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Clotho
 
   The woman before the mirror was as thin as a blade, and her beauty could cut like a knife. Long, dark hair twisted in elaborate Grecian knots about her head to cascade in a bronze waterfall down her back. She barely glanced up at the sound of my footsteps. Aisa. The Greeks called her Atropos. She who could not be turned, and she was the embodiment of Fate.
 
   Her mismatched eyes were unsettling, even to me. One was the brilliant blue of a sapphire and the other was dark as the soil after a rain. It was said of her that one eye looked always to the heavens, and the other, always to the earth. Perhaps it was true. She certainly seemed to see everything. 
 
   “Hello, my darling, what brings you to us this lovely evening?” She had a soft voice with a musical lilt to it, but like everything else about her, it was a deceptive thing. She turned her smooth cheek up to me for a quick kiss. She smelled faintly of the woodsy incense burning in all four corners of the dimly-lit room.
 
   “Nothing, mother. I just wanted to stop in and say hello.” Thousands of threads ran through her fingers and lay stretched across her lap in a rainbow display of color. They were special, those threads. Each one was attached to a mortal life. It seemed impossible that she should keep track of them all, but it was Aisa’s sacred duty to measure and cut each life in its due time. “You’ve been busy, I see.”
 
   Her hands were rough from constantly working the threads. Such tedious work for one of her station. I wouldn’t enjoy it, personally, but as I was the eldest daughter of the reigning Fate, someday in the distant future, I would be expected to take her place. I would spin the threads and weave the destinies of mortals just as she did. I would also hold the power of life… and death.
 
   She was a slave to her station, but the power she held was both terrible and beautiful. Life and death for every living soul. What must it be like to be Fate? Intoxicating, I imagined. 
 
   “Your sister keeps me company. She’s learning to spin quite beautifully.” I ignored the unspoken admonition. I knew the old argument. I should learn to spin as artfully as my darling sister, but then one of us being locked up in the dreadful dark with the acrid incense smoke seemed like plenty to me.
 
   My sister, Melita came forward from her corner and dropped a curt nod in my direction. “Clotho.”
 
   “Hello, little spider. How are you enjoying your day?”  
 
   She ignored my little jab at her expense. It didn’t surprise me. She would never rise to the bait as long as our mother was present. Later, when no one was near to witness, I would get an earful. It was ever her way. 
 
   We were like fire and ice, my sister and I. Her skin was as fair as cream, whereas my own was the color of raw honey. She was a lovely thing to look upon, no doubt, but something about her needled me. She was so sweet and good, depending on her mood or her company. In private she was another creature entirely. Spiteful and vindictive. She’d always been jealous of me. Always. From the moment of her birth she’d been a thorn in my side.
 
   “There is a battle raging in Thermopylae.” She inclined her head towards the enormous bronze mirror as she set a platter at our mother’s elbow. “A paltry handful of Spartans against a horde of Persians.” She made a ‘tsking’ sound. “Fools throwing their already limited lives away.” 
 
   “They know no other way, daughter.” Aisa picked up her gilded dagger once more and began methodically slicing through the threads. One after another. Once sliced they fell to the floor like teardrops. It seemed a random pattern to me, but who was I to question Fate? Her hands moved constantly. Measure and slice, measure and slice. There was a peculiar rhythm to it, not unlike the music playing softly in the background.
 
   Movement in the mirror caught my attention. At first glance, it reflected the room and the woman sitting before it, with myself and my sister standing behind her. On closer inspection, it became clear the mirror reflected not the room itself, but the mortal world at large, particularly a small space of it torn by battle. Armies clashed and men died. They tossed their lives away for want of women or land. For their pride. For their honor. For king and country. The list was seemingly endless and entirely tedious.
 
   Their mouths opened in silent screams as they fell to the bloodied ground. So much death, and all of it choreographed to the dulcet strains of the harp playing softly all around us. The music swelled and grew, punctuated only by the whispering hiss of my mother’s blade as she carefully cut each life short.
 
   Reapers walked among the mortals; hundreds, if not thousands, of them. One hardly ever saw so many in one place, but then this was a particularly fine harvest. They passed by the living to take the dying, and none of the fools seemed to notice the more immediate threat. 
 
   One Reaper in particular drew my eye, just as he always did. Ashrael. The Angel of Death. He was the first of his kind and an exemplary specimen. I watched him move among the dying with precision. Neither pity nor scorn was written upon his face. Whatever he felt about his chore, he kept it to himself. He was always so cold. I wondered, not for the first time, what it might take to melt the ice around his heart. What would it take to make him smile?
 
   “You find the Reapers beautiful, do you not?” I startled guiltily. Aisa had been so silent, I’d nearly forgotten she was there. 
 
   “I find them deadly and efficient, mother. Beautiful, too, but then they have to be, do they not? So much easier to capture their prey if they can lure them in with a pleasant face.”
 
   She chuckled. “You’ve not paid close attention if that is what you believe. The mortals fear them. They refuse to see them until the last breath is drawn, but even then they will not see their true form.” She shook her head. “Such a pity.”
 
   It was true. The humans fought with ferocity against each other. They wielded swords and shields like clubs, with precious little nuance. Not once did any sort of recognition cross their faces as the Reapers brushed by. All their attention remained on their opponents. None of them knew there was a much greater threat close at hand. Such is the mystery of the frail human mind.
 
   My gaze followed Ashrael easily enough. He came up beside a warrior and pressed his fingertips to the man’s chest at the moment his opponent’s sword ran through his belly. A moment of shock and fear passed over the man’s face before he gave up his life. And yet, his eyes grew tender as he looked directly upon the face of Death. What did he see? Who? Certainly not Death. 
 
   I hadn’t quite made up my mind if humans were amazingly stubborn or incredibly stupid creatures. I was leaning towards stupid.
 
   I watched as more men fell around him. Some actually stumbled away from him as if shying away from the sharp edge of a sword. They slipped and tripped in the mud to avoid him. They feared Death above all things, but then they couldn’t see him as I did. Tall and broad-shouldered, with hair so fair and eyes of grey. 
 
   The music around us hit a crescendo as Ashrael pulled a silvery grey mist from his harvest’s chest. I found myself involuntarily holding my breath as I watched him. He was beautiful. Elegant, if such a thing may be said of such a man. He lowered the harvest’s body to the ground more gently than was needed before turning his back to us and moving on to the next one.
 
   “You pay far too much attention to Lord Death, Clotho.”
 
   I cut my gaze sideways, all attention back on my mother who saw far too much for my liking. Too much for my comfort. “Whatever do you mean?” I carefully schooled my features into a mask of bored indifference. 
 
   My sister chimed in, just as I knew she would. She could never pass up a chance to curry favor with our mother. I already knew her opinion of Reapers in general and Ashrael in particular. She thought them beneath us, merely servants who carried out the whims of Fate. 
 
   “Ashrael is meant for another. You would do well to avoid him.” Aisa’s words settled with me like iron in the pit of my stomach and left a bitter taste in my mouth.
 
   “Not that I have an interest, but how do you know such a thing?” I kept my tone light and politely curious. 
 
   Aisa lowered her head and went back to measuring her threads. “Cronus told me.”
 
   “Cronus is insane,” I scoffed. “He mutters to himself of things which haven’t happened yet. He plays games no one has ever heard of. How can we know he isn’t making it all up for his own amusement?”
 
   “You would do well to listen to him, daughter. He has yet to be wrong about anything he’s chosen to share with me.” She stopped her cutting long enough to reach for the goblet of spiced wine sitting on the table at her elbow. She took a small sip, set it carefully back down again. “Believe what you like about Cronus, but I tell you it would be wise to stay in his good graces.”
 
   “What benefit is the grace of a fool?”
 
   Aisa’s lips pressed into a hard line. The way she looked at me was so odd. Cold. It was almost as if she gazed upon a stranger, and not her own child. “The fool you speak so lightly of is the most dangerous of all the immortals. Remember that, both of you. Time consumes everything in his path. He may do so with a smile upon his face, but he will do it nevertheless. Do not underestimate him, and do not cross him.”
 
   “I would never dream of such a thing, mother.” My sister’s hand dropped to my mother’s shoulder where it was received with a fond pat.
 
   “Of course you wouldn’t, my darling. You’re my good girl.” I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. Of course Melita would never directly cross anyone. Her way was to sneak up and slip her blade between the shoulders before delivering the final twist with a flourish.
 
   Aisa dropped her threads onto her lap and took my hands in both of hers. My mother’s hands were always so warm. Her gaze was searching. I felt an uncomfortable urge to lower my eyelids.
 
   “You’re still so young, and the young are easily swayed by a pleasant face. I understand.” The ghost of a smile played about her lips. “I was your age once, and your father was lovely to look upon.” Not that anyone knew who he might be. 
 
   “Noted. May I please be excused, Mother?” Heat crept up my throat. I was smothering in this dark room with its reeking incense.
 
   “You may.” I turned to go before she finished speaking. “Remember, darling, Death is meant for another.” She said it as if that were the final word on the matter. 
 
   “Even if he were not,” Melita added, “he is surely beneath your consideration. He is the vessel of Fate. One must always aim higher than attracting the regard of the servants, dearest.” 
 
   Dull heat crept up my throat and into my cheeks. What cared I for the paranoid ramblings of an old fool and my ignorant little sister? I wanted Ashrael for my own, and I would have him. 
 
   ***
 
   Ashrael. He was much on my mind of late, but then why shouldn’t he be? He was as beautiful as any angel in the heavens. Beautiful and deadly. From the top of his golden head to the tips of his darkened wings, he was perfection. I couldn’t help but admire him. He would be my perfect match one fine day. We would look stunning together. My mind whirled imagining all the balls and parties we would attend as a couple. With me on his arm he would demand the respect he so richly deserved. Perhaps a promotion? There was room on the Council of Elders, I mused. Then surely even my family could find no flaw in my choice. 
 
