eyes are bright red, with goat-like slits for pupils, and the whites have gone yellow. What was once beautiful skin before she sold her soul, is now peeling and red. The stench of sulfur radiates from her—from all of them.

      If I can get her close enough, I'll be able to take off her head before she knows what hit her. So I start talking. "He hitched a ride. I'd much rather you take him off my hands."

      "Certainly, but we'll take you as well." She cocks her head and the demons rush me. Snarling, claws extended, they're more animal than anything now. "An angel will make a wonderful power source for us."

      I stand with Arthur behind me, fifteen feral demons coming to drag us to hell, and nothing more than a sword to protect us. This is truly the end.
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      Helena

      

      "Who are you?" I ask the suited man in front of me. He's possibly the most beautiful creature I've ever seen, with the exception of Tamiel. My heart gives a pained squeeze at the thought of Tamiel. He must be desperate to find me. We were so close to returning.

      "You may call me Michael."

      "Michael? As in—" Before I can finish my question, he extends enormous white wings tipped in shimmering gold that seems to move through his feathers.

      "As in the archangel. God's most powerful warrior."

      My jaw clenches. "Why would you take me? We were almost through the portal."

      "Gabriel shouldn't have interfered with your destiny. He was wrong to send Tamiel to the portal. There's always a plan. You must be judged."

      "Gabriel sent him to me?" Tamiel was right, his brother has a soft spot for love.

      "You've done a great service to the side of Heaven, Helena. It's time for you to move on. There's a place in Heaven for you should you choose it."

      "I get to choose?"

      He nods.

      "Is Tamiel all right? He fought so hard to bring me back."

      Unease flickers across his face, but he doesn't answer.

      "Please, I need to know."

      "He'll suffer for his attempt to cheat death and return your soul."

      My gut clenches. "Why? You said it yourself, Gabriel interfered."

      "It was always Tamiel's choice. Gabriel only gave him the information and assignment. Like a dog with a bone, Tamiel couldn't leave it alone."

      "What's going to happen to him?" I ask, my limbs trembling with a mixture of anger and fear.

      Michael waves a hand across the blank white wall and it's as though we're hovering over a horrific scene. Tamiel stands in the light of the setting sun, the body of the knight on the ground behind him, sword in hand, determination on his face. Even now, the sight of him makes my heart flip. But he tenses and tightens his grip on the hilt of his weapon as a small army of snarling, terrifying demons charge.

      "He won't escape them. Not yet. They'll take him and steal his grace."

      "No. You can't let this happen."

      "I'm forbidden to offer him aid. I'm sorry."

      "I can't believe that. You'd let your own brother suffer their poison and torture? I saw what it did to him the first time he was attacked by a demon. He was trapped in his own personal hell. If you love him, save him."

      He shakes his head. "Some may think me callous, but in truth, there's no one I love more than my Father. He has forbidden me from intervening. These demons will drag him to purgatory and he will remain there until he's able to escape."

      "Send me back."

      His eyes widen. "What?"

      "If Tamiel is going to purgatory, that's where I should be. I'll find him. He came for me, and I'll do the same. I won't rest until he's free and we're together."

      One eyebrow rises, and the angel crosses his arms over his chest as he turns to face me completely. "You would sacrifice Heaven for him?"

      "I would sacrifice anything for him."

      A smile turns up his lips. "Very good, witch."

      Then, he reaches out and places his large hand on the crown of my head. Blinding white light fills my vision and a cold pain burns its way through my veins. I scream, the pressure in the air changes, and everything is silent.
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        * * *

      

      Tamiel

      

      "Come on, you bloody bastards. Come at me. You won't take me without suffering some defeat at my hands."

      Two demons lunge for me and I swing my blade, removing their heads in one smooth move. Two at a time, I can handle. But if they all rush me at the same moment, they'll win.

      Arthur stirs at my feet, a soft grunt falling from him. This would be a bloody fantastic time for him to get his shit together. "Arthur, if you could hurry this along and get off your arse, I'd appreciate it."

      He groans. "Arthur?"

      "Take the angel, kill the knight, we don't have time for this," the female demon snarls.

      Arthur scrambles to his feet, Excalibur held tight in his hands. "They've found us."

      "You're quite talented at stating the obvious. You know, for a king, I would've thought you'd be more astute."

      A demon leaps toward him, a scream of rage filling the air as it closes the distance. Arthur widens his stance and meets the demon with the edge of his blade. It's quick and brutal as the power of Excalibur turns the demon to nothing more than a charred husk.

      "I should've kept that sword," I mutter.

      "It's meant for me. It was calling me."

      Before we can make a break for it through the hole in the line of demons in front of us, I hear a snap of twigs behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I fight a wave of panic at the sight of ten more red-eyed demons closing in on us.

      "They've got us surrounded," I say, putting my back to him so we can both defend against this attack.

      "Now!" their leader screams, and they follow her orders. Snarls and shouts echo on the hilltop, the peaceful rolling hills an ironically calm backdrop to the evil infiltrating the night.

      I try to muster as much grace as possible in hopes my wings can carry us away, but nothing comes. I'll be down at least a full day after what happened in purgatory.

      "We take down as many as possible. Agreed?" I ask.

      Arthur nods. "Agreed."

      The demons have formed a circle around us, slowly tightening until there's no way out. We'll fight, Arthur will die, and I will be tortured until I go insane. My mind will be trapped in memories of Helena's deaths. But at least I'll have fought until the very last.

      The air shifts and hums with electricity, clouds building and billowing overhead—gathering in an ominous swirl sparked with lighting.

      "What is that?" Arthur asks.

      On the horizon, I see her. A woman, her long dark hair blowing in the wind, arms raised, hands reaching for the sky. She's here to exact revenge, to end this now. But she's gone. I saw it. There should be no possible way for her to exist here now.

      Fat raindrops fall hard and fast, rapidly soaking through my clothes and causing the earth to become damp and soggy. Thunder rumbles directly over us, the sheer volume causing my entire being to vibrate. And then the lightning strikes. Over and over all around us until the demons are nothing but stinking sulfur piles. My limbs tingle, the electricity radiating up through the soles of my shoes and Arthur lets out a pained noise. His chainmail glows blue with the remnants of the lighting as it runs over him.

      Then, as quick as it started, the storm is gone. We stand together, both still here, both relatively unharmed.

