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      “Darius, Keeper of the InBetween, you stand before the Almighty’s most trusted servants, the seven Archangels."

      The somber voice of the bailiff to my right paused before continuing, “Are you prepared to hear the charges laid against you?”

      My hands are locked together in holy chains and my wings are pinned back, stopping me from any chance at escape. Inwardly, I snort. Where would I escape to exactly? Seven of the most powerful beings in the world are sitting before me, watching me with cold, obvious dislike.

      Exhaling, I shrug my shoulders and nod to the hooded bailiff, an angel who chose to remain hidden beneath his cloaks. The sword strapped to the belt wrapped around his waist was the only reminder that the bailiff was not to be trifled with.

      “You must declare your answer, Keeper." The bailiff’s impatient voice rings out once more and I force my face to remain neutral as the wave of power rolls over me from above. The bailiff wasn’t the only one becoming impatient. They were as well.

      Clenching my fists and ignoring the rattle of the chains wrapped around them, I glare at the hooded bailiff, unable to see into his eyes, “Read the charges.”

      The bailiff extends his hands and in it glow a golden scroll that he opens ever so slowly and dramatically. I want to wring his neck. It wasn’t long before he clears his throat and reads aloud the charges like one would a poem.

      “Darius, Keeper of the InBetween, you are hereby charged with treason of the highest order for allowing the InBetween, realm of the Almighty, and the Flaming Sword to fall into demonic hands. You are also charged with treason for the unlawful use of the power the Almighty bestowed upon you. No being, other than the Almighty himself, shall bring those human souls who have died back from the dead." The bailiff pauses again and turns to me.

      I only glare back as he mockingly asks, “How do you plead to these charges?”

      I could feel the seven Archangels’ eyes on me, their power was everywhere, I could practically feel it brushing against me with every twitch of my wings and muscles. I didn’t look up, but instead gazed back at the bailiff and stand straighter, my wings tensing against the bindings.

      “Not guilty on all counts."

      I would never regret saving Elara or the InBetween from Ambriel’s curse. Even now, as my thoughts drift to her, I am warmed from head to toe. I will always protect her.

      The bailiff lets out a sound of disbelief and turns to the seven Archangels, “Your Honors, the charges have been read and the accuser’s plea entered. I move for immediate sentencing given the evidence and witness testimony that has already been collected.”

      A calm, feminine voice speaks out over the silent room. The voice was meant to soothe and calm those that were anxious. It infuriated me. Jophiel. She was known as the beauty of the Archangels. Her beauty only hid the cunning warrior beneath and had my muscles tensing out of habit at the presence of one so powerful.

      “Thank you, bailiff. Leave us with the accused for deliberation." Jophiel’s voice was sickly sweet as she spoke to the bailiff. While her voice made my skin crawl, it did not have the same effect on the bailiff, whose eyes glazed over as he stammered out a reply.

      “But…my Lady,” the bailiff began to protest as the doors behind me opened and a wave of power pelted down upon us both.

      “Leave."

      This was a command, not a request. The bailiff soon realized who had issued the command and promptly strode out of the room, doors shutting swiftly behind him. The command had come from the middle throne. Michael.

      I tensed, feeling the weight of his gaze on me once more. Out of all of them, Michael was the one I hated being before the most. I had hoped he wouldn’t be in attendance. He had mentored me in the early years of my training, and now he would sentence me for my alleged crimes.

      How ironic.

      Once the room was silent with the bailiff’s departure, the chains around my wrists and the bindings holding my wings dropped to the ground instantly, much to my surprise. My wings stretched and I let out a sigh of relief as the feeling of power rippling through them returned.

      With the return of my faculties, I gaze upward to the seven thrones and the Archangels seated before me. The last time I had been present with all seven was when I had been bequeathed the Flaming Sword and the post as Keeper of the InBetween.

      All seven stared down at me as if I were a small child caught stealing sweets. Michael sat in the middle throne, back straight and blue eyes leveled upon me. I had always gaged Michael’s mood on his eyes, as they too changed with his temperament. Presently they were as calm as a small lake.

      On his left and right sat the only two female Archangels in attendance, Ariel and Jophiel. Both beautiful in their own right and both so very different. While Jophiels’ pale skin, hair, white eyes and small form made her appear as innocent as a lamb, I knew she could kill me with a wave of her hand.

      Ariel was the exact opposite and lived up to expectation as being known as the “Lion of the Almighty”. As always, Ariel was dressed for battle in a leather corset and leather pants. The sword and daggers strapped to her thighs, calves and waist made me uneasy. Her dark skin and equally dark eyes shone brightly against the paleness of her throne as she watched me with her cat-like eyes.

      Next to Ariel sat Raphael, the healer and most lighthearted out of the group. Though today, his serious frown and refusal to meet my eye meant something more was afoot. His gaze, instead, was leveled across the room from him to the Archangel who sat next to Jophiel, Azrael, known as the “Angel of Destruction”, according to human lore. Azrael’s dark eyes and tanned skin were tense as they stared back at Raphael. His fists were clenched tight as if ready to do battle. With whom I wasn’t sure.

      The final two Archangels, Gabriel and Chamuel, sat at either ends of the row of thrones. Both appeared bored; however, with their golden hair and innocent looks, they too were not to be trifled with. None of them were. While the Archangels chose not to display their wings like the rest of us lowly angels, this choice did not make them any less powerful.

      My thoughts were quickly interrupted as Michael stood from his throne and walked down the steps of the platform to stand before me. His clear gaze never wavered from mine. As he approached, his eyes did not remain clear and quickly grew stormy, causing me to tense and prepare myself for his inevitable anger.

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?" Michael snarled his question as he crossed his arms over his large chest.

      My mentor didn’t allow me to speak and instead continued on with his rant as he began to pace. “Thousands of our generals are reporting an unbelievable amount of demonic presences unleashed upon Earth and threats are piling up. Has time spent in that realm made you dense? Or are you just as daft as your consort was?”

      Ariel stood then, glaring at Michael at the mention of Ambriel and her betrayal, “That is enough, Michael. There is no need to insult the dead.”

      Raphael quickly scoffed at Ariel’s words and sent the woman a teasing look. “Then perhaps we should look to the one who mentored the now dead consort? You claimed Ambriel to be fit for the post in the InBetween. Perhaps your judgement is compromised, dear sister?”

      I winced at the insult Raphael threw Ariel’s way, but the calm woman did not take the bait and merely ignored him before turning to gaze upon each of the others, including myself.

      “If anyone has concerns over my judgement, let them speak now.” Ariel spoke the words calmly, but the icy tone was enough to send my gaze to the floor.

      When no one spoke up, Ariel continued, “Good. Keeper, we have a full report from the see-er, Pascal. His visions showed us the truth of what occurred in the InBetween through your eyes. There were many avenues you could have taken to avoid such calamity.”

      Before I could stop myself, I spoke up, interrupting Ariel as politely as I could. “I beg your pardon, my Lady, but you were not present.  In the heat of the moment, I did what was best for the souls that were in the InBetween at that time. I protected them and guarded them from what lurked beyond that cursed wall.”

      Michael still stood before me pacing. I caught sight of his eyes calming as he backed away from me and strode up the steps to retake his throne.

      “And the loss of the Flaming Sword, one of the Almighty’s most powerful gifts bequeathed to us? That does not alarm you?" Azrael’s harsh voice spoke up, his glare no longer on Raphael, but solely on me.

      Swallowing, I gave a polite bow to appease the obviously angry Archangel and looked all seven in the eye before turning back to Azrael. “The sword was used to kill the soul-eater, Tarnin. I know not where it could have gone. Pascal should be consulted. He has always had a strong affinity for such things.”

      Jophiel calmly patted Azrael’s hand and serenely smiled down upon me. “You must understand our confusion, Darius.” I couldn’t stop the wince from forming across my face at her use of my name. “Is it possible that the soul you resurrected and returned to Earth stole the sword as well?”

      I shook my head in an instant. “El…The soul would not have the need to steal the sword. She was only wielding it to save me.”

      Jophiel’s childlike laughter rang out across the room and echoed all around. “Save you? A deceased soul? How ridiculous. Human souls cannot wield the Flaming Sword.”