   I slipped the heavy brocade curtain in my mother’s salon back to peek at the skies above the sanctuary. It didn’t take long to find the one I sought. I took particular pleasure in watching him circle. Other angels played as they flew, stretching their wings and performing acrobatics to impress their fellows. Not Ashrael. He cut through them like a predator. 
 
   He flew with a Reaper whose wings were nearly as dark as his innumerable sins were rumored to be. Samael. His brother. They spun in the air as they sparred. The dark and the light. So closely matched, yet Ashrael always kept his edge. 
 
   His brother was too hot natured. He made a mistake. A tiny slip, but it cost him. It gave me a tiny thrill to watch the two of them and anticipate the moment when Ashrael would be mine.
 
   “Fortune favors the bold, and it would appear as if the beautiful Clotho does as well.” I was startled by the intrusion. Suriel had taken my moment of quiet contemplation to sneak up on me. You would think an Archangel would have better ways to spend his time. 
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I eyed him coldly and let the curtain fall back into place. Everything about him was dark; his eyes, his hair, even his heart, I suspected. The Archangel of Wisdom and Death. He, too, was beautiful in his way, but his was a cold, austere beauty. 
 
   “You follow him with your eyes, you know.” He moved close so quickly. Too quickly. He startled me, but I refused to flinch away from him. “You may think no one notices, but I see. I know.” His voice was low, pitched so only I would hear him, and his breath was hot against the nape of my neck. “He’ll never love you. Not as you should be loved.”  The hands at my elbows were grasping. Suriel was always so greedy. I jerked my arms out of his grasp. I refused to be man-handled in such a way.
 
   “Surely you know better than to think I would dally with the help?” My sister’s words sprang to my lips unbidden. They sounded ugly and cruel. Suriel’s low chuckle sent a shiver through me. He made my blood run cold. He was always watching me with such hungry eyes. Waiting for an opportunity to pounce, but I would have none of him.
 
   I stepped away from the window and let the curtain drop into place. I wanted some distance between us. “You should take care what you say to me. I’m not the sort you wish to trifle with.” I plucked a honey-dipped fig from the bowl on the table and placed it in my mouth. So sweet and juicy. Cruel dark eyes followed my every move. It gave me a momentary excuse not to speak to him.
 
   “Some sweet day, Clotho, you will need my help. I so look forward to being at your service when you do.” He bowed graciously before offering me his arm. “Allow me to escort you to dinner?”
 
   “Certainly.” Hungry, yes that was Suriel. I loathed the man, but I wasn’t stupid. He could be easily bent to my will and perhaps he was right. Someday I may have use for him. Better to keep him close than to alienate him. An archangel makes a formidable enemy.
 
   I placed my hand delicately atop his arm and smiled sweetly as I allowed him to lead me to my mother’s dinner party.
 
   Suriel was someone my mother would approve of. An Archangel might possibly be deemed worthy of me, but I highly doubted it. I could not begin to fathom what schemes Aisa had in store for me. Schemes within schemes, but I wasn’t a child and I refused to be treated as such. I would have my way, no matter the cost.
 
   My companion was all charm as he escorted me through my mother’s castle, but my mind and my heart were elsewhere. His presence at my side was a constant reminder of my station in life. I was careful to nod at the appropriate moments. The smile I kept in place felt false and unconvincing, but Suriel wasn’t looking at my face for most of our time together. I could almost feel all the places his eyes wandered. Loathsome man. Let him look and let him dream of what he would never have.
 
   ***
 
   I slipped the satin evening gown over my head and stepped into my bath. Steam and the perfume of a thousand rose petals wafted into the air around me. The hot water was so deliciously relaxing. I should be perfectly happy, and yet an errant notion nagged at me, as irritating as a biting fly. There was something there, an obstacle to my ultimate happiness. 
 
   My mother. Ashrael would never be mine as long as Aisa stood in our way. It was impossible.
 
   “More hot water, mistress?” I glanced up to shoo my overeager maid away. “No, thank you. If I need you, I’ll ring for you.” She bobbed a quick curtsy and took herself out of my presence. I needed quiet time to think. 
 
   If Aisa were out of the way, I would have the power of Fate. I would have power over Death and all the Reapers would be at my disposal. Without my mother to deny and protest, Ashrael would be mine. Entirely.
 
   I loved my mother, of course I did, but she was so old and due for a rest…
 
   I sank further into the water as I closed my eyes. I must have fallen into a dreamy state, because I didn’t hear the intruder until it was too late.
 
   “My, but aren’t you a delectable sight?” My heart hammered into my throat. Suriel.
 
   I sat up quickly and covered myself beneath the rose petals. “Get out!” Water splashed over the sides of the tub and onto the floor. I would have his head for this.
 
   “Calm down. I merely wished to speak with you.”
 
   “Get. Out. Now.” I was shaking with rage. How dare he interrupt my bath? How dare he come near me at all? If I’d had a sword, I would have run him through and left him bleeding on the rugs.
 
    Dark eyes mirrored the fires lit in the fireplace. He looked positively demonic. “What must I do to prove myself to you, Clotho?” He licked his lips like a starving hound. His hand playfully swatted a few rose petals out of the way down by my foot. I had to be careful of him. I was unarmed and he’d already crossed more than a few lines by coming to me in this way. 
 
   “Is this the way a gentleman behaves, Suriel? Is this the way an archangel behaves?”
 
   He barked a short laugh. “You’re hardly a lady, my love. A spoiled brat is what you are.”
 
   I bit my tongue to bring tears to my eyes. “Do you mean to hurt me, then? Is that why you’ve barged in here like this? To take what you think will never be freely given?”
 
   The tears did the trick. Instantly his eyes softened. He looked away from me, ran both hands through his hair and down his cheeks. The heavy breath he’d been holding released in a rush. He got hold of himself almost as quickly as he’d lost control. “My apologies, my lady. You’ve driven me quite mad it seems.”
 
   I had him. He was such a fool, and so easily played. “Hand me a towel, Suriel, and turn your back please.” He did as I asked, even turned away when I stepped from the tub. “Wait for me in the other room. I won’t be long.”
 
    I stepped behind the dressing screen and wrapped myself in some proper robes. My hands were shaking as I tied the sash. Was it fear or the first rush of newly tasted power? Perhaps a bit of both.
 
   I took my time. Let him suffer for what he’d done. The sheer impertinence!
 
   He sat, head hung low, in a chair hardy big enough to contain him. If I weren’t still in a murderous mood, I might’ve felt sorry for him. As it was, my mind raced with possibilities. I could use him to get my way, and once I held the power of Fate, I could cast him aside or keep him and use him to my own ends.
 
   His eyes followed me as I crossed the room and knelt carefully on the floor at his feet. I took his hands in both of mine and pressed them to my feverish cheek. “I’m sorry—“
 
   “No.” I stopped his apology before it could be properly made. “I am the one who should be sorry. I’ve not been fair with you. I’ve not been honest, either, and it’s led you to do this desperate thing.” His eyes widened. This was hardly the thing he expected to hear. 
 
   I pressed my lips together, looked up at him from beneath thick lashes. “It’s not that I don’t find you worthy of me, Suriel. I do. I find you brave and very handsome. It would be an honor to be loved by you.” I heaved a heavy sigh and looked away. 
 
   “What is it, my darling?” His tone was tender and his eyes pleading. I had him exactly where I wanted him.
 
   I shook my head. “No. I shouldn’t tell you.”
 
   “Please. Let me help you. I’ll do anything for you.”
 
   “Really, I mustn’t burden you.”
 
   “I beg of you!” He pulled his hands from mine to grab my shoulders and lift me onto his lap. Automatically, I slipped from his grasp and stood a little away from him. I could almost smell his desperation.
 
    I bit my lip. “It’s Mother. She doesn’t believe we would suit each other. I have to obey her wishes. Surely you understand?” 
 
   “Aisa doesn’t approve of me?” Instantly the look on his face hardened into something deadly. There was the look of an executioner about him.
 
   “She approves of you, just not for me.” I smoothed a hand down his reddened cheek. Oh, there was fire in him. He was enraged and trying not to show it to me. “Forgive me, but as long as Aisa holds the office of Fate, you and I can never be.”
 
   The muscles in his jaw jumped beneath my fingertips. “I understand completely, my love. And it shall be as you say, but know this. All things are prone to change, even she who will not be turned.”
 
   ***
 
   Suriel proved to be a more than useful tool. Within a fortnight my mother was stripped of her office and all of her power and responsibility were transferred to me. To say it was a surprise would be an understatement. It was shocking, even to me, that the Council of Elders should vote to replace her, especially given that Cronus sat on the council. 
 
   Cronus watched me openly in those moments when he thought I wouldn’t see. It was quite rude of him, but then I wasn’t convinced, as Aisa was, that he wasn’t slow-witted. The way he watched me, though. He looked like a child who was deciding whether or not to crush an insect.
 
   Did I feel guilty for the terrible thing I’d done? A tad, but Aisa seemed relieved to step down after so many years and pass the threads to me. I wondered at it, at the time. How could she not know? I found out soon enough. Fate may see all the possibilities a human life is capable of, but she is blind to her own destiny. 
 
   The celebrations went long into the wee hours of the morning. So many immortals came to congratulate me or to curry favor, but there was only one I wished to see. And finally, he came to me.
 