      "So sorry about the residual shock. I'm not quite used to controlling the elements." Helena's voice is like a balm to my wounded soul.

      "Helena? Is it really you?"

      She runs for me, hair flying behind her, tears on her cheeks. "Are you all right? No damage done?"

      "A minute more and neither of us would still be standing. How the bloody hell did you get here?"

      I don't let her answer, I can't. Instead, I pull her in for a fierce kiss. She's mine. She's in my arms. There's nothing more important than that at the moment. But to my extreme disappointment, she pulls away. "Michael."

      "What?"

      "Michael gave me a choice. I chose you."

      "But…how did you get your power back? It's inside the moonstone."

      Her brow furrows. "I'm not certain of the details, but I think Michael may have instilled in me some angelic grace."

      "No. He's not that generous." But when I press my palm over her heart, I feel it. Grace flows through her veins. She's part angel now.

      "We have to return to my sisters and help find the moonstone. I'm the only one of the three of us who has magic now and I'm certain whoever Calista sent the stone to is up to no good."

      Nodding, I thread my fingers with hers and bring the back of my hand to my lips. "We will. But I don't have enough power to take us all to them and we can't leave Arthur behind."

      "Arthur?" She frowns and glances behind me at the man.

      I follow her gaze, looking over my shoulder. "Excalibur called to him. We have to protect him."

      He's leaning heavily on the sword he has planted in the ground. The man needs rest, a hot meal, and some time to come to terms with his new reality. A lot has changed since he was last in this world.

      "We can make the trip if we work together, Fallen. Put your hand on his shoulder."

      I don't argue, but I doubt she's strong enough. "Where are they?"

      A grin turns up her delectable mouth. "Ireland, where else?"

      "Close your eyes, picture the cottage."

      She does, and I follow suit, murmuring in Enochian, begging for enough grace to spark our journey. I feel hers running from her palm into me and as the world around us changes, the sensation of movement takes me. When I open my eyes, we're there. The same cottage where she summoned me not long ago. Melted chocolate and creamed butter, salty sea, freshly tilled earth, all these scents hit me at once. The witches are here.

      "We did it. We fucking did it!" She jumps up and down, elation shining in her eyes.

      I release my hold on Arthur and smile. "We did."

      Arthur sways on his feet and falls to the ground writhing in pain. Helena’s eyes widen. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Kneeling, I assess the man and my stomach turns to stone at the sight of distinct claw marks running across the inside of his forearm. Blood soaks his sleeve. “Demon venom. He needs to be cared for. We need to get him inside.”
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      Helena

      

      The cottage should be a home for me. My sisters are inside. With my new angelic senses, I can feel them. Their energy calls to me. But my stomach twists at the thought of facing them after everything. I shake my head, clearing my fears. Arthur needs Izzy’s healing gift. Still, I hesitate.

      "What's wrong, love?" Tamiel strokes his warm palm down my back.

      "They're in there."

      "They are."

      "What if they hate me? I put them at risk, stole their magic, and then they had to bury me."

      He looks deep into my eyes, his beautiful platinum irises holding me captive. "Just like me, they could never hate you. You're their family. My family. We'll never let you go."

      With a nod, I stride forward as Tamiel throws Arthur over his shoulder. We’ll deal with any consequences of my choices after we see him safe. I pause for a moment, staring hard at the old wood door, the blue paint chipped in places, weather-worn and perfect.

      The wards on the house are still in place, but they’re weak. My sisters don’t have power, they can’t keep the protection fresh. Holding my hand up to the door, I breach the spell and turn the knob.

      “Who the bloody hell is breaking into our house?” Izzy says, annoyance more than fear in her tone.

      As soon as I cross the threshold, I see her, feet resting in Grant’s lap, wide green eyes and a shocked expression on her face. She drops the teacup she’d been holding and the porcelain shatters on the old wood floor. “Don’t just sit there gawking at me,” I say. “We don’t have time for this. I need your help.”

      Tamiel enters with Arthur and immediately makes his way upstairs. “He’ll be in my room. Izzy, he’s been poisoned by demon venom. We might already be too late, but this is Arthur Pendragon. If he can be saved, we have to do it.”

      “Fucking hell,” she mutters as she gets to her feet.

      Grant helps her up and takes a long look at me. “Thought you were dead?”

      “I was.”

      “You look better than I expected.”

      “And you still smell like wet dog.”

      He chuckles and helps my sister into the kitchen. Her baby bump making her move slowly. How long has it been?

      After a few minutes, Izzy comes back into the front room with a bowl filled with a strong smelling herbal remedy. “We’ll apply this poultice in hopes it can draw out the poison. Where was he scratched?”

      “His arm,” I say, looking around for Gwen. We need to keep him hidden until I get a chance to talk to her about Arthur. “Where’s Gwen?”

      “She said she needed some quiet reflection time. Her visions have been bringing on migraines bad enough to knock her down a few days. She’s hoping if she gets herself centered or something, she’ll be able to control them.”

      “Arthur is going to be a problem then. He won’t contribute to her being centered.”

      “Then we best get him on his way.”

      I nod and can’t help my smile when Tamiel comes back. “He’s ready. The man is delirious. Moaning about Guinevere. Poor sod.”

      “Right, beast, help me up the stairs?”

      Grant smiles and scoops her into his arms before carrying her up the stairs without complaint. I have to fight an eye roll. “Keep him quiet. The less Gwen knows, the better.”

      “Gwen. Why does Gwen need to be kept in the dark?” Tamiel asks.

      “You’re so pretty.” I pat his cheek. “But if you haven’t figured out their connection I might have to trade you in for a smarter model.”

      “She’s Guinevere?”

      I sigh. “You really didn’t know? For fuck’s sake, Fallen. Of course we all have our stories. What did you think hers was?”

      “I think I was rather enamored with someone else and honestly hadn’t been paying much attention to the other two.”

      A blush burns on my cheeks. “I suppose that’s a good answer.”

      He leans close, the heat in his gaze sending arousal coursing through me. “Is there somewhere we can go nearby? I need to feel you and know you’re real.”

      “What if it…isn’t the same?”

      “It’s going to be fucking brilliant, love. Just like we always are. Two pieces meant to fit together.”

      A shuddering breath rolls through me before I can stop it. "But I'm different now."