      I allowed her laughter to roll off of me and stood my ground. “Elara, the soul, was not dead on Earth yet when I stole her away to the InBetween. Her body remained alive on Earth. I believe the sword chose her as its host to defeat Tarnin and break the curse.”

      Azrael’s shout of disgust interrupts Jophiel as the Archangel, known for his temper, jumps up from his throne, “And because of your actions, the sword was lost and the gates to Earth were opened long enough for demons to enter and cause further destruction. Do you deny it?”

      “I do not." I answer solemnly, knowing the direction Azrael wished to take this sentencing.

      Azrael’s grin would have put the fear of the Almighty into many of the most despicable demons in Hell. I did not show my fear of him and instead thought of Elara, safe on Earth away from the tortures she would have faced here.

      “He admits his guilt then, brothers and sisters. I move for immediate sentencing. The highest form of punishment, clipping of his wings and jailed in the pits of Tartarus for eternity." Azrael’s words were spoken from one who was itching to see pain inflicted.

      I freeze as his words wash over me. The pits of Tartarus were reserved for only the most vile and despicable beings. I was not alone in my surprise.  Jophiel’s gasp did not go unnoticed as the others began whispering amongst themselves at the mere mention of Azrael’s punishment. Only Michael was silent as he stared down at me.

      Finally, Michael stood and I nervously shifted on my feet. Half of me expected to have my wings clipped right then and there.

      “Do you believe you could find the sword?" Michael asks the question softly and all eyes turn to me in confusion at his line of questioning.

      My fists shake as I meet Michael’s gaze and nod, “Yes, I believe so.  With the help of my friends." Inwardly, I was panicking. I had no idea if we could, but I knew we had to try.

      Michael nods and looks around to his fellow Archangels. “One hundred lashes and your wounds shall not be healed by any healer. Instead, they shall heal slowly as a reminder of your idiocy in allowing a human to lure you from your path. Find the sword or else we will seek retribution from not only you, but the girl as well. Elara. Souls don’t do well in Tartarus, as I’m sure you are aware, Darius.”

      At my acknowledgement, Michael sat once more, his voice booming throughout the room, “Let it be done.”
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      “We have a problem.”

      I can’t move. I can’t respond to his idiotic statement. I haven’t seen Darius, the man I love, in over six months and this is the first thing he says to the woman who saved his life. Let’s just say it wasn’t the greeting I was expecting.

      I open my mouth to speak; but before I can, a crash sounds from behind me. I spin around in alarm at the sight of four of the most gorgeous people I’d ever seen standing by my hallway entrance. I blink a few times to ensure I wasn’t seeing things, as I stare at each one of them separately.

      One of the men stands in front of the rest, almost like he is attempting to protect the others from me. His dark gaze holds mine, as if he was trying to read my mind or my intentions. The hairs at the back of my neck stand on edge. He is powerful.

      The only female of the group gazes at me with such scrutiny that I feel as if her gaze would burn me alive. Her lightly bronzed skin and pale, blue eyes made me supress a shiver of fear.  She obviously doesn’t like me.

      The largest man out of the four is at the back of the group leaning disinterestedly against the wall. His skin is darker than the others. It makes him more intimidating, but the laugh lines on his face tell a different story. It is all an act. He is pretending to be disinterested, but I can tell he wants to act. Though, act on what I am unsure.

      The final man of the group is an enigma. He is shorter than the rest, leaner in muscle; and yet, this man still gives off an aura of power. His eyes are hidden behind dark sunglasses, though his gaze seems to meet mine when I look into them.

      The reason for the crash lays at the feet of the man with sunglasses. A vase, broken beyond compare, lay at his feet. My heart sinks at the sight of the ruined vase. It had reminded me of Darius and the beauty of the InBetween.

      Footsteps behind me has me pausing as I take a step toward the broken vase. Darius comes around and stands slightly off to the side in front of the foursome. He levels me with an achingly, familiar gaze.

      “We have a problem." He repeats with such intensity that I am surprised when I don’t faint right then and there. His gaze is not wavering from mine even as I try to calm my breathing.

      “Darius…" My voice trails off. I can’t stop my eyes from welling up as I feel the warm tears slide down my cheeks. “You’re here.  I thought..."

      I reach out to cup his face, but he pulls back at the last minute, his eyes harsh and cruel as they gaze down at me. I feel as though someone is stamping on my heart and I try to keep the tears at bay. All I had dreamed about over the last six months was being able to see this man; and now that he was here, it was as if nothing had happened in the InBetween.

      Clenching my fists tightly, I wrap my arms around myself and glare back up at him.

      “What is it?” I ask through clenched teeth.

      “What was the last thing you remember before returning to Earth?" Darius asks. His words are hard and cold.

      I shudder, as I close my eyes and shakily open them to stare at the group standing behind Darius. They all appear anxious as they wait for my reply. They probably thought I was going to have a mental breakdown any moment.

      “Tarnin, the demon. He stabbed me. I was dying. I could feel it. Then nothing. I woke up in the hospital. Alone." I whisper, my gaze firmly on Darius as I do so.

      A bit of warmth spreads through me as I watch his left eye twitch faintly, before he spins around and nods to the large man who stands in front of the group. Before the leader of the group can speak, the man wearing the sunglasses speaks up, his deep voice is hauntingly familiar to my ears. I have heard his voice before.  But where?

      “You wielded the Flaming Sword, Elara Greer. How is that possible?" He asks these words as if he was in awe of me, a mere mortal.

      “Who are you people?" I ask in response, ignoring his question. I didn’t know the answer and refuse to be intimidated any longer, in my own home no less.

      Darius answers for them and my heart aches as he speaks my name with cold indifference, “They are my friends, Elara." He points to the leader, “Ezekiel." The woman, “Dina." The large man who is leaning against my wall in the back, “Gideon." And finally ends on the mysterious man in sunglasses who asked me that odd question, “Pascal.”

      I nod to all of them, nervous by the looks I receive in return. They all seem to hate me or just really enjoy glaring. I thought angels were supposed to be cheerful and friendly? Kneeling down to pick up the bigger shards of the broken vase, I gently gather as much of the broken vase as I can before standing once more to full height.

      “What seems to be the problem?" I ask, thankful my voice doesn’t waver and reveal the fact that I am holding in the pain of seeing Darius acting so indifferent and harsh.

      Pascal interrupts again before Darius can, “The sword. It is missing.”

      All eyes seem to level on me, even Pascal’s. Though I cannot see the direction of his gaze through the dark-tinted sunglasses, I feel it. It is as if his gaze is inside of me, searching. For what I had no idea. Then, his words begin to sink in.

      “You think I took the sword? How? After I was stabbed by Tarnin and nearly died?" I am flabbergasted. Stomping over to a plastic bag I left on my coffee table, I dump the pieces of broken vase into it and spin around, hands on my hips as I glare at Darius.

      “It is a lot of power for one to wield. Very appealing to those that have been powerless in life." Pascal murmurs. His words burned my ears.

      “You are welcome to it. I don’t need a sword with magical powers to help me live my life." Glaring at Pascal and then at Darius who just stands there allowing his friend to darken my character.

      I stare Darius in the eye as I send him a beseeching look, pleading with him to believe me, “You know me, Darius. I would never steal the Flaming Sword.”

      “I know that, but the sword is still missing and we’ve been tasked to find it or else face the consequences." Darius’ face shows everything. His anger, despair and a twinkle of what I hoped was the love he feels for me.

      “What consequences?" I ask, not sure if I even wanted to know the answer. My stomach curdles with dread as Darius exchanges a glance with Ezekiel. The silent leader nods back and signals for the others to depart.

      “Let’s give them a minute,” Ezekiel’s gruff voice mutters as he exits my tiny apartment.

      As they all shuffle out, Pascal is the only one who exchanges a look with me. It is almost like he doesn’t truly wish to leave and wants to continue his questioning.

      Darius follows until the last of his friends are out the door and slowly slides the door closed. The click of the lock sends me on edge and I brace myself. Darius slowly turns back to face me; his eyes never leave my face as his long legs bring him towering over me. I’d always felt small next to him. Cherished. Now I wasn’t sure what I should be feeling.

      Without thinking I place my hand on his chest and feel his muscles tense beneath my hand as I do. “Tell me, Darius.”

      Darius’ dark eyes gaze deep into my own. There seemed to be a war brewing in his mind. He’s fighting something. But what?