   The golden head bent as he kissed my hand and a thrill went through me unlike any other. Soon, he would be mine. “I offer my congratulations, my lady. May you be as fair and just as your mother was as you execute your office.”
 
    “Walk with me in the garden, Ashrael. I wish to speak with you.” I could barely contain my happiness. I wanted nothing more than to be alone with him.
 
   “As you wish.” There was just the hint of a smile on those perfect lips. He walked beside me, so close I could almost feel the heat from him, and the whole time he remained silent.
 
   “I do love the night. It’s so mysterious and ripe with possibilities.” I inhaled the heady, combined scents of roses and magnolia. I cocked my head, just so, as we walked along. My braid slid over my bare shoulder, leaving my neck exposed in a most alluring manner. “What do you love, my lord?”
 
   “Order.” He didn’t even hesitate. “All the world is chaos for much of the time. I love the quiet moments, for they are precious and few.”
 
   I laughed. He certainly wasn’t going to make this easy for me. Most men would have been on their knees by that point, but then he wasn’t most men. If he were, I supposed I wouldn’t have wanted him in the first place. “Such an easy answer and quickly given. Surely you love something besides order?” I glanced sideways at him and smiled. 
 
   He stopped walking and turned serious eyes to me. “What else is there?” Silvery moonlight was most generous in the way it touched the hard planes of his face. 
 
   Why wasn’t he wooing me? Had I overestimated my own many charms? Surely not. Perhaps he was shy, then? It was true, we were hardly equals, but then I was willing to overlook his background. He only needed some encouragement.
 
   “There are any number of things one might love. Beauty. Accomplishment. Pleasure. Power." I ran my hand along the muscles of his forearm before he pulled away from me. This wasn’t going well at all. A stroll through the garden at night is supposed to be romantic, but he kept himself so guarded. Always so secretive. It was nearly impossible to breach his defenses.
 
   “You have such beautiful hands. May I see?” I reached for his hand, turned it this way and that. “Large and capable. A warrior’s hands. How many hearts have you stopped with them?” There was power in him, and great, untapped potential. My heart sped up a little at the thought of all the harvests he’d made through the years. So many lives taken.
 
   He started to pull away from me again, but I trapped his hand between the two of mine. The smile on his lips didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Too many to count, Clotho. There have been far too many to count.”
 
   “I was thinking, now that I hold the office of Fate, we should get to know one another better.” I focused on his full lower lip a moment longer than necessary before boldly looking him in the eye. Those beautiful grey eyes with the long, long lashes. I smiled my most winning smile. “Together, we could be unstoppable.” No man could resist my charms. And yet, somehow I felt him pulling away from me. It wasn’t just the absence of the warm press of his palm against mine. There was a real sense of his pulling back from me completely.
 
   “I am at a loss, it seems.” He took a step back, then another. “You realize we would never suit, do you not?” What was happening? Why was he stepping away from me when he should be taking me in his arms and pledging his undying love?
 
   Heat crept up my throat and into my cheeks as something like dread settled into the deepest part of me. Was he rejecting me? It was impossible, and yet… “Oh, dear me! You think that you and I—“ 
 
   I forced a throaty laugh, even as I died a little inside. “Of course I’m not suggesting such a thing! What a silly thing to think.” I forced a brittle smile in the face of my overwhelming humiliation. “I merely meant we should be friends. The best of friends, as we’ll be working so closely together.” He relaxed his stance. Even the lines of his face seemed to ease. Was the thought of having me by his side so repugnant to him?
 
   What man in his right mind would reject me? Didn’t he understand the great honor I did him? The warm little glow in my heart flared and burned to ashes in an instant. Tears burned like acid at the back of my throat. I swallowed them without making a sound. He would never know what he’d just done. He would never know he could hurt me.
 
   “It grows late. Would you like me to escort you back?”
 
   “You’re always such a gentleman, Ashrael. No, thank you. I believe I’ll try to get some work finished tonight. Aisa left quite a lot to do.”
 
   “I will bid you good night, then.”
 
   “Good night! Sleep well.” He nodded as he turned on his heel and took his leave of me. I watched him go with a smile fixed on my face. Only when he was out of sight did I dare unclose my fist to examine my stinging hand. My nails had cut bloody crescents into the palm.
 
   ***
 
   I went directly to my mother’s spinning room. My spinning room, now. I picked among the threads. So many lives to choose from. Thousands upon thousands, but I needed only one. A nearly ripe soul. Someone almost ready to face Judgment. I found a random thread and plucked it from among the ones at my disposal. Rose gold. What a lovely shade. This one would do nicely. It was perfect for my purposes. 
 
   “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” I startled guiltily at the unexpected intruder.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   Melita stepped out of the shadows cast behind the great loom. “I said I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Whatever it is you’re up to is bound to end badly for you, sister dear.”
 
   I wound the golden thread round my fingers till it formed a neat little bow, then I tucked it into the pouch at my waist for later. It wouldn’t do to lose it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Don’t you?” She wore the smug little smile she saved for those moments when she felt superior. Our mother wasn’t there to save her this time.
 
   “You would do well to mind your own business, little spider.”
 
   “Or what? You’ll get rid of me like you did our mother?” She drew closer to me and when she was within reach I grabbed her wrist and brought her in so close no one else could possibly hear me. 
 
   “Yes. I’ll dispose of you just like I did her.” She hissed because I was hurting her, but I didn’t care. I squeezed harder until I could feel the bones of her wrist move beneath the pressure. The vindictive little light in her eyes faded as she realized the danger she was in. She cried out in pain, but I refused to let her go.
 
   “Clotho, stop. I beg you!” 
 
   Madness overcame me. I had to dispose of her now. She knew too much. I let her go and pushed her away from me. “Don’t worry. You enjoy spinning so much. I’ll make sure you’re kept occupied.” I smoothed my skirts down. The gesture soothed me. “Now, go. Leave me.” Tears pooled along her lash line and threatened to fall.
 
   She nearly tripped on the hem of her gown as she ran from the room.
 
   I straightened the threads on the table, touched the loom with a shaking hand. I’d betrayed my mother. Now I was forced to dispose of my sister, too. And all for what? Ashrael. All my plans… all my hopes… ruined. 
 
   Frustrated tears burned at the back of my throat and prickled against my eyelids. I wouldn’t give in to weakness. Not now. Not ever.
 
   I was trapped in the office of Fate, and there was nothing I could do about it. I started to grab the spinning wheel. I intended to throw it to the floor and destroy the thing. Burn it. Anything to get out of this nightmare I’d created. My fingers curled around the curved wheel when a short knock on the door nearly surprised a cry from me. Surely, even Melita wasn’t stupid enough to come back to me so soon after the way I’d treated her? No, not my sister. Cronus.
 
   He was the last person I expected and the very least one I wished to see. “May I come in, Clotho? I feel now would be the right time to speak with you.” He looked at me with the face of a youth, but his eyes… His eyes were ancient and dreadful. 
 
   I was being silly. I forced myself to remain calm. He couldn’t know what I was doing. No one could. I barely knew myself. I’d only formed my plans as I walked away from Ashrael.
 
   He shook his head as he ran his hands lightly over and through the threads of life spread across the table. 
 
   “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
 
   I took the one less traveled by,
 
   And that has made all the difference,” he finished softly. More of his games and puzzles. How he loved to irritate me with them.
 
   My calm façade evaporated. I was angry suddenly. So overwhelmingly angry that I could have cheerfully killed him. If only it were possible. How dare he follow me? How dare he speak to me at all? “What are you saying? Stop speaking riddles to me!”
 
   His eyes were as wide and guileless as a child. The most dangerous immortal, my mother had warned. I gave a mental chuckle at the thought. She didn’t know what she was talking about. As it turned out, I was the most dangerous of all. I’d gotten rid of her, hadn’t I?
 
   “It’s not a riddle, child. It’s from a poem. A man named Robert Frost will write it in the far-flung future. You should look him up someday. He’s very good.” He came into the flickering candlelight and pulled a chair out for himself. The screech it made as he dragged it across the stone floor set the tiny hair on the back of my neck at attention. “I can’t remember the entire thing off the top of my head, but it’s quite beautiful. It’s also appropriate, given the circumstances.” He sank down heavily into the chair and made himself thoroughly comfortable. “You also find yourself at the path diverged. On the one hand you can choose to do what you came here for,” he held his hand up as if he were holding a tray. “And on the other, you can leave and retire to your room.” He held the other hand up and tilted them both as if a scale were being balanced. “Walk away from this. Salve your wounded pride, and carry on with all the dignity and grace I believe you’re capable of.”
 
   I wet my lips carefully. Forced myself to take deep breaths. I would not scream at him to leave. It would be uncivilized and beneath my dignity. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if you’ll excuse me I have things to do.”
 
   He brought his hands together in a sharp clap. I flinched in spite of myself. Something about the gesture suggested something final. It sounded like the closing of a door. “There is a thing,” he said carefully, “called the butterfly effect. I won’t bore you with the details, but it is a scientific theory which will be discovered many centuries from now. The gist of it states that a tiny thing, such as a butterfly flapping its wings can set off a chain of events which result in a huge thing, such as a hurricane. A storm of incredible power. You, my dear, are about to set off a hurricane of epic proportions, if only you knew. There are repercussions for every life you touch.”
 
   It was pity I saw, written clearly upon his face, and it made me boil with rage. “Get out. Now.” I pointed towards the door. I’d had enough of him. Enough of all men for the evening.
 
   He shrugged my dismissal away. “I’m only trying to help you.”
 
   “I do not need your help. Not now. Not ever. I certainly do not need advice based on some primitive human concept.”
 
   “You say ‘human’ like it’s a bad thing. They’re not a plague. You could learn a lot from them.”
 