      "You're who you were meant to be. Don't you understand? Gabriel told me you are destined for many things. This is part of your destiny. No one, not human or supernatural, has been granted angelic grace. There is no one like you in existence."

      That's a surprise. The angels aren't known for their willingness to try new things. "What does this mean for us?"

      A fierce possessiveness glows in his eyes. "It means we belong together. You're mine. I meant the vows I spoke. I took you as my wife and I won't do anything to ruin that. You won't die, you'll do good works, and one day, Helena, one day we'll have our own children."

      My belly flips. A family. Do I want his children now that I've had the opportunity handed to me? The thought makes things low in my body tighten. Yes, I bloody well do.

      "I suppose we'd better start practicing making them."

      A growl rumbles from deep in his chest. "Oh, you can't know how that makes me feel."

      I lean in and brush a kiss over his lips. The passion rekindles, sparking and quickly turning to a flame. His hands cup my ass as he pulls me against him and if I don't step away now, we'll be fucking in the living room without care for who can see us.

      Pushing back, I take a steadying breath and smile. "Not now. We've got a rather dazed and confused king to see to, and I need to figure out how to break the news of the new me to my sisters."

      He glances toward the stairs as the sound of Arthur moaning for Guinevere filters to our ears. The real world is so different from purgatory, I can't help but worry he's going to struggle with the transition. "What are we going to do with him? I don't think he's a danger to anyone, but he's a fish out of fucking water here."

      "We may have to keep him with us. Guide him until he acclimates."

      An eye roll I knew was coming has me laughing. Tamiel may love me, but he's not one to hand hold grown adults. "Maybe Gwen can take care of him. She's the nurturing sort. He wants her anyway."

      My chest tightens. "We'll see."

      The sound of footsteps above us gets louder as someone moves around, eventually heading for the staircase. Izzy slowly makes her way down to us, one hand on her belly, the other on the handrail.  "He’ll live. It’s going to be a long recovery."

      Her eyes lock on mine and we stand facing each other for a moment. Then she throws herself on me, wrapping me in an awkward, bone-crushing embrace. "Come on, Izzy, stop making a fool of yourself." Then I glance down at the protruding belly keeping us apart. "Good Lord, you're enormous. I only just left."

      Her eyes soften with sadness only grief can bring. "No. You were gone nearly half a year."

      "What? It felt like a few days."

      "Where were you?"

      I take a deep breath. "Purgatory. It's not a place I recommend vacationing, by the way."

      "We don't plan on a visit," Grant says, his voice carrying down the stairs as he joins us.

      “Helena?” Gwen’s voice hits me like a bucket of ice water. I turn on my heel and see her standing in the entry of the tiny cottage, assessing me. Her dark hair is braided, hanging over one shoulder and there's a frown on her lovely face. But most of all, her eyes are the brightest blue I've ever seen.

      "He really did break the curse. Your eyes are blue."

      She nods. "He did."

      "Have you seen your own eyes?" Izzy interjects.

      "I've been a little too busy."

      Gwen takes my hand and tugs me toward the coat hooks on the wall. There's a mirror, just big enough to check your makeup before heading out. I stare at the face I've known for thousands of years, so many lifetimes, but this time, my irises aren't the burnished copper I've grown used to. Now, they're a warm brown with flecks of green.

      I cut a glance at my fallen angel. "You didn't say anything about my eyes."

      "I didn't notice. I love you no matter the color of your eyes. I was overcome with the joy of having you in my arms again."

      A moan filters down from the bedroom where Arthur is recovering. Grant and Izzy lock eyes and the two of them head back upstairs. Hopefully they can keep Arthur quiet.

      "What is that?" Gwen frowns, her head cocking in confusion.

      "Nothing,” I lie.

      Her eyes widen. "Helena?"

      "It’s someone who needed help…" I begin but trail off as he calls her name.

      "Guinevere,” floats to our ears. Bugger.

      "Who the hell is calling my name?" she asks, bolting up the stairs.

      Tamiel and I follow, hot on her heels. I can’t let her get to him. If she sees Arthur, the man she betrayed, the king who’d sent her to her death, she’ll lose it and do something she regrets. Using my power, I place myself between her and the door.

      “Helena, move.” She’s fire and fury, blazing with a mixture of anger and fear. “I…I…” Tears shine in her eyes. My poor sister has held herself in check for hundreds of years, but Arthur will break all of her restraint. “Is it him?”

      I nod. “It’s Arthur. Tamiel brought him back from purgatory.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Excalibur,” Tamiel says, putting a gentle palm on her shaking shoulder. “It recognized him.”

      She shakes her head standing in utter shock as Arthur calls her name again.

      “He sounds terrible.”

      “He’s been poisoned. Izzy’s tried to heal him but it isn’t working as well as it should.”

      Her wide eyes lock on mine. “Get him out of here. I can’t see him. Not after…everything.”

      “What happened? I mean…aside from the whole Lancelot thing.”

      Her lip quivers and she sucks in a harsh breath. “He killed me.”
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      Tamiel

      

      I can’t believe this man killed Gwen in their first life together. That's not who he is. It can’t be. He’d fought demons alongside me, but then again, he lied about Helena being able to leave, about being alive. Fuck. I’ve been played. How had I missed the signs? His countenance holds no regal bearing, nothing aside from the courtesy of a knight. But Excalibur called to him. It glowed for him. That has to have some kind of significance. It's a sign of righteousness, of predestined goodness.

      "Are you serious, Gwen?" I ask. Helena shoots me a sharp glare. “Do you want me to…dispatch him?”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t be responsible for Arthur’s downfall again. He was a good man. A good king. I committed treason, but now I see it must’ve been Calista working some sort of love spell. She meddled with Helena and Izzy. It makes sense that she’d do the same with me.”

      Helena takes Gwen’s hand and nods. “We’ll take care of him. You won’t ever have to see him again. I promise.”

      Gwen turns and heads down the stairs, tension radiating from her and as soon as she’s out of sight, I’m opening the door.

      Arthur’s color is better than before, but he still looks haggard. Ravaged by poison, sweat beads on his brow as he sleeps fitfully. I place a hand on his shoulder and shake him until his eyes open. Confusion colors his expression and he winces and takes a sharp breath as he tries to sit up. “What is it?”