      Finally, he lets out a sigh and hangs his head. His forehead brushes against my own. I instinctively raise mine up higher, bumping my nose against his own. I don’t stop him as his strong arms wrap around me and pull me into his embrace. He even smells the same. Smokey and manly. My angel.

      As he holds me, our bodies melt together in warmth. His face buries into my hair, resting below my ear at my neck. His muffled words break my heart as he speaks.

      “I just need to hold you for a few minutes."

      Brushing his lips against my neck, I let out a breathy gasp at the tingling sensations that dart through my body at the faintest touch. My body hums awake at the contact and inwardly, I am flipping over backwards and forwards. This is the Darius I know and love.

      As I move to wrap my arms around his neck, Darius quickly pulls back and I find myself pressed up against the wall with my hands locked above my head. Darius is breathing heavily, as if he had just run a hundred miles. As I stare into his eyes, I find the desire overflowing from his gaze.

      “Perhaps longer than a few minutes,” I whisper to Darius teasingly.

      His familiar smirk quickly fills his face as he leans in and our lips meet for the first time in six months. The kiss isn't slow or tentative. It is passionate and burning, building with anticipation for so much more.

      With my hands locked above my head, Darius slowly slides his free hand down my body to cup my bottom with a possessive squeeze. Pulling away from my hungry lips, much to my whimpering displeasure, Darius orders through his harsh breathing.

      “Bedroom."

      That one word is enough for me to practically melt out of my panties. I feel like I am on fire when his lips inevitably found mine again. His hands are no longer all over me and instead are practically dragging me in the direction of my bedroom. How he knew where my bedroom is doesn’t seem to matter in this moment.

      All the care and gentleness of our first time seems to be decades in the past and in its place, we are practically fighting each other to get our clothes off. My bedroom door kicks open easily enough. The next thing I know I am lying on the bed gazing into the eyes of the man I loved and almost died for. It is like a dream. One I never want to wake up from.

      Watching him pull off his shirt, I try to memorize everything about his movements. Who knew how long we had. His aroused face morphs into that of pain as I push myself up to run my hands over his chest.

      The bulge in his pants was obvious and clearly painful. Darius sucks in a harsh breath as my fingers lightly brush against his ribs. His chest is just as I remembered it. He seems leaner somehow, like he hasn’t been eating properly.

      “Let me help,” I whisper and slowly my hands delve lower, where his jeans hang off his hips. With the pop of the button and a quick push, which prompted a hiss from Darius’ clenched teeth, he was free. I smirked up at him and gently placed a kiss near his belly button.

      “No briefs?”

      Clasping my face in his hands, Darius smiles down at me adorably. “I was in a rush to see you."

      With that, I quickly run one of my hands up his now naked thigh and cup his hard, warm length, earning another hiss from his lips, this time out of desire.

      “You’re playing with fire, Elara." His whispered words cause my lips to form into a coquettish grin as I open my eyes and stare up at him.

      “Burn me, Darius," I whisper, my hand now wrapped around his hard length as I squeeze him teasingly.

      The hours seem to slip away as our bodies became one in a tangled-up mess of pure bliss. Though my body is sore, it is a pleasurable soreness that has me turning to nestle closer to Darius’ warm form. I never want to sleep without him by my side again.

      It isn’t until hours later that I saw them. The scars that littered Darius’ back as he rose from the bed and untangled himself from me. They were jagged and red. Clearly recent or perhaps they weren’t healing properly.

      I didn’t say anything at first; but when he returns from my bathroom, the concern and confusion was evident on my face.

      “Darius? Your back?" It is all I can say to stop my voice from shaking and the tears from flowing. Someone had hurt him.

      As he returns to bed, I notice he still winces and shifts to lay on his stomach. With a nod of his head, Darius allows me to gently lay my hand near his lower back. The wounds were warm and I shudder at the pain he must be experiencing.

      “Who did this to you, Darius?” I whisper.

      He didn’t answer right away and instead took my hands in his and kisses them softly, “It matters not, Little Moon. I will take any punishment to ensure your safety and well-being.”

      My heart leaps at his words and sinks all at the same time as my eyes catch sight of the jagged wounds.

      “Can’t you heal faster? Why were you punished in the first place?” I ask as Darius slowly shakes his head in response.

      “I must heal the old-fashion way. You are worth any pain, Elara. Let us not ruin our time alone with talk of such things."

      Before I can speak any further, he pulls me back into the bed. His lips meet mine and hushes the sounds of my protest. Soon we are once again cocooned against each other.

      I never want this to end.
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      What the heck is that noise?

      I growl to myself and sit up in bed. As I do, I brush the hair out of my face and watch as Darius is already pulling on his dark jeans. His scarred back stops me, but the sound of someone banging on my front door is enough to focus me on the task at hand.

      “Who could that even be?” I grumble.

      I grab my housecoat and glance at the clock. Six in the morning flashes brightly at me. Great, we’ve managed to completely lose track of time.

      “I believe you have a visitor. Does he always visit this early in the morning or have you been that lonely without me that you’ve resorted to being his plaything once again?” Darius’ words are like a stake to the heart and I am about to protest when a loud shout from the front door sounds.

      “Elara! Open up! I know you’re in there!” My blood freezes at the cause of the loud pounding.

      Hudson.

      My ex-boyfriend, who cheated and lied to me for who knows how long is pounding his fist on my front door. Hudson had been planning on taking all of my money when I died in that coma. When I had awoken, he’d been furious that I’d just brushed him off like the cockroach that he was.

      One problem at a time, Elara.

      Turning to Darius who looked furious at the interruption, I winced as I held up my hands to stop him from leaving the room.

      “Let me handle him and for the record I haven’t slept with anyone since…well, you know.”

      I blush as I recall our first time in the InBetween. The pounding door startles me and I put my hands on Darius’ chest to stop his movement. He is so warm; and as I stare at his muscled chest further, I can faintly make out scratches left behind from my nails.

      Real classy, Elara.

      “Stay.” I order and rush down the hallway.

      All the while, Darius grumbles out a sarcastic “woof” in my direction. At the end of the hall, I shoot him a teasing glare before disappearing down my front hallway.

      Pulling my housecoat tighter around me, I grimace at the thought of facing Hudson, especially with Darius here. How he had gotten into the building, or even found out where my new apartment was, was beyond me. Peeking through the peephole, I groan at the sight of the man I once envisioned spending the rest of my life with.

      Hudson is completely unrecognizable to the man who dreamed of one day being the most successful attorney in the country. His face is pale, almost sickly, his eyes are sunken in and he has definitely lost some weight. Even Hudson’s hair, which had once glowed bright, is now greasy and seems to be thinning in some places. I should have been jumping for joy at the sight of him, after what he had done to me, but all I feel is pity for the shell of the man I’d once called family.

      I yell through the door, not stupid enough to open it, “Hudson, you need to leave. If you don’t, I’m calling the police.”

      I watch through the peephole, gaging his reaction. I hadn’t expected his eyes to darken at the sound of my voice or his gaze to look directly into the peephole. Jumping back from the door in surprise, I watch as my door knob turns; and I’m immediately thankful that Darius locked it the night before.

      “Open the door, Elara. We need to talk. Now!” Hudson snarls through the door as he begins to twist and pull on the doorknob. Before I can respond, I hear the telltale signs of the door creaking under the pressure. Backing away, I grow pale at the sight of my door beginning to move and bend under his weight.

      Impossible.

      Rushing into my kitchen, I grab my phone and start to call for the police. Before I can even press the first digit, a loud crash sounds from the main hallway and splintering wood flies past the kitchen door. An uncontrollable scream erupts from my throat. I pray a neighbor nearby heard and will call the cops.

      Hudson’s pale form strides through the main hallway and turns to stand in the doorway of my kitchen. His once handsome face is now sneering in disgust down at me. My skin goosebumps in awareness as I stare, wide-eyed at his now pitch-black eyes.

      Something’s wrong, a voice whispers in the back of my head.

      Hudson’s fists are clenched and before he can take another step toward me, Darius appears behind him. I only catch a glimpse of the shiny vase in Darius’ hand before he is swinging it in the air and smashing it over Hudson’s head. Wincing in shock, I watch as Hudson’s pitch-black eyes roll into the back of his head.