   “They’re savages.” Spittle flew from my lips, but I didn’t care. I was beyond caring about anything.
 
   He nodded as if he agreed with me. “Aye. Savages, the lot of them, but they understand a thing or two about unrequited love, revenge, and jealousy. Those things will make savages of even the most refined people, won’t they?” He sighed as if this conversation made him weary. “Some of those savages are quite eloquent. There’s a man named William Shakespeare. Look him up when he’s born. He is a most articulate savage.”
 
   “Keep your humans and your righteous advice to yourself, Cronus. I have no need of either.”
 
   He hesitated a moment before nodding his head and coming to his feet. “I thought as much, but I had to try. This is the usual way our conversation ends. There’s always the lone hope I hold out that someday you’ll listen to me.” As he was walking out the door he turned back to me. “No matter what you do, Ashrael will never love you, but it’s not too late to stop this.”
 
   Something cold and poisonous uncoiled inside of me at his words. “I may never have his love, but I will have his fear.”
 
    
 
   ~THE END~
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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   Death comes for everyone eventually. There was hope in the young man’s eyes when he saw me. He had been in and out of consciousness, already bleeding heavily by the time I arrived. Fear and despair perfumed the air around him, almost as thick as the smoke from the accident. Through the shattered glass of his windshield, he saw me, and believed I was there to help him. In a way, he was right. 
 
   I reached into the wreckage and placed my hand above his struggling heart. It sped up, began to race with fear, as knowledge lit his eyes and he finally realized who I really was: the Angel of Death. I was there to release him from the damaged thing his body had become. Fear turned to panic and the whites of his eyes showed, like a frightened horse. “Be calm, friend. Be easy.” Death does not have to be a terrifying experience. It is a rebirth, of sorts.
 
   At my words, he did calm himself. He even smiled slightly as a look of confusion crossed his face. I wondered who he saw when he looked at me. An old friend, perhaps? His grandfather? His mother? Everyone sees something different at the time of their passing. I do not take it personally. Whatever makes the transition easier. I take their pain away. I am not there to judge.
 
     I waited for him to relax, and at the moment of his greatest happiness I stopped his heart and drew his soul from his body. It hung above the wreck for a moment, a misty, light green shadow. A kind soul, he should have little trouble with his transition. The soul wavered slightly before it disappeared. My job for the evening was done. Or so I thought.
 
     There was another car off the road, not far from the first wreck. It drew me, but not for the same reason. I had no more collections to make at that moment. I felt no pull of the Summons. The divine urge to Harvest was simply missing, and yet I found myself staring into another broken window, at another badly damaged body. 
 
   The girl was injured, but not completely beyond repair. Blood softly scented the air around her and plastered her dark hair against her cheek. She moaned, as if she sensed me. For but a moment, her eyelashes fluttered and jewel-green eyes flashed at me. She sighed as if she were about to release a great burden.
 
   I did not lay a hand on her, and yet her soul floated free above her body. It hung there, a beautiful shade of shimmering rose gold, an old soul in a young body. I shook my head, as if she could see me. Her name came to me when I touched her. Isabel. An old-fashioned name for one so young.  “Do not be afraid. This is not your time, Isabel. Soon enough, but not now. Be a good girl and get back into your body.” No reaction. Stubborn, stubborn girl. 
 
   I placed my hand above her heart, not to harvest this time, but just the opposite. It was not her time. I could have left her, but without my consent, where would she go? Another lost soul wandering about? How utterly tedious.  
 
   The girl’s heartbeat was thin and weak. One cannot expect much without a soul attached, I supposed. Her soul clung to my hand, fine as spun silk and as fragile as a spider’s web. A tiny push of my Will and she was back in place, as she should be. 
 
   I stepped back, ready to wish her well and be on my way. I had places to be and things to do. It would not be long before some kind stranger saw the wreck and called emergency services. The girl would heal, live her life, and in a few decades we would most likely meet again.
 
   Except, she would not cooperate. Stubborn girl. Her soul floated free once more, almost daring me this time to do something about it. I felt just the smallest sense of irritation, which surprised me. After millennia as Death I had grown numb to such things.
 
   Fine. If she refused to be sensible about it, I had other ways of getting her to stay put. I reached into her car and removed her seatbelt. She moaned as I pulled her from the wreck, even though I tried to be gentle with her. Humans are such fragile creatures.
 
   That beautiful soul played around me, almost taunting me. A binding would have to take place if I wanted to put her back together again. 
 
   I reached for the broken window, and dragged my hand across the sharp glass. It stung, but my flesh started the healing process almost before I finished making the cut. Blood welled up, thick and dark, so unlike the thin human blood all around us. I forced her mouth open and squeezed a few drops of my ancient blood onto her tongue. 
 
     Blood magic is always powerful, but to be honest I did not know what effect it would have on the girl in the long-term. Humans tend to cling to life, in spite of their pain or misery. A binding had never been necessary before. Not to my knowledge.
 
   Again I placed my hand against her heart and pushed my Will into her. This time her soul flew back into place and her heart gave a great leap before it started to beat steady, and strong. She was bound, and though I did not know it at the time, so was I. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   1  IZZY
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke to pain. The nasty, all-over kind of pain which only comes from serious injury. A constant annoying beep played directly behind my bed. I twitched my hand across the blanket covering me…scratchy and thin. There was a sharp antiseptic scent in the air, and something else, something spicy-smelling…leather, maybe? I cracked an eye open. Boring, beige wallpaper, and a tiny television mounted half-way up the wall. I was definitely in the hospital.
 
   My dad slept in the chair next to the bed, long legs stretched out in front of him, taking up most of the space between the bed and window. He looked rough, and sort of used up. At least three days of beard covered his cheeks, and his hair was messed up, too. It was black like mine, only his lacked the brilliant purple highlights which dusted the ends of mine.
 
   “Dad?” My voice sounded rusted and unused, like an old hinge in need of oil. No wonder… I tasted metal in my mouth, like copper pennies. I cleared my throat and tried again. He came up with a startled snort. Blood-shot blue eyes met mine, panic clearly written in the tense lines of his mouth.
 
   “Isabel?” I must be in bad shape. I’ve been ‘Izzy’ for as long as I can remember. “Isabel,” only gets busted out under the direst of circumstances, usually when I’m in serious trouble. “You’re awake!” He grabbed the call button on the side of my bed and hit it before he even made it to his feet. Not satisfied with that, apparently, he practically ran to the door and yelled for a nurse to come quickly. That surprised me. My dad is usually so quiet, and never wants to make a fuss about anything.
 
   I tried to call him back, but my throat was on fire and my voice wasn’t working very well, just yet. When he came back to the side of my bed, tears were in his eyes. Never in my life have I seen my dad cry. Edmund Maitland just doesn’t cry. Ever. Maybe he did when he lost my mom, but I was a newborn and had no memory of it, if he did. Those tears scared me more than words can say.
 
   “What…happened?” Ugh, I desperately needed some mouth wash. 
 
   “Honey, there was a wreck. Try not to talk till the doctor comes in, ok?” I nodded obediently. No problem, there. My throat was killing me.
 
   Two obviously overworked nurses came in to check on me. Well, he couldn’t fault their timing. They shoved my dad back towards the open door and drew the curtain around my bed with a sharp metallic screech which set my teeth on edge. After much poking and prodding, a lady doctor came in to read my chart and to order a whole lot of painful sounding tests. Apparently, I’d suffered from a few broken ribs and a ruptured spleen. I couldn’t remember, off the top of my head, what a spleen was even good for, but it seemed to be something important. Along with all of my other ailments, I’d suffered multiple cuts and bruises. 
 
   I couldn’t seem to get comfortable, no matter which way I moved. The older of the two nurses gave me a shot of something through my I.V. which took most of the pain away, but I was still incredibly uncomfortable. Curiously, instead of the horrible pain I’d woken up with, I now suffered from a deep, annoying itch around the area of my broken ribs.
 
   “Alright, Miss Maitland, I’m going to speak with your father before I send him back in here.” The doctor tucked her stethoscope back around her neck and hung my chart back on the end of my bed. “Do you have any questions for me, before I go?”
 
   I cleared my throat before I tried to speak. “How long until I can go home?”
 
   She smiled at me. “We want to keep you for a few days to monitor your spleen. Once we’ve determined whether the damage is healing properly on its own, you will be released. You’re lucky. I hear the cafeteria is serving its famous green Jell-O today. You will be on a clear liquids diet for a little while, I’m afraid.” She turned and left. A light breeze of expensive perfume followed her out of the room. Green Jell-O. Oh, joy.
 
   I groaned and looked around my room. Flowers and balloons lined the window sill. Even a couple of teddy bears. Lots of cheerful “Get well” cards were propped up against the window. I almost laughed. I didn’t think so many people would care. I’m not exactly a social butterfly.
 
   My dad came back in a few minutes after the doctor left. He was fidgety, fluffing my pillows more than once, straightening a stack of magazines on the roll-out table. He’s not usually so full of nervous energy. “Dad, sit down and talk to me.” 
 
   He dropped an empty soda can into the trash. “Ok, honey, but you need to rest.”
 
   I snorted. “Looks like I’ve been resting. Why don’t you go home and get some sleep? That chair can’t be as comfortable as your bed. How long have I been here, anyway?”
 
   “You came in Saturday night, after you left Gwen’s house. She’s been here every day, by the way. She’s worried crazy about you. We both are.” 
 
   “What day is it?” I winced as I shifted on my pillows. There were still many, many sore spots.
 
   “Tuesday.” He glanced at his watch. “Well, technically it’s Wednesday. We’re after midnight, now.”
 