      “You killed her. How could you kill someone as tenderhearted as her?” Anger boils close to the surface as I picture Gwen’s punishment for something that wasn’t her fault.

      “What are you saying? I don’t understand.”

      “I should toss you to the wolves and let them have you.” Helena’s fists are balled, and her jaw is tight. "But the wolves would be too good for you."

      Grant smiles. "I've got a few at my disposal who might give you a run for your money though. They enjoy a good hunt."

      "No one's sending Arthur to the wolves," Helena says. "He helped me in purgatory. He's one of the two reasons I'm standing here now. I owe him that much."

      I don't like that she's giving him any credit. She doesn't know that he lied. That he knew she wouldn't make it through. But I do.

      "I'm not sending him to the wolves, but I will be taking him somewhere else until we're sure he's not a threat. Besides, he’ll be incapacitated while he heals. He’s lucky Izzy has such a gift for healing. If we hadn’t been able to get him to her, there wouldn’t be any hope." Helena frowns at my statement.

      "How is it you get to make the call? I just came back from the dead. Literally resurrected. Do you know how many people can say that?"

      I suppress a sigh. "Do not get biblical with me right now, love. I assure you, I'll win."

      The spark of fire in her eyes sends a rush of need straight to my already hardening cock. I love this part. This is the build of power before the storm. "We'll take him back to our place in Manhattan."

      "Our place?" I ask, but I love that she thinks of my home as hers now. I’m not going to sully that with Arthur. I’ll take him somewhere, but it’s not going to be the home Helena and I share.

      "We did promise forever. What's mine is yours, and all that, Fallen. You're not backing out now, are you?"

      "Not on your life."

      Izzy places herself between Helena and me, eyes wide and confused. "Wait, what do you mean by that?"

      "We…sort of got married." Helena's confession isn't filled with anything but concern for her sisters, I feel it in her words.

      "Married?" Izzy asks. "Without us?"

      "It wasn't part of the plan. It just happened."

      "How? When?"

      My aching need for Helena builds as I think back to the vows we made in the hot springs. The heated confession of love and desire. "In the hot springs. I gave her my vows and she gave me hers. Helena is my wife in every way that matters."

      Arthur scoffs, eyes dull with pain. Obviously marriage is still a sore subject for the man.

      The sound of breaking glass filters through the closed door, over and over, as though someone is throwing… “Oh, bloody hell, love. Is that Gwen?”

      Arthur frowns and tries to stand, but he sucks in a sharp breath and falls back to the mattress.

      “Whoa there, Artie, that’s not a good idea,” Grant says. Then the shifter cuts a glance to me and mutters, “See to the witch. I’ll keep this one up here until you’re ready to take him.”

      Helena and I descend the stairs and rush to the kitchen where we find a pot of tea shattered on the floor, the wall dripping with a mixture of leaves and hot water.

      “This can’t be happening. I can’t face him.” Gwen threads her fingers in her hair and pulls hard enough that my own scalp burns in sympathy.

      "Gwen," Helena chastises. "I'm supposed to be the crazy one around here. What is going on?"

      "Get him out of here. As long as you say he's not after us, I don't care what you do with him, just keep him away from me."

      Helena rests a palm on Gwen's shaking shoulder, concern in her eyes. "Whatever you need, Gwen. We'll send him away."

      "Use your song. Make him forget."

      Helena's face pales. "I…I can't."

      "You can. Do it for me. Lord knows I've done far too much for you over the years."

      "Gwen, that's not fair."

      "She can't because her song won't work anymore. We're soul mates. We've sealed our bond."

      “Then take my memories. Please. Make it go away.” Gwen takes Helena’s hands, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “No.” Helena’s response is strong and immovable.

      "You can't possibly be taking his side."

      My woman throws a glance over her shoulder and locks eyes with me. "Take him. Get him out of here. She's right. I can't take his side."

      I materialize at Arthur’s side and do just that. I take him, hand on his forearm, and we vanish. He will be on his own, but I'll have eternity with my soul mate, and I'll do anything in my power to make her happy.
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      Tamiel

      After depositing Arthur in a safe place and ensuring he’ll have food and supplies while healing, I return to my wife. She and her sisters are sitting in the sunlight of early morning, sipping steaming hot mugs of tea to the soundtrack of birdsong. Gwen looks better, but still shaken. The three of them together, not weighed down by the curse that kept them from happiness for thousands of years. It’s picturesque, and I stand in the distance if only to watch Helena’s peaceful expression a moment longer.

      Her cheeks go pink as she talks, the other two laughing and teasing. I wonder what they’re chatting on about. Is it me? Her mouth forms the words, hot spring, and my cock gives a low ache. I want her.

      Purposeful steps lead me to the three of them, their voices loud enough for me to hear, as they giggle together. Helena’s gaze locks on mine, and I see it. The same yearning burns inside her as does in me. My soul mate is in need, and I’ve a duty to see to her.

      “Ladies,” I say with a slight dip of my chin. Then I train my focus back on Helena. “I need a word, love.”

      She cocks one perfect eyebrow, a challenge. But she doesn’t mean it. Not really. I can sense the arousal running through her. “I’m busy.”

      “This is important.”

      “So is this. I’m bonding with my sisters. They haven’t seen me in months.”

      Running a hand through my hair, I fight the urge to throw her over my shoulder here and now. “And after we take care of this, you can return to them.”

      “I’m not your—” Whatever she was going to say ends on a squeal of surprise when I give in and scoop her into my arms, hoisting her over my shoulder.

      “She’ll be back,” I call to her sisters.

      “Tamiel!” Her shout of my name is laced with laughter and she squirms in my hold.

      I smack her arse and scold. “None of that now. I don’t want to drop you.”

      Unable to wait, I use my grace to transport us to one of the three small bedrooms upstairs. The four-poster bed takes up most of the space, but that’s just fine with me. All I need is a place to lie her down.

      “You really couldn’t wait for me to finish my tea?”

      Running my nose along her slender throat, I take in the rainwater and rose scent of her. “No. I really couldn’t. I’ve lost you too many times to spend any time waiting ever again.”

      A shiver rolls through her. “Sometimes you say the sweetest things.”

      I cup the back of her neck and pull her to me, crushing my mouth to hers, tasting tea with honey and cream on her tongue. Fire ignites between us, the power we have seeming to link and build because we’re the same now. Her angelic grace speaks to mine.