      Hudson’s body drops in an instant to the ground and I let out a squeak of surprise as Darius chucks what’s left of the vase in his hand on the floor. Darius pauses to give Hudson’s body a kick and when Hudson doesn’t respond, he turns his gaze to me.

      “Are you hurt?”

      I can’t breathe. I’m in shock. The current love of my life just smashed my ex-lover over the head with a vase. This is the kind of stuff you see happen in movies or books.

      Damn it, Elara, the man you love is an angel! Anything’s possible!

      When Darius asks me again, all I can do is shake my head in response. He swiftly pulls out a cellphone from his pocket and I stare in shock as he begins to make a call. As if this whole situation is perfectly normal.

      You need space, the voice in my head whispers.

      Agilely, I step around Hudson’s unconscious body and make my way into my main hallway. I gasp in shock at what was left of my front door. A quarter of the top of the wooden door is barely hanging on from the hinges. Wood is littered on the floor, but no one emerges from the surrounding apartments to investigate.

      How had my neighbors not heard that?

      My racing thoughts are distracted when I hear Darius’ conversation on the cellphone.

      “He’s neutralized. You can move in now. Keep things silent.”

      I wait and listen quietly as Darius whispers something more in his angelic language and hangs up the phone. As he is slipping his phone into his pocket, Darius’ hands extend to take my hand. I meet his hands and allow him to pull me from the main hallway. As he is sitting me on the couch, everything begins to sink in.

      Darius is back. The Flaming Sword is missing. We slept together. Hudson is here. He’s unconscious on my kitchen floor.

      Inwardly, I’m cringing as I spare a glance towards my kitchen, half-expecting Hudson to pop right back up and continue yelling.

      “Are you sure you’re not hurt? Did any of the splinters cut you?” Darius murmurs as his hands run over me, checking me for injury, I suppose. I shake my head and clasp my fingers together tightly to keep them from shaking.

      “We need to call 911,” I finally manage to say and attempt to stand, but Darius pulls me back to sit and shakes his head in my direction.

      “We can’t, Elara.”

      Before he can elaborate any further, his group of friends appear in my destroyed doorway. The muscle, Gideon, enters first and whistles as he takes in the destruction. Dina enters next sneering at Hudson’s unconscious form before making her way toward us, followed by a serious looking Ezekiel and a calm, faced Pascal. Amazingly, Pascal requires no assistance making his way through the wreckage of my home.

      “Wow. He really did a number on your door, huh?” Gideon mutters in awe.

      Without missing a beat, the large angel enters my kitchen and proceeds to drag Hudson’s unconscious body toward my dining room table. As Gideon drops Hudson into a chair, I watch as he too sneers in disgust at Hudson’s unconscious form, though his blue eyes are wary.

      Finally, pleased with Hudson’s seating arrangement, Gideon shoots Dina a serious glance and orders, “Chains, Dina.”

      I watch in shock as Dina steps away from us, as graceful of an angel that she is and pulls iron chains out of her bookbag. The tiny woman doesn’t even look alarmed as both she and Gideon begin to weave the chains around Hudson.

      As I try to peer closer to the chains, I notice they have runes etched into them, like the Flaming Swords blade. I stand, shrugging Darius’ hands off of me as Dina and Gideon finish restraining Hudson to the chair.

      “Are those really necessary? I’m sure Hudson’s just drunk or something. The police can handle him...”

      My words trail off as all eyes shift to meet mine and then Darius before returning to me. I grow nervous under their gaze as Darius clasps my shoulders and turns me to face him. His face is serious, but his eyes are filled with pity.

      “They are necessary, Elara. That isn’t Hudson. He’s been possessed by a demon.” Darius pauses and allows those words to sink in as I stare up at him, utterly confused. My gaze shifts to the others and they all stare back, equally serious. Darius would never lie about this, would he?

      He’s telling the truth. You saw the darkness in Hudson’s eyes yourself, the little voice in my head whispers to me.

      Clutching my head with one hand, I pull myself away from Darius to pace the room. My eyes never leave Hudson’s unconscious form, still clad in the rune chains.

      “So, let me get this straight. My ex-boyfriend has been possessed by a demon and what, he wants to kill me or something?” I yell, completely convinced I’ve gone insane.

      Ezekiel sighs, much like a parent who has grown disappointed with his child, “Did you not tell her anything last night or were you too busy engaging in relations?”

      Ezekiel sneers the word relations in my direction and I wince at the power I feel emanating from him. He’s angry, either at the situation or me. Maybe both.

      His harsh words cause me to blush as I pull the housecoat tighter, finally aware that I’m completely naked underneath. Darius, sensing my unease, moves to stand in front of me, effectively shielding me from everyone’s gaze.

      “Watch your tongue, Ezekiel, I have no qualms about cutting it from your mouth,” Darius threatens, earning a glare from Ezekiel.

      Everyone, including myself, gape at Darius who rolls his shoulders and stands his ground. The tension in the room is as palpable as the silence. If I had a knife, I would need to cut through it to get anywhere.

      Finally, after several minutes of their staring contest, the mood in the room shifts and I watch as Darius slowly relaxes. They must have been communicating telepathically, because no words are spoken until Ezekiel shifts in place and nods in my direction.

      “I apologize, Elara,” Ezekiel says and forces himself to smile at me before turning back to Hudson whose form still leans forward. My ex-boyfriend is completely out it.

      Darius then turns to me and put his hands on my shoulders, his smile doesn’t reach his eyes as he speaks, “Do you mind waiting in your bedroom, while we deal with this. You can clean up and get dressed.”

      Casting a glance over his shoulder, I watch as Gideon gives Hudson’s face a slap, as if trying to rouse him. Ezekiel and Dina all stand around Hudson, adrenaline practically oozing out of their pores as they stare down at my ex-boyfriend with hate in their eyes. Pascal is the only one who stands off to the side, staring at an empty wall. It is unnerving.

      I need space.

      Nodding wordlessly to Darius, I turn and make my way to my bedroom. I’m shuddering like a leaf in the wind as I hear Gideon’s growling voice in the hallway.

      “Wake up, hell spawn.”
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      Closing my door as quietly as I can manage, I lean up against the wood. I feel myself slowly sliding down to sit on the floor with knees curled up against my chest. I can hear muffled voices and the occasional sounds of fists hitting flesh.

      How have none of my neighbors heard anything or even called the cops?

      Standing, I push back my curtains and stare out the window. People are going about their business normally on the busy street below. Some people even come and go from my apartment building down below. Everyone is acting like this is a normal day. My mind drifts to the first time I met Darius. No one had seen him then in the park or in the bar later that night. Perhaps they wouldn’t now either.

      Taking in calming breaths, I go through the motions by showering and brushing my teeth. I even find a cute pair of jeans and a blouse that I think flatters my figure. When I finish, I find myself making the bed and puttering around my room. Every time I hear the tell-tale sound of pain filled groans or cursing from the living room, I freeze until the silence returns and I resume my ignorant puttering.

      Finally, when my hands find nothing more to keep me busy, I begin to pace my room. I only stop to listen for the sounds coming from my living room. After hearing another skin crawling scream, enough was enough. Striding to my bedroom door, I swing the door open, intent on interrupting whatever it was these angels were doing. I freeze at the body blocking my path.

      Pascal. The silent angel with dark sunglasses, stands in my doorway, staring down at me with his hands clasped behind his back. He doesn’t say anything and merely stands there, gazing down at me with his covered eyes. Though, Darius had told me Pascal was blind, it seems impossible considering he meets my own gaze easily.

      The silence is intimidating and I straighten my back. I’d taken on a deadly demon and won. For the most part. I shouldn’t be intimidated by a blind angel.

      “Excuse me, Pascal. I need to speak to Darius.” I speak the words quite calmly and my inner voice shouts her praises. Though the butterflies in my stomach are still rolling around.

      “I believe I know how you did it. Though I still need proof,” Pascal states mysteriously and I pause in confusion as I gaze up at him.

      “How I did what?”

      My mind reels as I think back to the day before when he asked me how I wielded the Flaming Sword. I flush at the reminder of what happened next with Darius and shake my head to clear it, thankful this angel can’t see my embarrassment.