   “Go get some sleep, Dad. I’m ok. I think they gave me something to make me sleep. I’m getting really tired, again. I promise I won’t get out of bed or do anything stupid.”
 
   He grinned at me, and the dimple peeked out in his cheek. “The doctor says you’re doing well. Much better than expected. I might make a quick trip home for some clothes.” He needed sleep more than anything, by the looks of him, but pestering him wouldn’t work. He was far too hard-headed to be nagged into submission.
 
   “Good idea. Would you bring me something to drink before you go? Pretty please.” He poured some water from a small pitcher into a cup and stuck in a bendy straw. I took a grateful sip. Normally I would have preferred a soda, but the lukewarm water was the best thing I’d ever tasted in my entire life. I drained the tiny cup and handed it back to him. “Thanks. You wouldn’t have any mouthwash, would you? I’m tasting metal. It feels like I licked the bottom of an old tin can, or something.”
 
   “It’s probably blood you’re tasting. The doctor said when your spleen ruptured it started dumping blood into your stomach. It’s healing on its own, thank God. They didn’t need to do surgery. That’s something to be thankful for.” He gave me a weak grin. “You came close, honey. Too close.” He turned away and got busy picking up my room suddenly, but not before I saw the tears welling up, again.
 
    Wow. I really had almost died. It’s a freaky thought when you’re only seventeen. I had always assumed I would live forever, or at least get really old, and die in my sleep. That was the plan, anyway.
 
   “I’m good, Dad. Promise. Go home for a while. Take a nap and get a shower. Oh, and feed Jazzy for me. And can you call Gwen, so she stops worrying? Also, please bring me some toothpaste and mouthwash.” I grinned as he brushed my hair back from my face and kissed my forehead. “Oh, and maybe a hairbrush?”
 
   “I’m glad you’re feeling better, Izzy. I will be back in less than two hours. I’d sneak you breakfast, but the doc said clear liquids for a few days.” 
 
   “Yum-my.”
 
   “Just be glad I’m not cruel enough to eat in front of you,” he said, as he started towards the door.
 
    I waved him out of the room and leaned back into my pillows. I closed my eyes and tried my best to remember what had happened to me, but it was still kind of patchy. 
 
   I’d gone over to Gwen’s house to hang out. I glanced down at my electric purple nail polish. I’d painted my nails that night to match the highlights I’d had Gwen put in my hair the week before. It had looked really cool at the time, with the purple just dusting the tips of my long, curly, almost-black hair. After several days in bed, the nails were still good, but the hair was just a funky, matted mess. I needed a shower in a bad way. There probably wasn’t a hope of getting one, though.
 
   Ok, focus… so Gwen and I watched a movie, did our nails, and talked about her latest crush for a few hours. I’d gone home around nine. Then what? I felt myself drifting off. Maybe the nurse really did shoot something into my I.V. I had a warm, floating feeling like I was caught between sleep and waking. It wasn’t a bad feeling, so I drifted along and dreamed a little. 
 
   Headlights flashed in my memory. They’d crossed the center line and were coming straight at me. My heart dropped into my stomach. I laid on the horn, but the car didn’t move. A split second before the car would’ve hit me, I jerked the wheel. The car clipped my front end but I’d avoided a head-on collision. I just hadn’t counted on the embankment I’d gone sailing over. Time slowed down while I took the world’s longest ride. Within seconds the air bag exploded and whiteness took over my vision. I couldn’t see outside, but I felt the car flip a couple of times. It was a tooth-rattling experience, for sure. The world turned upside down and all around before everything went black. 
 
   I came to smelling bitter smoke and what I guessed was burning rubber. The engine was still running. Visions of a fiery death filled my head, thanks to last summer’s drivers’ education class. I tried to reach the ignition, to stop the motor, but my arms weren’t working properly. Nothing hurt yet, exactly, but I was pretty sure it would soon. There was too much pressure when I tried to take deep breaths, like someone was sitting on my chest squeezing the air out. I couldn’t find my cell phone to call for help. It was lost somewhere in the broken glass and old fast food wrappers I’d meant to clean out of my car last weekend. So much for having the stupid phone in case of emergency. 
 
   Surprisingly I didn’t panic. Not much, anyway. Ok, a little, but I was entitled to panic. My phone was lost, my car was smoking, and I was in some seriously deep shit. The only thing I had going for me was the fact that I had been on a fairly busy road when I’d wrecked. Surely, someone would see my car and call 911.
 
   I passed out again, only to come to as I was pulled out of the broken windshield of my car. Someone spoke to me, brushed my hair off my face. I remembered a soothing voice and strong arms. “Do not be afraid. It is not your time, Isabel.” Hunh? Must’ve really hit my head hard. Good Samaritan shouldn’t have known my name. Maybe he found my wallet? I couldn’t see his face. I floated in and out of consciousness, but I caught a glimpse of blonde hair and a whiff of something spicy. He smelled nice.
 
   Overhead lights flared above my head, startling me fully awake. “Good morning, Sunshine!” A grinning Gwen came bouncing into my room, long, blonde ponytail swinging. She started to bounce on the end of my hospital bed but swung around at the last possible second into the chair next to it. Gwen is not normally what you might call the bouncy sort. She looks like she would be, but usually she’s the sarcastic, kick your ass and ask questions later, sort. “You look like shit, Iz.”
 
   I laughed at her. I couldn’t help it. Gwen always made me happy. “Thanks for sugar coating it for me. You look fabulous, as always.”
 
   We’d been best friends most of our lives. Her dad, Timothy Rose, was a medieval literature professor. To his only daughter he’d given the unfortunate name of Gwenevere, after King Arthur’s adulterous queen. Gwenevere Rose. A beautiful and perfectly fine name, really. Gwen, of course, hated it. I’d always thought it suited her. She kind of reminded me of a medieval queen— if, said queen, had a potty mouth and a chip on her shoulder. She was all long limbs and golden hair. Physically we were complete opposites. In all other ways, she was the sister I never had.
 
   “What are you doing here this early? It’s a week day, isn’t it? Shouldn’t you be in school?”
 
   “We are on fall break, remember? You’re wasting a perfectly good school break in this hospital bed.” Well crap. I’d forgotten about break in the midst of all the excitement of almost dying. She looked through the assortment of flowers and stuffed toys sitting on my windowsill. “You’ve got quite an assortment of goodies over here. Someone must like you.” She wiggled her eyebrows at me.
 
   I laughed. “Yeah, you and my dad. Everybody else just tolerates me.”
 
   “Nope. What have we, here?” She pulled a stuffed turtle off the sill. “Get well fast.” She flipped the gift tag over and her eyes widened, along with her smile. “From Alex Winters.”
 
   “Let me see that.” She handed the turtle over. It was cute, with a multi-colored shell and a dopey smile. “Why would Alex Winters send me anything?”
 
   She snorted. “He probably did it because he’s been pining after you since seventh grade, not that you’d notice.”
 
   I gave her stink eye, which really did hurt me more than it did her. My face was probably a little bruised from the wreck. “Alex hasn’t been pining over me. He has plenty of girls chasing after him. He doesn’t need me added to his harem.” I held the turtle out for her to put back on the windowsill. “It’s a cute turtle, though.”
 
   “Yeah, very considerate, too. Since you’ve got a collection of turtles. What a nice thing for Alex to do.” Oh, man, she wasn’t going to let this go. Gwen had a black belt in subtle sarcasm. I had to get her off the subject of Alex Winters. Fast. The turtle sat smiling in a little patch of sunlight, mocking me.
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to have a cheeseburger on you, would you? No? How about a mirror?” While she dug through her purse I did a mental inventory of my injuries. I’d woken up in the middle of the night hurting, but I felt pretty fine only a few hours later, all things considered. Whatever they’d shot into my I.V. was awesome stuff. They should leave it out in candy dishes in the lobby.  
 
   My ribs itched like mad, and so did a spot on the side of my head, just behind my ear. I supposed it was where I’d hit my head against the window. Itching was a sign of healing, right? It had to be a good thing. All in all, I really felt pretty good. Maybe even great, considering I was almost turned into road-kill.
 
   “Voila!” Gwen whipped her mirror out finally, but held it just out of my reach. “You sure you want to see this?”
 
   “Yeah, gimme.” I snagged the mirror and brought it up to my face. For just a second I wasn’t sure of what I was seeing. My face looked kind of like a patchwork quilt of bruises. I had perfectly formed purple rings around both eyes. The bridge of my nose was black. The lower lip was busted and swollen. “You’re right. I do look like shit.” I handed her mirror back to her with a sigh.
 
   “On the bright side, Iz, the purple really brings out the green in your eyes.” She smiled at her own joke.
 
   I snorted. “Cool. Remind me to get some new eye shadow to match it when I get out of here, and maybe some industrial-strength concealer.” I grabbed the cup of water the night nurse had left for me and took a sip. At least the nasty taste seemed to leave my mouth as the morning wore on. “I’m gonna guess I’m so sexy because of the air bag going off in my face. Did you happen to hear what happened to the other driver?”
 
   She looked down and started picking at what was left of her glittery pink nail polish. “I don’t think he made it,” she said quietly. “I heard he was texting when he hit you.” I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I thought of the guy’s family. Then I thought of my own. Death was too close that night. Gwen reached out and patted my hand lightly. “Are you ok?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m alright. Everything just seems kind of unreal right now.” I shifted in my bed, testing to see how far I could move without hurting myself. Things weren’t hurting much at all, for some reason. I used the bed controls to raise the head of my bed up, then I wiggled my toes and realized my butt was almost numb. “Do you think the nurses would freak if I tried to get out of bed?” 
 