      Breaking our kiss, she holds my face in her hands and grins. “I want to be on top.”

      Oh, fuck yes. Without a word, I move off her and stand, whipping my shirt over my head the instant my feet hit the wood floor. She does the same with her sheer black top, her bare breasts making my balls tighten with need. Then her hands are on my trousers, pulling them open, shoving the fabric down my hips, reaching for the steel length of my jutting erection.

      “That’s it, love,” I say on a deep groan. Her palm glides over the weeping crown, spreading the moisture and sending waves of pleasure down my shaft.

      “On the bed,” she orders. I’ll let her think she’s in charge, but I want to watch those gorgeous breasts of hers as they bounce and sway, to see her moving on top of me as she takes me inside her beautiful body.

      I position myself on the mattress, one hand behind my head, the other lazily stroking my cock. “You’ve still got far too much clothing on, wife.”

      Her eyes flare at the word. “Patience…husband.”

      My erection gives an involuntary jerk. “If you tease me, I’ll have you over my knee instead of letting you do what you like.”

      “Promise?” Her nipples are stiff and tight, begging for me to suck and bite.

      She runs her fingers through her long waves, then over her shoulders, between the valley of her luscious tits, and down to the waistband of her black jeans. Those fucking jeans are my favorite item she wears. There are a few threadbare places on the thigh, not quite holes in the fabric, but thin enough I can see a hint of her skin. It’s a preview of the smooth perfection of her legs.

      “Take them off, love. Right the fuck now.” I’m stroking my cock faster now, unable to stop myself as my desire builds.

      A challenge lights in her expression, but her gaze falls to my hand as it moves over my length and it’s easy to see how much she wants this. She licks her lips before blinking hard and popping the button on her jeans. With one graceful motion, she pushes the fabric over her hips, knickers going with the rest and she’s bared to me.

      “Thank you,” she says as she crawls onto the bed.

      “For what?”

      “For always returning to me.”

      “You’re mine. We’ll never be parted, no matter what.”

      She kisses my inner thigh, her hair brushing my cock. “Now we never have to.”

      I moan her name when her warm palm cups my balls and squeezes. “Fuck,” I whisper.

      She releases me and for a moment I mourn the loss, but then she’s straddling me, her hand guiding my throbbing shaft inside the tight, wet, heat of her, and I forget everything else. We both gasp at the sensation of our bodies joining. It’s everything.

      “Touch me, Tamiel.” Her breathy plea sends jolts of pleasure through me.

      My fingers trail along her hips, up her narrow waist and over her ribs. She’s impossibly soft while being so fucking strong. The dusky tips of her nipples beg for my mouth, but she’s not ready to relinquish any control yet. I’ll wait. Then, my beautiful, powerful woman starts moving. She rides my cock slowly, circling her hips, rocking back and forth, soft cries escaping her with each of her motions.

      I nearly lose my grip on my own climax at the sight of her, the feel of her slick pussy gripping me. I want to spill my seed deep inside her, fill her with everything I have to give, leave a piece of me in her womb. Fuck. I want to get her pregnant so bad it hurts.

      I can’t stop myself. I thrust hard, jutting my length upward as she rocks back down. It’s perfection. “God, yes,” she screams. “Fuck.”

      “There it is,” I say. “Come for me, love. I need to feel it.”

      She falls forward, hands braced on my chest, lips crashing to mine as she chases her orgasm. I grip her hips and help her, thrusting up into her as she rides me furiously toward the finish line.

      My balls ache with the need to release, but she has to come first. Anything else would be a failure. Breaking our kiss, I press our foreheads together and whisper, “Are you there?”

      “Yes, oh, yes, I’m so close.” Her words are soft and desperate.

      Sliding my hand between our bodies, I find her needy little clit and rub tight circles until she’s trembling. And then she’s right fucking there, her walls clenching around me, her skin flushing pink.

      “I need to come, love. Oh, holy fuck,” I groan.

      “Do it. Come inside me.”

      I do, my vision blurs as intense pleasure explodes throughout my entire body. She calls my name and comes around me for what seems like eternity as I fill her with pulse after pulse of my release.

      She doesn’t move after. Instead, choosing to drape herself across my chest and nothing will convince me to change this position. I stroke her hair and breathe her in, content in the knowledge that we’re together.

      “I love you, Fallen.”

      I smile at her softly murmured words. “And I love you, my beautiful Helena.”

      Helena is my forever. Our love is written in the stars, but ours won't be a tragedy. The only story we'll ever tell has no end, no sadness, no betrayal. Her face may have launched a thousand ships, but her heart is mine alone.
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      One month later

      

      Helena

      

      The salty sea air hits my face sending a wave of happiness through me. This is the perfect day. Sun, sand, and a cool breeze to keep us comfortable. Today we saw my sister get married. Grant couldn't be happier, and Izzy is glowing in her long white, Roman style gown, her round belly and long blond waves making her look like some kind of fertility goddess.

      The only thing missing is my fallen angel. He's been gone since last night and my worry has begun to creep in. "Your angel is coming," Gwen says as she sidles up beside me.

      "Aren't you powerless? You shouldn't be having visions."

      "My visions don't come from our magic. That was a gift from Sariel when we helped him before the fall. You know that." She leans in and bumps me with her shoulder. "But this isn't a vision. He's on the path, just over there." I follow the finger she has pointed on the horizon. And she's right. There he is, beautiful and all mine.

      "Thanks," I mutter.

      "Oh, one more thing," she whispers. "You might want to check your handbag. I put a little something inside for you. But truth be told, you won't need it. The result will be positive."

      My gut clenches and I sway on my feet. "What did you say?"

      "This one was a vision." She claps her hands. "Oh, how I will love this angel baby. I get a wolf and an angel in less than a year. I promise I'll be a good auntie. And don't worry, you'll still have time together. I'll babysit."

      "Gwen, what are you talking about?"

      "You're definitely pregnant. But, like I said, there's a test for you. Just pop round to the loo and pee on the damned stick if you don't believe me."

      Nausea rolls through my stomach as I count back the days and weeks. Tamiel closes the distance between us and stands before me, soft gray trousers, a light blue button-down shirt—undone at the collar. God, he's the picture of the perfect man.