      “I already told you I don’t know how it happened. I just knew I needed to save Darius and the other souls. The sword chose me, I guess.” I remember the panicked looks on the faces of the villagers as their homes were destroyed and the wall of the InBetween broken down. I recalled the moment I first saw Darius nailed to the crumbling wall and knew I had made the right decision.

      “For someone who craves a normal life, your past is abnormal, almost, rare. Impossible,” Pascal murmurs once more before standing aside to let me pass. A pained cry from the living room has me jumping to attention as I race down the hallway, forgetting Pascal. The room I enter is not the same room I had left mere hours ago.

      Hudson is no longer the same Hudson that had demanded entry into my apartment. He is a bloodier and bruised version of himself. His chest is cut open in places and I have to turn away at the sight of certain parts of his hand missing. I gag at the smell of burning flesh and all torture seems to stop as I try to calm my nauseated stomach.

      “Elara, you shouldn't be here for this. I told you to wait in your bedroom.” Darius’ scolding voice breaks through and he appears at my side, touching my arm as if to lead me back to my bedroom. I tense as Pascal’s silent presence looms behind me, his voice eerie in the silent apartment.

      “He will not speak to us. Only to her. I have seen as much.” Finished speaking, Pascal retreats to my couch and sits slowly as all eyes follow him. Once seated, he softly caresses one of my quilts, “So soft.”

      I shudder and turn to Darius, “What is happening? Tell me everything, now.”

      Darius sighs and pulls me aside so that I’m facing away from the carnage. “Like I told you before, the Flaming Sword is missing. The Archangels tasked me to find the sword or else, but we aren’t the only ones looking for the sword.”

      He pauses and clenches his fists tightly, as if trying to control his rising anger. I reach out and grasp his hands in my own, hoping to calm him. It seems to help as he shoots me a soft smile before continuing. “You opened the gate in the InBetween. It opened to the afterlife and to Earth, many demons escaped to Earth before the Archangels could close it. Those demons are followers of Tarnin and they will stop at nothing to find the sword and use it to unleash destruction on Earth and all who inhabit it. You are the key to the sword. You can wield it, so they need you. They’ve possessed Hudson in the hopes of taking you. We knew they were going to strike against you, we just didn’t know when or with what. Now that we have Hudson, we need the demon inside of him to talk and tell us their plans. So far, he hasn’t said much.”

      Gideon speaks up next, his voice frustrated, but trying to make light of the situation. “Talks of you often enough. Bit obsessed, I think. Keeps calling you the hero of the InBetween.”

      I turn and stare at the tortured body sitting in my dining room chair. He resembles nothing of the Hudson I had once dated and shared my life with. Resolved to not show my fear, I take a step forward and shake off Darius’ protests. Dina in turn moves to stand in my way. We lock eyes for only a moment before she nods respectfully and steps aside. Gideon is standing behind Hudson, holding his shoulders back in the chair. The chains wrapped around Hudson’s arms and chest holding him in place seem to glow faintly.

      As if awoken by my mere presence, Hudson jerks and his dark eyes gaze up at me, completely entranced. Finally, Hudson’s face breaks into that of a cruel and evil smile. The smile obviously hurts him as he winces, his voice raspy.

      “I knew you would come. You hear the call the darkness sings, hmm? Come closer. Let me unlock…” Before he can finish, Gideon pulls him back in the chair with a tug to his hair, causing the demon possessing Hudson’s body to screech in pain.

      “Focus, you. Tell us where we can find the sword.” Gideon growls impatiently from behind, “If you don’t, my friend, Dina, here is going to make sushi out of your kidneys and she’s a pretty bad cook.”

      Dina snorts behind me and laughs while the demon sends a fearful glance toward her, “I happen to make excellent sushi, Gideon.”

      The demon thrashes in the chair, but the sounds of Dina grabbing a rusty knife from her bag stops him as he growls in fright before turning his eyes on me.

      “Must bring the key to Master. Must bring the key. Master wants it, craves its blood.” I take a step back as it continues chanting and hissing. Clenching my fists, I snap my fingers in front of its face, gaining its attention.

      “Who is your master?” I ask and watch as the demon pauses before chuckling.

      “You should know, pretty soul. You stabbed him, didn’t you? Banished him straight to Hell.” The demon’s cackles continue. Ezekiel quickly steps forward and punches the demon in the stomach. The demon coughs and hacks, hunching over from the blow.

      I hug myself and turn away. My memories of killing Tarnin and what follows flash before my eyes. I shudder as I recall the way the Flaming Sword slid through his shadowy chest. The feeling of his own dagger stabbing me, practically blinded me with pain. I felt my hand moving of its own accord and touching the place I had been stabbed. No mark or scar remained, but I could still feel the pulsing burn.

      “You can feel the darkness calling to you, pretty soul. Answer it. Fulfill your destiny.” The demon chokes out and I wince, my head pounding.

      Darius snarls and steps forward, wrapping me in his arms. “Shut him up. That’s enough.”

      The demon cackles through the choking noise, “You can’t escape the darkness, pretty soul. Soon you’ll be the one in this chair, at their mercy.” With a thud, someone knocks the demon out and silence fills the room once more.

      I close my eyes and bury my face in Darius’ chest. I want to curl up with him and forget this is happening. My entire world is crashing all around me and I feel like I can do nothing to stop it.

      Ezekiel speaks quietly, “We’ll have to go to the source to get our answers.”

      I pull my face from Darius’ chest, but he holds me firmly in his arms. I don’t stop him. I need his strength. I watch as all eyes seem to shift to Dina, who snorts at the knowing looks from the others. I’m the only one who has no idea what they are talking about.

      “He’s not going to be happy about the added intrusion,” Dina glowers as Gideon laughs at her words.

      Gideon’s grin is playful and makes him seem more approachable than the serious angel, who only a few minutes ago was threatening a demon, “I’m sure you have ways of making him talk, little warrior.”

      Dina shoots a harsh glare at Gideon and pulls open her bag before collecting the chains that are still wrapped around the demon. With her short, bright, blonde hair and blue eyes she seems so innocent, but I know better. She is a warrior, lethal.

      Ezekiel nods along and murmurs, “So, it’s settled. We leave tonight. Pack your things.” Everyone, except Darius and myself, begin to move in the direction of my apartment door, which is still a gaping hole in the wall.

      “Wait! What about me?” I ask and everyone freezes as if realizing I was even still present.

      Ezekiel pauses and looks to each member of their group before stopping on me. “You will need to come with us. You’re the only one who can wield the sword and we will need you to deliver it with us back to the Archangels.”

      “But, my life here…I mean…,” my voice trails off, I’m completely dumbfounded. I’d had just started to return to my normal life. I was supposed to start back to work in a few weeks at the animal hospital.

      Darius places his hands on my shoulders and turns my chin up so I can look him in the eyes.

      “Listen to me, Elara. Nothing bad is going to happen to you. We will all protect you with our lives. I…,” Darius gazes around before his eyes land on me and he leans his forehead against mine. I close my eyes, knowing how uncomfortable he is in the presence of his family. He continues his soft words anyway, “I will be with you the entire time, my Little Moon.” I know he wants to say the words, but he can’t.

      I lean up and kiss him, ignoring the others in the room. As I pull away, I whisper, “I love you, too.”

      Pulling back from Darius, I turn to gaze at everyone. “I need to gather my bag. What will you do with Hudson?”

      Dina speaks as she puts away the last of the chains, “Gideon will banish the demon from him. Unfortunately, the human flesh is too weak to withstand such banishment. He will be no more.”

      I gaze at her confused, as she pulls a golden dagger from her bag and holds it out to Gideon, who remains standing behind Hudson. Gideon’s hand is still gripping tightly to Hudson’s head. It was then that I realize what he intends to do. I shiver and Darius takes my hand.

      “Go into your bedroom. You don’t need to see it, Elara,” Darius mutters. He wishes to shield me from the pain and cruelty of this world. He doesn’t realize that the moment I told him I loved him, it became my world too.

      “No. If I am going to join you and love you, I need to be here, for everything,” I murmur back and nod to Gideon, “Go ahead, Gideon.”

      All five angels seem oddly impressed with my statement. Our eyes turn to watch Gideon as he takes the dagger from Dina’s outstretched hand. He raises up the golden dagger and as he does, a white light flashes in his hands. Before I can react, he swings the dagger downward, stabbing Hudson right in the chest.