   I really did want to get up, but I also wanted to change the subject. Someone had actually died in that wreck, and I just wasn’t ready to deal with it, yet.
 
   Gwen’s perfectly arched brows shot up toward her hairline. “Iz, do you think getting up is a good idea? You’ve been asleep for days. Seriously, the doctors didn’t seem to think you were gonna make it.”
 
   “All the more reason to get out of bed, don’t you think?”
 
   “Ok, but at least let me call the nurse so we don’t get in trouble.” She grabbed the call button and mashed it before I could stop her. “Besides, I wouldn’t even begin to know which tubes or wires to unplug to get you up, and out of bed.”
 
   The morning nurse came rushing in. She looked absolutely shocked to see me sitting up and awake. “Excuse me, but I’d like to get up now.”
 
   She nodded. “Alright, Miss Maitland, just let me check with your doctor first. We don’t want to get you up too soon.” She spun around and left before I had time to form a decent argument. 
 
   It took almost an hour to get hold of the doctor and even longer to assure her I felt fine enough to get up. By the time everything was said and done, I was almost ready to give up, but I’m anything, if not persistent. My dad showed up right about the time I got the pins and needles worked out of my shaking legs. He’d been gone a little longer than the couple of hours he’d planned on, and I hoped he’d had a nap. 
 
   I shuffled around the end of my bed, dragging my I.V. stand behind me. Gwen had solved the whole problem of my hiney hanging out of my hospital gown by asking for another gown. She draped it over me like a coat so I wouldn’t flash anyone in the hallway. I even had some of those cool hospital socks with the rubber grips on the soles. I was totally stylin’.
 
   “Isabel Maitland, what do you think you’re doing?” Dad set his coffee cup down on the rolling table which held my ice water. Uh oh, busted.
 
   “I think I’m tired of lounging around, so Gwen offered to walk me down the hallway.” Gwen stared at me hard. So I stretched the truth a little. She really didn’t offer to take me. It was more like she got drafted into taking me for a walk. Whatever works. I was ready to get up and move around. “The lady doc ok’d me getting up. I just can’t go very far. Around the nurse’s station and back, she said.” He just stared at me. “Did you get a nap, and something to eat? Did you feed Jazzy for me?”
 
   “I got a shower, which was better than a nap. Oh, and just so you know, I can tell when you’re trying to change the subject. I’m smart like that.” He put the bags he carried down on the floor, next to the chair. “I brought you some toothpaste and mouthwash, by the way, and some girly stuff. Some lotions and lip balm. Although I didn’t think you’d be in any shape to use them so quickly.” Girly stuff. I almost giggled. Going into my bathroom must have been horrible for him. He did not like dealing with girly stuff.
 
   “Thanks, Dad.” He gave me an awkward hug. My family wasn’t big on hugging to start with, and I was still hooked into a portable monitor so I had several tubes hanging off of me, which made it worse. I had just survived a pretty major wreck, though, so the ban on hugging was lifted temporarily. Dad was so happy to see me still alive, and more or less in one piece it might have been a good time to ask for a puppy, or a new car. I was pretty sure the only thing that survived on my old car was the license plate. Maybe not even that.
 
   “Are you sure you feel like doing this? Are you dizzy or anything?” He was not-so-subtly trying to steer me back toward my hospital bed.
 
     “I’m fine, really. Nothing hurts. The drugs here are top of the line. I highly recommend them.” 
 
   Gwen wrapped her arm around me carefully and helped me get around my dad by guiding my monitor stand with her free hand. “Hey, Mr. Maitland. Um, the thing is, you know Izzy’s hard-headed, so I figure it’s better if we try this while we are both here to catch her if she falls. Otherwise she’s just gonna go ahead and do it anyway when we aren’t watching, and probably break an arm or a leg, to go along with all the other stuff that’s broken.” She kept running on, and my dad’s eyes started to glass over, but she accomplished what I couldn’t. He was going to give in and let me take a walk. If for no other reason than just to shut us both up. He made a shooing motion with one hand and turned away to unpack the things he’d brought.
 
   Sweet freedom! Ok, so it wasn’t really freedom. I was still dragging my monitor and taking tiny, little old lady steps, to keep from falling on my head, but I’d gotten out of the bed. “Thanks, Gwen. You saved me.” I grinned at her as we rounded the nurse’s station at a solid crawl. A turtle could have passed me, but I didn’t care. It was progress.
 
   “No problem. I would break you out of here, if I could.”
 
   “If only I…” I broke off, and quickly shut my mouth. I had the strangest feeling, like someone was watching me. Not just watching me, but studying me. I looked around behind me, suddenly paranoid.
 
   “What’s up, Iz? Did you step on your cord? Did I?”
 
   “No. I just got a weird feeling like someone was behind us, but there’s nothing back there but more patient rooms.”
 
   Gwen glanced over her shoulder. “Well, there’s a waiting room down the hall a little ways. Want to swing around and see what we can find to get into? If nothing else I bet they have soda machines and I would kill for a Mountain Dew, right now.”
 
   “Yeah, if you don’t mind. Unless you have something better to do, that is?”
 
   Gwen just laughed at me. “We are on fall break, Iz. If you weren’t out of commission we would be hanging out at my house. Or stalking that cutie pie who sits in front of me in English class. As you are not available for any of the above, my social calendar is totally empty. Besides, you’d come stay with me if I were in the hospital.”
 
   I grinned at her. “Can’t argue with your logic. Lead the way.”
 
   By the time we made it to the waiting area, I was a little tired, and felt like an idiot for being paranoid. We found vending machines for Gwen’s caffeine fix, and a couple of women sound asleep on the not-quite-comfortable sofas the hospital provided. 
 
   “Did you find what you were looking for?” Gwen popped the top on her can of soda and took a long swig. “Oh, my lord, this is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” She sounded all breathless, like she’d just discovered love for the first time.
 
   I rolled my eyes. I wondered if Mountain Dew counted as the “clear liquids” the doctor prescribed. My mouth watered and I swear I was almost ready to mug my best friend for her soda. I turned away while she finished the can. I just couldn’t watch. I still had green Jell-O to look forward to.
 
   “Nope.” I turned back toward the doorway. “I must have hit my head harder than I thought. I’m imagining things.” That’s when I smelled it, the spicy scent which reminded me of leather and spices. Unless I’d dreamt it, I had smelled that scent the night of my wreck, and again when I’d woken up last night. “Wait, do you smell that?”
 
   “What?” She looked at me expectantly.
 
   “That. That smell. Like leather, almost.”
 
   Gwen took a delicate, experimental sniff. “I smell large amounts of Lysol and alcohol…maybe a little vanilla air freshener? Oh, and just the subtlest hint of sick people.” 
 
   “You’re a smart ass.” Once I smelled it, I couldn’t smell anything else. The scent was everywhere.  I turned in every direction, as I tried to locate the source. “What the crap? I smell it, I swear I do.”
 
   “Chill out, Iz. I believe you. It may just be part of the head injury, though. I’ve heard of people hitting their heads and smelling weird stuff for a while, afterwards. Or even seeing colors wrong, or halos around things. You did hit your head really hard. Thank goodness it’s so hard, or you might not be here, now.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe,” I said, distracted, “but this scent is strong. It smells like a guy’s cologne, almost. The really expensive kind. Not like grandpa’s Old Spice. Are you sure you can’t smell it?”
 
   She gave me a worried look. All traces of her usual sarcasm were gone. “I don’t smell it. Maybe you should tell your doctor about it later, though?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe I should.” I shrugged. “I guess it could be worse. At least it’s a good smell I have stuck up my nose and not road kill, or skunk.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   2  ASHER
 
    
 
    
 
   Isabel. The girl drew me back to her. It must have been the blood. It sang to me, even haunted me. I found no peace until I returned to her. So I found her in the hospital. I stole into her room like a thief in the night. Her body was badly beaten. Bones were broken and organs were damaged. She endured great pain, and still, her soul was as bright and untarnished as a new penny. She was a temptation and a distraction. One I could ill afford. 
 
   I watched her sleeping for a long time. She slept fitfully, moaning occasionally from her many cuts and bruises. I had made a mistake. I should never have interfered with this girl. Letting her live went against every law of the known universe. Time and Fate decide such things. Death just carries out the sentence they hand down. 
 
   I found myself beside her bed, ready to stop her heart, and correct my mistake. My fingers hovered just above her chest. It was a simple matter of exerting my Will. My hand clenched and unclenched into a fist. I could not seem to force my Will to do my bidding. How strange. 
 
   She looked so small and pitiful in her hospital bed, too weak to recover on her own. Large bruises covered much of the creamy skin beneath her eyes. Foolish old monster that I am, I found myself wishing she would open her eyes and see me. Really see me, and not shy away in fear. Her eyes, I remembered, were green. The clear green of the finest emeralds.
 
   Isabel twitched in her dreaming and whimpered in her sleep. Something uncurled inside me and sighed. I could not do it. I could not take her life. What is one life in the big scheme of things? It is nothing. Who, really, would I offend in letting her live? Fate and Time had overlooked this girl. It had not been her time to pass. I would harm no one in letting her live.
 
   There is an old saying, about the road to Hell being paved with good intentions. I cannot say, in all honesty, if my intentions were truly good. My intentions were purely selfish, perhaps, but I came to a decision as I watched her sleeping. Something inside of me wanted this girl to live.  
 
   She would need to be strengthened, if she were to recover fully. Her injuries were too many, and too great. Just a few more drops of my blood would help her heal enough to get out of this wretched hospital. 
 