      "Did I miss it?" he asks. "I tried to get away, but Michael is such a bloody windbag."

      Gwen stares at me, I stare at him.

      He frowns and steps closer. "What's all this? You look like you've seen a ghost, love."

      "She's just upset because you knocked her up. She'll get over it…in about eight months."

      Tamiel chokes. "Pardon? Did she just say I knocked you up?"

      All I can do is nod. I'm still thinking about my symptoms. Things I've been ignoring and passing off as me getting used to being alive again.

      "Why didn't you say something?" Tamiel asks, taking my hands in his and running his thumbs over my knuckles.

      "I didn't know."

      Gwen raises a hand. "Psychic, remember?"

      "Don't start," I tell her. "You've helped enough."

      "I didn't help. That was all you and your angel."

      "You'd be right about that." Tamiel's voice is heavy with emotion. "Gwen, I'll be needing some time alone with your sister."

      She giggles and turns on her heel.

      "I've not seen her this feisty since we were first reunited." I watch her leave, a smile on my lips. "When you killed Calista you gave her a new lease on life. Gwen doesn't need to rely on a man to save her and steal her heart. She's free to live."

      "And you? Were you beholden to a man to save you? Because you saved yourself."

      "You saved me, but not because I knew you would. I think I felt the curse on my heart lift the moment I told Calista I'd stay with her. When I gave my freedom for yours, I realized I loved you. My chest hurt. It was as though my heart had split in two. But then I knew I would tell you how I felt at the first opportunity."

      "Until she tried to kill Izzy."

      I nod. "Until then."

      He sighs and pulls me tight to him. "And now…we're going to have a little one."

      I swallow hard past the lump in my throat. "It would seem so."

      "I'd be lying if I said this didn't make me fucking proud as hell."

      A laugh escapes before I can push it back. "Of course. I knew you'd say that. I wasn't even back from the dead one damn day and you filled me with your spawn."

      "Fuck yes, I did, didn't I?"

      I roll my eyes and lean against his warm chest, taking in his scent and the beat of his heart against my cheek. But then my ears pop and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Bloody hell, we have company. Gabriel materializes on the shore, standing in front of Izzy, Grant, and Gwen. "What's he doing here?"

      "I'm not sure. Michael didn't say anything about Gabriel paying a visit."

      We stride across the sand until we're able to join our group. Grant stands behind his new wife, big hands cradling her belly as though he'd be able to protect the baby from Gabriel.

      "Brother, what are you doing here?" Tamiel asks.

      The tall, blond angel is tense and frustration rolls off his usually calm exterior. "Where is he?"

      "Who?"

      "I gave you Excalibur for a reason, Tamiel. You were supposed to help restore him, he is the key."

      "The key to what?"

      "To returning the siren coven to their power. To stopping the end of days. To keeping everything from turning upside down."

      "Gabriel, I don't understand. I was just with Michael. He said nothing of this."

      He sighs and rakes a hand through his hair. "The beginning of the apocalypse was set into motion only moments ago. Lucifer will be freed. The fallen and the demons will take over the earth and once they gain their strength, they'll take Heaven."

      My stomach turns to stone. "No. Tamiel killed Calista."

      "Someone else took up her cause. And we need that knight on our side. So where is he?"

      "I…I took him to London while he recovers. He's staying in a small flat near the pub Izzy worked before all this started."

      "You left him alone? He's been trapped living a half-life for centuries. The man doesn't even know how to use a telephone." The angel glances at the heavens. "Oh, Father help them, they know not what they do."

      "He killed Gwen. Broke her." I can't help but interject.

      "Guinevere, I've got three words for you," Gabriel says. "Get over it."

      She juts her chin defiantly. "I will not."

      "So, you'd rather the world end because you've been scorned?" He shakes his head. "Women." Then my brother extends his wings and hits us with the full force of his power. "Guinevere, you'll take on the responsibility of seeing to his acclimation to this new world. I bind you to this duty with all the power my Father has given me. The man chosen by Excalibur is more important than you can know. He is now your charge. When he sleeps, you sleep, when he eats, you eat, and if he dies, so shall you."

      Oh, no. This angel just laid the equivalent of a holy curse on my sister. She stares on in shock, blue eyes angry. "You can't."

      "I just did." He turns to Tamiel. “I’ll take her to him. We have far too much work ahead of us."
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      Gabriel

      I can’t believe I have to do this. I have more pressing matters than reuniting two star-crossed lovers, don’t I? But the apocalypse has started. Lucifer is free. And these two are vital to closing the gate between worlds and ensuring the demons don’t take control of Earth.

      “Why does it have to be me?” Gwen asks as we stand outside the door to the flat where Tamiel housed our chosen one. I can feel the magic of his fae blood from behind the door. Perhaps I should pay a little visit to Avalon. I haven’t spoken to the Lady of the Lake in quite some time.

      “You are the only one who can do this. Now, stop whining.”

      I push open the door and shove her through, barely controlling my frustrated sigh. If God says jump, you say how high? That’s how this works. Why do these creatures consistently fight me on this?

      The knight is asleep on the couch, complexion pale but with a little more life than I expected. No doubt his trace of fairy lineage has helped him combat the demon venom in his system. Honestly, the fact that he thought he could fight a horde of demons with nothing more than a sword—even Excalibur—was insanity. Clearing my throat, I use my grace to turn on every light in the small flat.

      He opens his eyes, blinks a few times, then his brows pull together in a frown as he stares from me to Gwen. “Guinevere?”

      “You.” She spits the word, a ferocity and venom coming from her I've never seen. "Of course, at a time when I don't have my magic."

      "You're a witch? That makes perfect sense to me now. Why else would I have sacrificed everything for you?" His voice is laced with anger and tight with pain, but there’s strength behind his words.

      Oh, Father help me. This is not what I expected.

      "Get me away from him," Gwen orders, urgency in her tone.

      "Gwen, really? That’s not an option.” I try to argue, but she's blind with anger. This is a Gwen I’m not familiar with. “He’s no danger now. He can barely move.”

      "He can't be trusted. First Tristan, then Paris. Don't you see? Even death won't stop Calista from ruining us."

      "Do you honestly think I’d put you in danger? He’s the key to ending the apocalypse…to getting you your magic.”

      "This man might claim to be righteous and good, but he's not.” She glares at him. “You made certain I learned that lesson well, didn't you?"