      For a split second all time seems to freeze. The temperature in the room seems to drop to below freezing and then skyrockets to boiling all in the same moment. Gideon yells the familiar banishment incantation Darius had once attempted to use on Tarnin and it echoes across the room.

      “Coepit daemonium!”

      The bright light encompassing the dagger takes over Hudson’s entire body and in a few short seconds the man I had felt betrayed by for so long is gone. The bloody and broken chair is all that remains.

      At the sight of the empty chair, my breathing shifts as I try to take in calming breaths. Darius instinctively recognizes the signs of my panic and drags me toward my room.

      “Clean this place up and we will meet you at the rendezvous point.” He calls over his shoulder and closes my bedroom door behind us with a thud.

      Forcing me to sit on my bed, Darius holds me tightly and murmurs the word breathe every few seconds. His closeness and the tightness of his hold help calm me. I slowly regain control of my breathing as I burrow deeper into his arms.

      “I’m sorry. You must think I’m so pathetic,” I mutter, completely embarrassed.

      Darius smiles down at me and places a soft kiss on my forehead in a reassuring manner.

      “You are the bravest woman I’ve ever known. That demon was right, you know? You are the hero of the InBetween. The woman who holds my heart. You could never be anything less in my eyes.” Darius’ chest vibrates as he laughs softly. “Though, if you do put yourself in the path of a demon again, I will have to tie you to our bed.”

      I giggle as Darius trails kisses down my face and bites at my ear lobe. My body warms at his words.

      Pulling back, I stare into his eyes, “Always so overprotective. You know I had an amazing teacher when it comes to swordplay. I think I can handle myself.”

      Darius grins and brushes against my lips with his own as he huskily answers, “Your training is not complete, my young apprentice, it is only just the beginning.”
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      I can’t believe I couldn’t say the one thing I’ve wanted to say to her in the last six months. Why couldn’t I say those words in front of my family? I had wanted to say it so many times when she first arrived home to find me in her apartment the day before.

      I love you, Elara. Is that so hard?

      Yes, my inner thoughts hiss and I push them away. It’s hours later and we are still in Elara’s room, underneath her bedsheets, completely absorbed in one another. I could spend hours beneath these sheets with her and learn something new about her sinfully beautiful body every time.

      Why couldn’t I say the words? Gazing down at her, I find myself smiling at the sight of her tousled hair and plump lips. She loves me. She had said it for all to hear, twice!

      Her breathing is soft and even against my bare chest. We will need to leave soon and I don’t want to interrupt her peaceful slumber. Who knew when she would be at peace again in the coming days. Leaning down, I place a soft kiss on her temple and enjoy the murmurs that escape her lips and the gentle squirming of her body against my own. I wince slightly as my back arches, scraping one of my welts slightly.

      Damn back.

      Looking back down on Elara, I feel the pain melt away at the sight of her beauty. Her hair is a mess. It is a tangled nest from my hands running through it. Her lips are plump from my kisses and there is already a slight bruise forming at the base of her neck from where I’d bitten and sucked on the smooth skin there. Her cheeks are a pretty, pink color and I ache to follow her blush down to the tips of her toes.

      Placing another kiss on her temple, I whisper, “I love you, Elara.”

      She squirms and stretches like a cat against me. Her eyes are still closed, but her lips form a small smile as she huskily answers, “I know.”

      Her bright eyes flutter open as her lips pull back into a bigger smile. I grin down at her and brush my lips against her nose. Growling teasingly, I pin her to the bed.

      “Say the words, Elara, or else.”

      Elara merely giggles and wiggles her delectable body beneath me. Her warm hands come to rest on my chest, as she lovingly runs her fingernails up my chest and brushes them against my nipples. A shudder of arousal runs from my chest straight down to my already hardening length.

      Damn minx. Two can play at that game.

      Leaning down, I claim one of her hard, pointy nipples in my warm mouth. Suckling softly, I turn my attentions to her other nipple, my hands already massaging the plump flesh. Her moans grow louder as she writhes beneath me. Pulling my mouth away from her rising and falling chest, I grin down at her tormented expression. Excited by the pure lust I see fill her eyes.

      “Say it, Little Moon,” I groan as I feel her long legs maneuver to wrap around my waist. Her wet heat slides deliciously against my hard length and I tense at the blissful feeling.

      Almighty, give me strength.

      Growling, I take one of her nipples in my mouth once more and clamp down tightly, eliciting a mewling sound from her sweet lips. The mewling stops as she whispers, “I love you, Darius.”

      Grinning wickedly down upon her, I don’t hesitate and take her with such force that the bed moans under the pressure. Such exertion leaves us both panting to catch our breath an hour later, still warm in each other's embrace.

      I hate to break this tender moment with her as I caress her body against mine, “We need to start packing you a bag, Elara. Only a few days worth of stuff.”

      Elara groans and stretches against me. Damn her body. Pulling myself reluctantly away, I move to stand and find my clothes once more. They are strewn about the room in such a fashion, that I was thankful I was able to find them at all.

      “I’m already packed,” Elara says from the bed and I turn to stare at her, bewildered by her comment.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, not sure if I will like the answer or not. Had she planned on running if I came looking for her?

      Elara appears sheepish as she shyly holds the bed covers to her naked body. I can feel myself hardening once more at the sight of her neck and my mark there. I find myself becoming more and more possessive of her as time passes.

      Watching her almost die had caused me to become covetous of my Little Moon. The others would surely enjoy themselves at my expense. Shaking myself inwardly, I focus on her words and try not to focus on the arousing sight of her pink cheeks and puffy lips.

      “Well, I made sure to have a bag packed in case you ever showed up. I wanted to be ready. It wasn’t like I thought something bad was going to happen, but after everything we had been through, I didn’t want to take any chances,” Elara says as she smiles shyly up at me. Her eyes warily sneak over to her closet before wandering back to me, eyebrow raised in question, “Would you like to see it?”
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      Darius appears curious and a little confused by my statement. I didn’t want to tell him that over the last six months, I’d waited, hoping and praying he would appear back in my life. I’d even done something insanely stupid and visited this crazy lady on Long Island who claimed to have a connection with angels and demons. It hadn’t worked. I’d been left feeling frustrated and disappointed.

      Those days had been dark, but I’d risen from the ashes with the hope that one day we’d be reunited. I had decided instead of waiting for Darius to show up, I’d research and be prepared in case there was trouble. Climbing out of the bed, I began to feel a tad self-conscious about the fact that I am completely naked except for my bedsheet. My hands instinctively grasp the bed covers tighter and wrap it around me like a dress.

      “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but we never really talked about stuff like this,” I say as I pull the duffel bag out of the back of my closet.

      I slowly open it up to show him my hidden treasures. Inside are the essential toiletries and a few pairs of clothes, but the rest had slowly become my obsession over the past few months. Without even thinking about his reaction, I pull out the sharp dagger I had wedged between two socks.

      “Elara, give that to me. It’s sharp.” Darius orders and strides forward in an effort to take the dagger from me as he asks, “Where in the Almighty’s name did you even get something like this?”

      Bristling at his attitude, I take a step back and flip the dagger between my fingers expertly by the thin hilt. I admit it. I was showing off my new skills. Hours of watching videos of swordplay and dagger handling was enough to keep me entertained until Darius returned into my life.

      “It’s mine. I bought it and had it blessed by a priest. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do?” I ask. When Darius’ eyes brighten with the laughter that he tries to hold in, I feel like a complete idiot.

      Darius doesn’t hold his laughter in for long and soon his booming laugh fills my bedroom. I grasp the hilt tightly and place the dagger back in my duffle bag, ignoring the amused man behind me.

      “Fine. Forget it. Have fun saving the world without me, angel boy,” I say as I turn on my heel and march into my bathroom, slamming the door behind me.

      Darius’ voice still sounds like he was smiling as he knocks on the door, “Come on, Little Moon, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just…the image of you entering a church and asking a pious priest to bless that dagger was too much.”

      Pouting, I open the door a smidge. Glaring up at him, I ask, “So it was a waste of time? That priest seemed pretty serious about the whole thing. He spoke Latin and everything.”

      Darius pushes the door open further and grins down at me. “He probably thought it was some gimmick and only wanted to humor you. Don’t worry. The dagger, while probably not officially blessed, will still be able to gut a demon. Although, I’m not happy with the idea of you being anywhere near another demon ever again.”