   A quick glance about the room revealed nothing sharp. No matter. A tiny surge of Will and the nails on my right hand grew into razor sharp claws. A cheap party trick, but it comes in handy every so often. I dragged the nail of my forefinger across the palm of my left hand and watched blood well up in the wound, thick and dark. I tipped the blood into her sleeping mouth as the wound healed and my nails went back to their normal shape.
 
   Isabel scrunched her face up and moved away from my hand at the taste of blood. I stroked her cheek, and her mouth opened. She took more of my blood. The binding was strengthened, and my sin was compounded. 
 
     I stayed close to her for a few days after that, just to make sure the binding would last, and that she would heal properly. I could not have her wrecking my handiwork, could I? Of course, that was the lie I told myself at the time.
 
   I discovered that the girl could sense me. How interesting. She had felt me watching her while she and her friend took their little stroll down the hallway. Her senses were expanding exponentially. It was a surprising turn of events all the way around, and I do not surprise easily. Still, I was not displeased with her progress.
 
   I noticed other changes in her, as well. The healing process was accelerated greatly by the power in my blood. The ruptured organ was already nearly whole, and her bones knit back together in a matter of days, instead of months. My blood was changing her into something other than entirely human. Hmmm…there might be Hell to pay for that.
 
   “Keeping an eye on your pet human, Asher?” I didn’t jump as he had hoped. As I said, I don’t surprise easily.
 
   “Hello, Samael. What brings you here?”
 
   He grinned. Sharp white teeth flashed in an otherwise handsome face. “You do, of course. I came to see what you’ve been up to.” He nodded toward the hospital room Isabel and her friend disappeared into. “She’s a bit young for you, don’t you think? A little scruffy, too. She looks like she’s been dragged down ten miles of bad road.”
 
   I tensed at the insinuation in his words. Was it anger? Possibly. I had not felt it for some time, but I did have the unmistakable urge to smash Samael’s head through the nearest wall. Repeatedly.
 
   “I find the girl interesting. Nothing more. Hers is an ancient soul. I rarely find those, these days.” I started walking down the crowded hallway. Samael, of course, followed me. Patients and nurses moved away from us. We were not invisible, exactly, but no one wants to look Death in the face. People tend to avert their eyes as we pass. Suddenly, they find the most interesting things to look at elsewhere. Occasionally someone will get a chill as we go by, but they could not describe us if their lives depended on it. It makes walking among humans most convenient. 
 
   I glanced at Samael from the corner of my eye. He was on high alert, well aware that I do not normally interfere in the lives of mortals. “Surely you have something you could be doing, besides spying where you are not welcome?”
 
   Black eyes sparkled with suppressed laughter. “Well I could take offense, but I’ve decided not to, Brother.”
 
   I sighed. Getting rid of him would be difficult. Every coin has two sides, you see, and Samael was the other side of mine. I am the Angel of Death. Samael is the Grim Reaper. Common mythology has it that we are one and the same creature. We most certainly are not. We are nothing alike.
 
   I outrank him on the food chain, even if we have much the same purpose. We harvest the souls ready to cross over. He is my second in command and below him are the lesser Reaper angels.  
 
   Death has many faces, and we appear to everyone differently. The elderly often see an old friend. To animals and children we are a warm embrace and a whisper of love from one breath to the next. For the darkest souls, however, we reflect back whatever fear they have poured into their victims. Sometimes it is enough to turn a grown man’s bowels to jelly. Samael excels at harvesting the darkest of souls. He has a flair for the dramatic and he enjoys his job to a degree one might call bloodthirsty. For all that, he was still my oldest friend and sometime rival. I trust him. I respect him. I just do not necessarily like him all of the time.
 
     He shifted out of existence a split second before I followed him to Isabel’s room. “I can see why you find her so irresistible, Brother.” There was no need to quiet him. He had slipped into that other space, between realities. No one could see or hear us there, which was just as well, as there was simply no shutting him up. “Hers is a great beauty. A few hundred years ago Lord Byron would have written epic pieces of poetry about her.” I glanced into the hospital room, almost afraid of what I might find. 
 
   Isabel sat upon the edge of her bed while her friend attempted to wash that great mass of dark hair of hers. Apparently this was accomplished with what looked like a giant shower cap filled with the equivalent of a diaper loaded with something called “dry shampoo”. The cap was placed upon her head and after much massaging of the shower cap by her blonde friend, the hair was effectively cleansed. It may have been an efficient washing process, but it was by no means meant to leave the patient with any dignity. Whatsoever. The girl was a pitiful figure sitting there all small and bruised and dripping like a tiny, drowned rat. 
 
   “She walks in beauty like the night…” Samael laughed so hard he had tears standing in those ink-black eyes of his. I had an overwhelming urge to stop his heart, if he had one. 
 
   “Get out, Grim. Now.” I clamped a hand down on his shoulder and steered him away from the doorway, perhaps a little more forcefully than I had intended. “Leave the girl her privacy.”
 
   “Well, well, well. I do believe you have developed a soft spot for that mortal.” He grinned from ear to ear. “Tell me, Asher, what have you done? And how many times did you do it?”
 
   There was no point in denying it. Samael was not about to let it go and leave me in peace. “I bound the girl,” I said, quietly.
 
   He looked incredulous. “With what? She doesn’t reek of magic. I see nothing to hold such a binding, not even a bit of gris-gris.” He took a delicate sniff and turned back to me with accusing eyes. “She no longer stinks of mortality, though. Do tell, what did you bind her with?”
 
   I did not want to talk about this. I wanted to get him out of the room and away from her. He was annoying me. Greatly. “It was blood. A few drops only.” Well, perhaps more than a few, but it was none of his business.
 
   Samael’s eyebrows nearly met his hairline. “You used blood magic on the girl? A human girl?” Apparently he could still be surprised.
 
   I sighed, thoroughly disgusted with this conversation. “There was no time for anything else. I went to make a harvest and she got in the way.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. Was it a headache developing? Was that even possible? 
 
   Samael snorted as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Of course there wasn’t time for anything else. It’s not like you’re Death or anything, with the ability to move outside of time at will.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis, “Oh, wait, but you are!” His dark eyes shimmered with ill-concealed glee.  At least he seemed to enjoy himself. Always, at my expense.  
 
   Grim started back into her room, before I thought to stop him. He walked around the bed, watching the two girls who remained blissfully ignorant of the intrusion. “So you used angel blood to bind a human? Not just any angel blood, either, but the blood of the Angel of Death?” An evil grin started slowly and lit up his entire face, even reaching those dark eyes of his. “That’s just delicious. You’ve created an abomination, Brother.”
 
   “It is not like that, Grim. The girl is no abomination.”
 
   “Of course she is. You’re in too deep to see it, but that is exactly what she is. There are going to be repercussions from this, mark my words. Time won’t care. He’s gone bat-shit crazy, but this is surely going to piss off Fate, and she is one cold-hearted bitch. I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes, Brother dear.” He started to reach for Isabel. I moved between them before I thought about it, and shifted us back out into the hallway.
 
   “You will not harm her, Grim.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it, Asher. You’ve already done a splendid job of harming her, all by yourself.” He disappeared, but left me with a parting shot, and disembodied laughter. “This is going to be more fun to watch than the Black Plague.”
 
   I was not sure if I were more disgusted with Grim or myself. He was having fun at my expense, but that was nothing unusual. The thing which bothered me the most was that he was right. The girl was changing, and I had no idea what she was changing into. One thing was sure, I needed to get her out of the hospital before anyone else wanted to pull her blood or run more tests. That, at least, was easily enough accomplished.
 
   I found her doctor making rounds. A few whispered suggestions were all it took to secure Isabel’s release. Within a few hours she was free to go home with a handful of prescriptions and instructions to follow up with her family physician. Her friend was ecstatic, but her father was positively livid.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3  IZZY
 
    
 
    
 
   I startled awake in my own bed, tasting blood again, and I had the strangest feeling that someone was in my room with me. Fear uncoiled slowly in the pit of my stomach and slithered into my throat. Was I bleeding inside again? Or just going crazy from being bashed in the head too hard?
 
   I swore I could hear someone breathing next to my bed. It was impossible, of course, my dad was just down the hallway. If anyone were in the house besides us, he would know it. I lay still for a few moments, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dark room. I still couldn’t see anything, but I could smell the spicy leather scent which had followed me home from the hospital. 
 
   My heart was in my throat as I reached for the lamp on my night table. I held my breath and turned the light on. Angry green eyes stared back at me from a couple of inches away. I had to laugh at my own stupidity. “Jasmine, you scared the crap out of me.” My cat flicked her fluffy white tail at me and glared, patently unimpressed with me.
 
   I yawned, and almost panicked all over again when my fingers came away from my mouth dotted with ruby red. What the hell? Had I bitten myself in my sleep, or reopened the cut on my lip?
 
   I threw the pearl grey comforter off and stumbled into my bathroom, already half-sick with fear. There was blood smudged on my lips and a little smeared across my chin. A quick splash of water revealed no obvious injury. 
 
   I stopped and took a hard look at the rest of my face in the mirror. I was paler than normal, which was saying something, since I’m usually the color of a milk bottle, but there was something off about my reflection.
 
   The topknot I’d tied my hair into before bed was a crumpled mess. I pulled the tie out and let my hair fall past my shoulders. My mother’s green eyes sparkled back at me. It took all of a split second to realize most of the bruises were gone. As were the scratches on my face. Even the busted lip was nothing more than a pink line now, slightly darker than the rest of my lip.
 
   Wow. Over-night healing. The little snake of fear started to coil again. It rattled and hissed a warning. Nobody heals that fast. I poked gently at my broken ribs. Nothing. I poked a little harder, and still nothing. Not even the familiar itch was left to mark my injury. Something was terribly wrong with me, but I didn’t think the wreck had much to do with it anymore. Whatever this was, it was a whole new level of wrong.
 