      I look at the man whose face holds betrayal and confusion. "What is she talking about?”

      Gwen stares hard, rage on her face. "Why did you tell them your name was Arthur?”

      “I never said that.”

      She turns to me and I realize with absolute certainty she had no clue who was waiting behind the door when we arrived. “This has to be some kind of joke. Right, Gabriel? There is no way the archangels think I need to be tied to my former lover.”

      “I don’t joke. He’s your responsibility, Gwen. From now until I lift the enchantment, you are bound to Lancelot.”

      Then, I leave. The two of them can work out their issues on their own. I’m an archangel, not a therapist.

      Immortal Flame: The Siren Coven
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      Galen

      The darkness covers me like a cloak, keeping me out of sight and hidden from view. I need to hunt, need to feed, the urge so strong, my fangs descend before I’ve even zeroed in on my prey. In the almost one hundred years of my existence as a vampire, I’ve never been this filled with hunger. I watch the crowded dance floor as bodies writhe and sway. Sweaty skin, flushed cheeks, all ripe for the picking. Try as I might, I can’t find the one I need tonight. It’s never easy, choosing the girl I’m going to kill, but I always find her.

      Tonight the club is filled with the same women I always see. Desperate for love, attention, and validation that they’re not too old to be there. Usually this means plenty of easy targets. I could have any of them up against the wall, my teeth in their necks. I like to pretend there’s more coming. Make them think I’m going to fuck them before I feed. I suppose I do, sort of. I send them off into oblivion in a rush of pleasure more powerful than any orgasm they’ve ever experienced. I just can’t do it with my cock.

      I used to miss it, the feeling of blood filling my dick, the tightening in my balls right before I came. Maybe I still do, in a way, but usually it’s eclipsed by another sort of lust.

      A busty redhead catches my eye, her lush, pouty lips the sort of thing I’d have gone for when I was a horny lad spending my nights at the pub. She grins and curls a finger, beckoning, and I head in her direction. She’s just the kind of woman I like to take. She’d give me a wild ride, and I’d leave her drained in the alley. As I move across the floor toward her, the smile she sends me tells me she’s been waiting for me to notice her.

      “It took you long enough, handsome,” she purrs in my ear.

      I don’t smile at her teasing. All I want is to feed, but something is missing in this woman. She doesn’t feel right. I could feed off her and be done with it, but I know she won’t fully sate my thirst. Her hand runs up my chest and into the hair at the back of my neck.

      “God, you’re hot. Want to get out of here?” she asks, pressing her breasts firmly into my chest.

      I barely hear her, though, as my heart gives an alarming stutter. I usually don’t feel its slow pulse. It thuds again—hard. What the hell? Turning my head, I see her. She’s not a ravishing beauty by any means, but there’s something innately sensual about her as she stands with her back pressed to the bar, talking to a friend, her long, dark hair falling over one shoulder. Wide blue eyes meet mine, and I’m instantly hard. What is happening to me? I remove the redhead’s hand from my neck and, without a word, stalk my way across the dance floor. I have to be with this woman. She’s the one I need to feed from tonight. The one I need to do so many other things to as well. So many things I haven’t been able to do for a hundred years.

      Her brows rise when I reach her, and I don’t blame her for being startled. I’m standing inches away from her. I’m much too close for most people’s comfort, but I need to drink her in. To be surrounded by the heat radiating from her body. My dick twitches as I lean even closer and breathe in her scent. What is she doing to me?

      “Come with me,” I demand, hitting her with the full force of my gaze.

      She laughs softly and blinks up at me. “Does that work on anyone? Really?”

      I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I’ve never had to do more than that. This is both frustrating and curious. Typically, I lay the Dracula hypnosis on them, and they do what I want.

      “Usually every time,” I admit.

      Her hand brushes mine, and we both take in sharp breaths at the tingle that starts to build where our skin touches.

      “I’m Reese,” she says.

      “Galen,” I offer. I don’t know why I told her my real name. I usually go with something overtly masculine like Trent or Dirk. Galen betrays my deep Irish roots. I’ve always thought it made me sound soft.

      “Galen.” She tries my name out as if checking to see how it feels on her tongue.

      I have to bite back a moan as an image of her tongue wrapped around my cock floods my mind. I’m painfully hard. If I’m not buried balls-deep in this woman in the next ten minutes, I might explode.

      “Are you here to find someone to fuck or marry?” I ask. Tactful? No. But I need to get to business, right now.

      Her mouth falls open into a little “O” of surprise, and I roll my eyes. She’s oblivious to the fact that she’s killing me.

      “Look, I’m serious. I’m not looking for more than someone to share an amazing night with. I want that someone to be you. Come with me, Reese. I’ll show you more pleasure than you could ever dream of.”

      She swallows and motions for the bartender to fill her drink, tossing it back as soon as the glass hits the bar.

      “Promise?” she asks.

      I feel a little guilty, promising her pleasure while planning to end her life. But then she accidentally brushes her hip against my crotch, and I know I have to take her. There’s something special about Reese, and I’m not going to risk missing out on that just because I have to kill her.
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      It takes everything I have not to press Reese into the alley and thrust myself inside her. A deep ache settles in my balls as they tighten and my shaft hardens even more, as if that’s possible. We walk in tense silence, my hand on the small of her back.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, her words a soft, husky melody breaking through the quiet night.

      “My driver is around the corner. I assume you don’t have a problem coming back to my place?”

      She straightens her shoulders, stopping us in the middle of the sidewalk, and places herself directly in my path. “No. No problem.”

      A jolt runs through me at the determination hiding in her expression. Leaning into me, she runs a tentative hand up my chest before pressing her body against mine. I know she’ll feel me, hard and ready, but I don’t give a damn. All I want at this moment is to keep feeling her. The heat of her skin and the soft scent of vanilla in her hair mix with the headier scent of her arousal, overwhelming me. Before I can react, her lips are on mine, and a fire overtakes me.

      My hands tangle in her long, dark hair, taking her kiss from gentle to frantic in the space between breaths. Now that she’s crossed the threshold, I can’t keep hold of my control. I press my hips into her, making sure she feels what she’s doing to me, needing the friction to relieve some of the pressure against my fly. She parts her lips on a little moan, giving me the delicious opportunity to slide my tongue in her mouth. Fuck, she tastes like wine and honey. It’s intoxicating, and I want more. My head spins as her breasts rub against my chest and her fingers fumble with the buttons on my shirt.