      I roll my eyes and push away from Darius, ignoring the heat in his eyes as my blanket drops to the floor, effectively leaving me naked before his eyes as I grumble to myself.

      “Get used to it, buddy.”
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      Leaving my apartment had been an interesting experience. When I walked out of my bedroom, I found that my living room, kitchen, dining room and front door are completely fixed. No evidence of torture or my door being kicked down is present. Even my vases full of lavender blooms are present once more around the room. I hesitate as I gaze around. Something is different. My apartment is definitely cleaner than before.

      “Can you have angels come and clean my apartment all the time now?” I ask teasingly as Darius takes my bag from me and we walk hand in hand out of my apartment.

      Leaving the actual building is been interesting as well. None of my neighbors who are coming or going even seem to notice us. It is when one of my elderly neighbors almost walks right into me and I have to quickly dart out of the way that I realize the truth. We are invisible to everyone.

      I cast a questioning glance at Darius who merely smiles down at me in response. He takes my hand once more with a comforting squeeze. As we walk, I recall my first meeting with Darius and the looks I’d gotten from people during my yelling fest. I had assumed the looks were because I was causing a scene over some ducks. The truth, I soon realized that night, was that Darius and all angels could make their presence completely unknown to humans.

      Walking along the busy sidewalk, I find it even more difficult to keep myself from bumping into people or accidentally tripping them. Keeping my hand locked with Darius’ seems to help as he weaves us through the crowded sidewalks until we find ourselves in a more upscale neighborhood of New York.

      “Do angels always make themselves invisible or just in the presence of humans,” I ask the question as Darius gracefully darts a bike messenger who flies by on the crosswalk we are waiting at. All around us men and women rush here and there in their fancy business suits and stellar dresses. They are all completely unaware of the powerful being in their midst.

      “Mostly in the presence of humans. Sometimes we don’t need to, because we aren’t acting under official business. With our wings hidden, we appear like average humans.” Darius grins down at me and wiggles his eyebrows mischievously.

      I laugh at his teasing and squeeze his hand in mine as I whisper, “I will never describe you as average.”

      The flashing light tells us to cross as we make our way toward a busy street and an even busier, luxurious looking hotel. As we move closer, I recognize the hotel immediately.

      Wicked.

      The large, red sign that is wrapped around the front of the hotel shines out over the New York skyline in a way that makes me shiver with anticipation. The hotel chain is owned by some European billionaire and he has beautiful hotels in every major city across the planet. Only the best for the rich and famous.

      Too rich for my blood, I think inwardly.

      Darius hasn’t picked up on my unease as he pulls me toward the hotel and we are greeted by the doorman under the VIP doorway. The man tips his hat at Darius and seems to pause as he shifts his gaze over me. His leering face morphs into a wolfish grin as he nods his head at me.

      So, they can see us now? My thoughts are interrupted at the sound of Darius’ low growl. I freeze as the doorman pauses and turns serious.

      “My apologies. Enjoy your stay,” the door man murmurs.

      Before I can ask what was wrong, Darius is pulling me into the hotel lobby. I don’t like being seen now. Too many people seem to zero in on us as we enter. Scratch that. Too many women seem to zero in on Darius. The man is a freaking wet dream. I shoot a simmering glare at one particular woman sitting in the lounge area as she licks her lips at the sight of Darius. Her cat-like eyes meet mine and she reluctantly snorts before turning away.

      Moving closer to him, I raise myself up on my tiptoes in my flats and whisper in his ear, “We can be seen now?”

      Darius nods, but doesn’t speak as his eyes scan the busy bar area off to the side of the lobby. Movement in the back corner seems to catch his eye and I follow his gaze through the crowded bar. The raised hand of Gideon has me tensing.

      As we approach hand in hand, Gideon’s boyish face morphs into a grin as he takes in my dark jeans and fancy top. Gideon lets out a low whistle as he sips at his drink and he mutters, “Damn, Darius, maybe I need to get myself a human girlfriend.”

      Before Darius can growl out a response, I swiftly step forward, gaining Gideon’s attention. Taking an empty seat in the booth opposite Gideon, I ignore his appreciative gaze.

      “I don’t think you have the wings to handle a human, Gideon.”

      I grin as Gideon’s face droops at my comment before he playfully glares back. He quickly signals a waitress to swing by to take our orders. Once Darius has ordered a whiskey and I ordered water, we were alone. I scan the booth, Ezekiel, Dina and Pascal are not present.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask Gideon and notice as he quickly glances at Darius before leaning forward over the table, to keep our conversation private.

      “Pascal is meditating in a room upstairs, Ezekiel is polishing his sword and Dina is trying to pick out a dress,” Gideon grunts before swigging back the rest of his drink and sets the empty glass down on the table.

      I can’t help but giggle at his statement. The words just seem so normal, like he wasn’t even talking about angels. I shake my head in disbelief, waiting for the waitress who delivers our drinks to leave.

      Gazing up at Darius, I inquire quietly, “Why were you growling at the doorman?”

      “He was looking at you too closely for my liking,” Darius murmurs.

      He casually takes a sip from his glass as he scans the room, before sliding into the booth next to me. His arm comes to rest on my shoulders as he brings me in closer, and I feel his nose delve inside my hair to bump against my ear.

      His whisper is low, but I hear it as if he is yelling the word, “Demon.”

      I tense and slowly shift my eyes to the mirror that rests behind the bar. It gives me an excellent view of the front doors. I quickly spot the doorman who stands at the ready to open the VIP doors. He doesn’t look like a demon, he looks human. Inwardly, I know he gives off a creepy vibe, but nevertheless he appears human.

      “Look closer,” Darius purrs, his face still buried in my hair. “Unlock all of your senses.”

      I blink my eyes and find myself really staring at the man in the red doorman jacket and black pants. As I stare at him harder, the image before me shifts and his human appearance melts away to reveal a hulking grey, skinned demon. Two short, stubby horns stick out of his head and barely hold his red cap on. When his dark eyes swing about and meet mine in the mirror, I gasp and look away, focusing on my glass on the table.

      Darius’ hand caresses my shoulder in a comforting gesture and when I gaze back up in the mirror, the doorman is once again human. The sense of evil emanating off of him does not dissipate.

      “How is he able to do that? And how am I able to see him like that?” I ask and my eyes meet Gideon’s across the table who sneers in disgust at the mention of a demon.

      “Their bred from the depths of hell. What do you expect?” Gideon answers and I feel Darius tense again at my side.

      At Darius’ glare, Gideon sighs, “Sorry. Old habits. I hate demons. Don’t like the fact that we’re so close at present. You can probably see his true nature due to a side effect of coming into contact with the sword.”

      Somewhere in the distance, I hear the sound of an elevator dinging and Gideon mumbles, “Finally,” before standing.

      Darius helps me to stand from the booth and I watch as Pascal, Ezekiel and Dina step out of the elevator by the front desk. More heads turn as they walk toward us and I notice that groups of beautiful men and women whisper as they pass. When I focus hard enough on the whispering bodies lounging in chairs or at the bar, I can see some human faces melting away to reveal more demons. I freeze at the realization that we are surrounded, literally.

      Darius holds me tighter and I pull my gaze away to look up at him. He smiles and whispers in my ear, “Relax. We don’t bother them, they don’t bother us.”

      When the others join us, I immediately notice Dina has changed. Her short, blond hair is curled perfectly around her pale face. She is wearing a deep, maroon cocktail dress that ends just above her knees with tall, black heels.

      The slit that runs up her thigh shows enough for me to wonder if she is wearing anything more beneath the revealing dress. I immediately send a glance down at my own clothes and feel underdressed.

      Gideon speaks first and grins at Dina, “Just wanted to throw something more comfortable on before meeting with the big guy, huh?”

      Dina glowers at Gideon, “Watch it, Gideon. Loose lips lose them.”

      Their playful banter continues as Ezekiel speaks to Darius who remains at my side.

      “Are you sure we should bring her? It seems too great of a risk.” Ezekiel murmurs and my ears perk up. I know instantly that Ezekiel is referring to me. I don’t think he likes my presence very much.

      Darius merely tightens his hold on me, “She stays.”