   I could have woken my dad up, but he was exhausted from sitting up with me in the hospital for several days. Besides, if he thought I’d been coughing up blood he would have rushed me to the emergency room. I wasn’t in pain. If anything I actually felt pretty great. I thought about taking the medical tape off my ribs, but figured it would be easier to wait till I took a hot shower, later. Less skin would be lost that way.
 
   The wall clock read 5 a.m. My dad would be getting up soon. There was no need to wake him up early. I thought about heading back to bed, but decided to stay up and make him breakfast, instead. I might even talk him into going to work instead of staying home to babysit me all day. It wasn’t like I wanted rid of him, but I didn’t want him hovering over me and worrying all day.
 
   Dad owned his own restaurant, which was ironic since he was the world’s worst cook. He was one of those creative cooks. You never knew what, exactly, had been thrown into the pot. “Whatever you want it to be,” he would say, laughing. It usually wasn’t anything that I wanted it to be. Some of it just wasn’t right at all. 
 
   Fortunately, he recognized early on that not everyone was into his type of cooking, and he hired a chef to do the cooking for him. He was a lousy cook, but he was a great manager. The good thing about the restaurant was that he could set his own hours. Things ran much more smoothly when he was there, though, so he spent more time at the restaurant than he did at home. Usually I was right there with him, bussing tables or washing dishes, but I think my wreck got me officially laid off until further notice.
 
   It was too bad, too, since I needed the money to help me pay for college in the fall. Not to mention, I was in need of a car now. My dad was going to help with college tuition, of course, but he flat out refused to pay for all of it. He was trying to instill a good work ethic in me. I’d learned from the start, if I wanted anything, I would have to work to get it. It was a good lesson to learn.
 
   I brushed my teeth before I did anything else. The copper penny taste was just overwhelming. I wondered when it would finally stop happening. 
 
     I combed the snarls out of my hair, and changed out of the tank top I’d slept in. I put on a pink “Hello Kitty” tee and found a mostly clean pair of jeans in the pile of clothes by my bathroom door. I really needed to catch up the laundry if I managed to get rid of my dad.
 
   Finished dressing, I gathered Jasmine up off my bed and took her downstairs for breakfast. She dug every claw she had into my shoulder and glared at me with poisonous green eyes. Jazz kitty wasn’t a morning person. She would sweeten up once she got some soft food mixed into her kibble, but she always woke up in a mean mood.
 
   The smell of bacon and eggs brought my dad downstairs a little while later.
 
   “Good morning, Izzy. Are you feeling better?” He took a sip of coffee from the mug I handed him and glanced over at me with worried eyes. I thought he would drop the mug, but he recovered in time. “Isabel, you look… healthy.”
 
   I squirmed in the seat I’d taken at the kitchen table. “Well, you know, make-up can do wonders. Especially good concealer.” My cheeks began to burn so I started picking at my plate of food. I hated lying to my dad, but better to tell him a little white lie to make him feel better, than tell him the freaky truth and get hauled back to the hospital for a battery of tests
 
   He was still staring at me when I chanced a glance back up at him. It was obvious he didn’t believe a word I’d said. It was also obvious that he had no better explanation, and couldn’t prove anything.
 
   “You shouldn’t even be out of bed yet, much less up cooking, honey. Which reminds me, are you sure you should be eating that?” He stabbed an accusing fork towards my plate.
 
   Nope, I thought, probably not supposed to be eating this stuff. Probably should still be in the hospital, in fact. I tore off a bite of bacon and chewed happily.
 
   “You heard the doctor, Dad. She said I was healing remarkably fast and I should do as much as I feel like as long as I don’t overdo it.” I stabbed my fork into my extra cheesy eggs. “I felt like bacon and eggs.”
 
   That was no lie. I felt like I was about to starve to death. If I died I would die happy, with bacon on my breath. 
 
   He shook his head and took another sip of coffee. His eyes were troubled. “I don’t know, Izzy. Your doctor seemed really distracted. Maybe she was tired or something, but she seemed to be running on auto pilot. I think she discharged you way too soon.”
 
   “I feel great, Dad. Really great.” I got up to refill his coffee. “Think you’ll go into work today?”
 
   He arched an eyebrow at me. “I had planned on staying home with you today.” He was giving me the parental stink eye. If I wasn’t careful I’d end up with a full-time babysitter.
 
   I forced a smile as I poked at my eggs. “That’s cool. Gwen’s coming over in a little while. We are gonna have a chick flick movie marathon. I think Gwen’s bringing a bunch of Julia Roberts’ movies over. You can even pick the first one, if you want.” By the look of horror that washed over my dad’s face at the mention of chick flicks, I knew I’d won. He wouldn’t hang around for that kind of torture.
 
   “Well, maybe I’d better go into work before Claude manages to get half the kitchen staff to quit. Just for a couple of hours, then I will be home.” Claude was the restaurant’s head chef. He was also a complete jerk, but the guy had mad skills in the kitchen. It really was probably a good idea to go in to check on him. Left in charge of everything, Claude would go quite mad with power.
 
   “I promise I will keep the house phone close, in case you call.” My cell phone was still missing in action, probably broken into at least a million pieces. I needed to remember to get a replacement. “In the meantime, I think I’ll go find something to read while I wait for Gwen.” I put our dishes in the kitchen sink and went into the living room.
 
   Dad made sure I was propped up on the sofa with a stack of magazines before he headed back upstairs to get ready for work. Thirty minutes later he was showered and shaved and heading out the door.
 
   I could have shoved him towards the door, but then he would know I was trying to get rid of him. Instead, I smiled and waved at him. I was absolutely buzzing with suppressed energy. It was almost like I’d had too much caffeine, but without the jitters. I felt fantastic.
 
     Dad popped his head back inside the door a minute later. “Don’t forget to take your medicine, Izzy.”
 
   “I won’t, Dad. I’m all over it.”
 
   He didn’t look convinced. “If you need anything call my cell phone. I love you.”
 
   “Love you, too Dad. Now go to work.”
 
   While I waited for Gwen to come over I managed to clean my room, do two loads of laundry, and straighten up the kitchen. I felt freaking awesome.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   4  ASHER
 
    
 
    
 
    “Behold, the Angel of Death… reduced to a panty-sniffing pervert.” Oh good, Samael decided to drop in for a visit. How delightful.
 
   “Shut up, Grim, and go away before I rip your wings off.” I had been brooding quietly to myself, propped up on the bed against Isabel’s headboard. The damned cat refused to move and somehow managed to take up over half the bed by itself. She was a small cat, but what she lacked in size, she more than made up for in attitude.
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest and glared as Samael plopped down in the white wicker rocking chair beside the bed. He was far too big to fit in the small chair. “You look ridiculous.”
 
   Samael smirked at me. “I might say the same thing of you, Brother.” His face went deadly serious. “What are you still doing here? The girl lives. She’s in no danger, at least not yet. If you don’t leave her alone the higher-ups are going to take notice. Then there will be more than enough danger to go around, for all of us.”
 
   Well, there was my problem in a nutshell. I could not seem to leave the girl alone, despite my best intentions. “Go away, and mind your own business, Grim.”
 
   Isabel came sauntering out of the bathroom trailed by a cloud of steam wearing only two fluffy, white towels. The towel turbaned around her head fell off and all of her glossy dark hair spilled down past her bare shoulders. Water gleamed and beaded on milky, white skin before sliding down her back, and into the towel which barely covered her. My mouth went suddenly dry, and I could not seem to get my next breath.
 
   “Oh, Asher, the look on your face right now! You do lovely work, I must say. I didn’t see it before, but you’re right, she has a beautiful, um… soul. And a beautiful rear view, I might add.” Samael sat, literally, on the edge of his seat, waiting for the towel to drop. I grabbed his shoulder and shifted us into the living room area. “No fair. Things were just starting to get interesting.”
 
   “You have shown enough interest, Grim. Now, be a good boy and run along.”
 
   “Well, as your friend I was prepared to talk you out of this lunacy, but after I’ve seen the finished product, I’m thinking of finding myself a lovely project. She has that friend hanging about all of the time, the tall one? She might be a nice distraction.” He sank into the large, brown sofa and propped his boots up on the coffee table. “You aren’t nearly as pretty with your eyes glowing red, by the way. You’re going to have to work on that if you ever intend to let her see you. You don’t want to scare your little friend half to death, do you?” He sniggered at his own lame joke. 
 
   I ran my hand through my hair, and fought the urge to kick him back to purgatory. Grim was my friend, I had to remember that. It had been centuries since I had felt anger, or felt much of anything, for that matter. Now I was angry not just with Grim, but with myself, and I was worried about the girl. Isabel.
 
   I should have left her alone in the first place. I knew that. I knew it from the beginning, but I could not seem to stop myself. If I am being completely honest I did not want to stop myself. Her soul called to me. Greedy monster that I am, I knowingly bound her, not just to her body, but to myself. And there was my greatest sin.
 
   Samael sighed, uncharacteristically solemn for once. “You have to give her up, Brother. I know you said this was an accident, but I’ve known you for an eternity. You’ve never been anything other than a cold, calculating bastard. I can’t imagine that’s changed suddenly.”
 
   I felt the familiar burn kindling behind my eyes as I smiled at him. “The road to hell is paved with good intentions, Grim.”
 
   He laughed at that. “Well, since I can’t talk you out of this idiocy, tell me how I can help.”
 
    
 
   ~End of Sample~
 
   If you enjoyed this sample of “Wings of Darkness,” please follow the link below to get the rest of the story. Thank you!
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