      “You’re cold,” she murmurs against my lips.

      “Aye.” I hear myself speak but barely recognize the rough tone. My Irish is showing, but I couldn’t care less. “Aren’t you?”

      As if she’d forgotten we were standing in the middle of the sidewalk, she blinks hard and quickly steps away. The absence of her heat is like a little death. I need her like a drowning man needs air. The town car is mere feet away from us, but I never want to stop kissing her. Pulling her to me again, I cover her mouth with mine and cup her luscious ass, lifting her with little effort. When she wraps her legs around my hips, a surge of victory runs through me. Long, drugging kisses keep me walking slowly toward the car. I hold her up one-handed while I open the door with the other. Never breaking contact with her lips, I maneuver us into the backseat, laying her out across the leather. It’s more cramped than I’d like, but for what I have in mind, it’ll do.

      “Wait.” That one word, just a breath from her lips, hits my veins like ice water.

      Her small hand pushes at my chest, and, although it physically hurts me, I move away. “Don’t stop this. Not now.” I’m still kneeling on the floor, hovering over her.

      I can hear the erratic beating of her heart, the blood pulsing through her body, but all I want is to be with her, inside her. Sitting up and scooting to the other side of the car, she straightens her skirt and turns away from me. Panic sets in, gripping my chest.

      “Let me out,” she says.

      “Reese …” I don’t know how to stop her. I could just take her, here and now, but I’ve never raped a woman, and I’m not going to start now.

      Her whole body is trembling as she reaches for the door. “This was a mistake. I…I can’t do this.”

      Somehow, I manage to keep myself from following her out of the car, even though every nerve in my body is screaming at me to take her and sate my lust. Why am I reacting this way? I try to convince myself that her leaving is a good thing. Something must be wrong with me. Who knows what might have happened if I’d had my way with her? My cock throbs, straining against my pants, a painful reminder of Reese.

      Ten minutes later, as my driver pulls the car into my underground garage, I shift uncomfortably, trying to rid myself of the erection tenting my pants. I need a release—that much is obvious. Aching with need, I rush through the door and into my home, pulling at my trousers as I make my way to the shower.

      “Is that a banana in your pocket or are you happy to see me, Galen?” Devin’s amused timbre carries through the darkened living room, stopping me in my tracks. Being caught by my friend and mentor with a raging erection is mortifying to say the least. Although he’s not responsible for changing me, he has been my sole source of guidance over the last ninety-odd years, and he doesn’t ever let me forget that fact.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, you wanker?”

      He raises an eyebrow as he switches on the lamp. “Looks to me like you’re about to be the wanker.”

      Embarrassment floods me. I’m like a horny teenager who just discovered his dick. “I don’t know what’s going on. I was hunting, I saw her, and then…this.” I gesture to my crotch.

      Devin shakes his head and mutters, “Lucky bastard.”

      “Not lucky enough.” I let out a sigh and rake my hands through my hair. “I let her go.”

      My friend stares at me, his face a mask of indifference. “Well, I need to hunt. I haven’t fed in almost a week, but being the considerate friend I am, I stopped by to see if you wanted to come with me. Do you need to take care of your…problem? Or can we go?”

      The desire for Reese still burns in the back of my mind, but as I think about feeding, I can feel the bloodlust building inside. “Let’s go.”
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      Reese

      

      It’s official. I’m the worst at one-night stands. There I was, beautiful man ready to fuck me senseless, and I chickened out. Why is this so hard for me? I’m twenty-three. No one is still a virgin at twenty-three anymore, right? Except for me.

      Lying stretched out in my bathtub, I listen to the latest smutty romance novel I downloaded on audiobook. The heroine is just about to give it up to the biker bad boy, and all I can think about is Galen. He was mesmerizing. The things I wanted to do to him played over and over in my mind. Things I’d only ever read about.

      A sharp knock on the bathroom door has me pulling the curtain around the tub and sinking lower to hide beneath the bubbles.

      “Reese? Can I come in?” Trisha calls through the door.

      “Only if you bring more wine.”

      She laughs as she steps inside the steam-filled room. “On it, boss.”

      Through the sliver of space between the curtain and the wall, I see her grab my empty wineglass from the little table next to the tub and silently bless her.

      “So? It didn’t go as you planned?” Her tone is casual but curious as she returns and places a full glass within my reach.

      “I think I’m broken.”

      “Maybe he just wasn’t what you were looking for?”

      “Did you see him? He’s what every straight woman is looking for. He even had an accent.”

      She sighs and takes a seat on the closed toilet before turning off my audiobook. “God, for a virgin, you really like the sexy books.”

      “Research,” I say before taking a gulp of my wine.

      “I think what you need is some hands-on research at this point. What happened? Things looked pretty intense between you when you left.”

      Remembering the heat in his gaze sent a shiver through me. “I don’t know. I got in his car, I swear, he was going to seal the deal right there, but then I panicked. It seemed like it was going so fast.”

      “Sweet Reese, guarding her flower.”

      I fight off the frustration that wells up inside me. “That’s not it, and you know it. I’m not saving myself, I just haven’t taken that step.”

      “Yet.”

      I nod. “Yet.”

      It’s not that I don’t want to have sex. I’m more than ready. There just hasn’t been that … spark with anyone. I want passion and fireworks when I finally give it up. But, maybe that’s not how it really is. Then again, what happened between Galen and me had been the epitome of passion. I had thought my knees were going to give out on more than one occasion during our makeout session on the sidewalk. Just thinking about his hands in my hair, the press of his thickness against my core, the way he murmured my name …

      “Reese? Hello?” Trisha is still here. Shit. She’s talking to me, and I’m fantasizing. What is wrong with me?

      “Sorry, I must’ve dozed off,” I lie, thankful the shower curtain is covering me.

      “Don’t fall asleep in the bath. You’ll drown yourself, and then where will I be?” She yawns and lets out a sigh. “Anyway, I’m heading to bed. I’ve got rehearsal in the morning and a date tomorrow night.”

      I pull the drain plug from the tub and tell her good night, all while trying to rid my mind of thoughts of Galen’s expert tongue in my mouth.
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