      Pascal hasn’t said a word and behind his dark glasses, I wonder if he is truly even listening. He even remains quiet as Dina scans our group and snaps her fingers, “Let’s go. No time like the present.”

      As Dina spins on her tall heels toward the back of the bar, I pull Darius to stop so that I can glance up at him and ask, “What exactly are we doing and who are we meeting?”

      Dina hears my questions and quickly spins back around to face us, anger and shock evident on her face, “You didn’t tell her? What were you doing this whole time?”

      Gideon chuckles and nudges Pascal, whose face remains passive. Gideon jokingly mutters, “I bet I know what they were doing.”

      Dina ignores Gideon and lets out a huff of frustration before pulling me away from a sputtering Darius. I glance over my shoulder at Darius and the others as she drags me away. Darius doesn’t look happy as he glowers in Dina’s direction and walks in step with the others behind us. I turn to face forward as Dina stops before a black wall hidden away at the back of the bar.

      I stare at the wall, half expecting us to walk right through it until Dina extends her hand and presses her red polished fingernail to a hidden button off to the side. The button lights up and with a ding, the black wall parts open to reveal a pristine elevator on the inside.

      Rushing me into the elevator, Dina waits until everyone is inside before pressing the only other button inside the elevator. The elevator itself is glamorous with golden walls and black designs interwoven with the gold. Some of the designs even resemble the angelic runes I’d seen in the past.

      Dina presses the only button, which I quickly see is labeled “L”. I shift uncomfortably before turning an arched eyebrow on Dina who is crowding me into the corner of the elevator, far from Darius, who continues to glower. Dina continues to press the “L” button and the elevator proceeds to move, down, not up, like I had thought.

      Clearing my throat, I let out a nervous chuckle, “So where are we going and who are we meeting?”

      This is my first ever conversation with the woman Darius considers a sister and family. I need to make her comfortable with my presence. I want her to like me. I want all of them to like me, but Dina is my first attempt. I can tell she is nervous or perhaps has her guard up around me. Darius had alluded to the fact that Dina was protective of all her brothers. As I cast my eyes over Dina’s dress, a small smile formed on my face.

      When she doesn’t answer my first question, I chuckle, “Are we meeting someone you’re trying to impress? Because if so, that dress would make a blind man see.” I sneak a glance toward Pascal and sheepishly smile at him, “Sorry, Pascal.”

      Gideon is the only one who laughs with me and I meet his teasing eyes. Gideon’s wink reassures me and I’m grateful that I’ve gained one ally in Darius’ family. His playful face quickly turns serious and everyone faces the doors of the elevator at the sound of the elevator stopping.

      Here we go.
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      Dina slowly pulls her hand away from the button as the doors open. Weaving my hand through hers, she tugs me through the now open doors of the elevator into very modern looking office lobby.

      The walls are gold with black and red accents. The tapping of nails on a keyboard is all that is heard along with the click of Dina’s heals as we approach. A young woman is sitting at a large desk, tapping away on a desktop keyboard. Behind her are two large oak doors that seem imposing and out of place in this office lobby.

      The woman sitting at the desk doesn’t look up at us and instead continues typing away on her computer. Her dark hair is perfectly in place and her pale skin gives her an ethereal look, much like a fairy from my mother’s bedtime stories.

      Dina stops us before the desk and I feel the presence of the others come to stop behind me. As I gaze around, I’m struck by the fact that there are no windows and I try to calm my breathing as I realize this fact. Who knew my claustrophobia would rise up now? My thoughts race to the pit I’d been thrown into in the InBetween and I shudder at the thought of once again being locked underground.

      A warm, strong hand reaches out and touches my back. I instantly feel a calming relief spread through me. Turning to look over my shoulder, I smile into the dark sunglasses of Pascal, who smiles slightly back. Darius was right, he is a healer.

      Turning back to face the desk and typing woman, I peer down at Dina’s tapping toes as the woman at the desk continues to ignore us. Dina’s impatient foot tapping seems to annoy the woman as she finally looks away from her computer. The woman appears startled by the sight of all six of us as her shrewd eyes take us all in before landing on Dina.

      “He’s not taking any visitors today,” the woman’s somber voice speaks up finally, filling the once silent room. My eyes are drawn to the large double doors, the only doors in this place other than the elevator. Even through the door, I can sense something powerful and sinister lurking behind them.

      Dina smiles down at the woman coolly and tilts her head, “I’m sure he’ll make an exception once you tell him who his visitors are.”

      The woman pauses and I can see her clenching her fists above the white desk. As I scan her, my eyes take in the paleness of her skin once again. As I concentrate harder, the flicker of her shape melting away shifts before remaining solid once more. I try again to see through her illusion, but she is too strong. I faintly wonder if the others can see her true form.

      The woman finally huffs and stands, “He’s not in a very, angelic mood today, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      With that, the woman stalks off toward the double doors, knocks once and disappears inside the mysterious room. I pause, waiting to see if I can hear anything, but no sound emanates from the room beyond the double doors.

      Finally, after only a few seconds, the woman appears once more, this time, visibly shaken and pulls open both doors, extending her arm to us as she coolly smiles, “Please, go right on in.”

      As we walk past and the doors close behind us, I cast my gaze back and meet hers. Her gaze is filled with fear and funnily enough, relief. Perhaps she is relieved that she doesn’t have to be present in this room as well?

      Still firmly in her grasp, Dina pulls me through the gold doors. My eyes adjust slowly to the darkened room and I’m soon able to gaze upon our new surroundings. The walls on either side of the room are grey stone and torches line the walls, casting a faint glow across the room.

      The stone walls stop at the curved portion of the room in front of us. Instead of a curved stone wall, the wall itself is made entirely of glass. Beyond the wall of glass is darkness. My skin crawls at the sight and something has the hairs on my arms and neck standing on edge. I quickly realize it isn’t something, but someone. I take in a sharp breath at the sight of him.

      The large man sitting on a throne of rock, his skin as golden as the angels who now surround me in an obvious protective stance, though Dina keeps a firm grip on my arm. She is the only one who is relaxed. Even the golden man sitting atop his rock throne appears tense.

      He could very well be considered an angel given his features. He is large. Larger than Darius, Gideon and Ezekiel. His golden hair is curly and long, brushing against his shoulders. He doesn’t wear a shirt and the sight of his scarred chest is enough to send me on edge. You don’t have scars like those without being considered dangerous.

      Damn it, I need my dagger!

      The angelic man wore a pair of snug black pants and when he shifts in his seat, I see them. They blend in with the darkness that peers in through the glass. His wings.

      They remind me of Tarnins, though much more intimidating and impressive. Theses wings are leathery and large with sharp tips and edges. They jut out of his back and shift when he straightens in his throne. He doesn’t try to hide their impressive size.

      Only a few seconds have passed. The man’s bright, blue eyes take in each of us; and when he meets my gaze, I feel myself freeze at the look in his eyes. Recognition, perhaps?

      When the doors finally close behind us, the man shifts in his throne and moves to stand. He is even bigger standing to full height. His wings almost scrape the low stone ceiling as he steps off the dais that houses his throne.

      His gaze drifts to Dina and he takes her in, as if for the first time. He is practically drooling as he looks her over from head to toe. When this mysterious man finally speaks, it is only to Dina, who meets his lust-filled gaze with her own challenging one.

      His voice is deep and hypnotizing all at the same time. It reminds me of a voice that is used to lull one into a false sense of reality, “Dina. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

      Dina snorts and drops my arm, before taking a step forward, away from the safety of the group, “Didn’t you get my texts?”

      The man’s lips quirk upwards into a smirk as his eyes turn playful, “Can’t seem to find that confounded contraption you call a cell phone. You’ll have to get me a new one.”

      Dina snorts again and pulls a sleek iPhone from between her breasts. The man’s nostrils flare as he watches her tap away at her phone. When she finishes, the light of another cell phone flashes in the man’s front pocket and a song about a maneater begins to play throughout the silent room.

      The man shakes his head, still grinning, as he pulls the cell phone out of his pocket, ending the call. Dina nestles her phone once more between her breasts, hidden by the dress she wore, much to the mysterious man’s amusement.

      “Clever witch,” the man murmurs before pocketing the phone and turning back to his throne, “What do you want, Dina?”

      I stare at his back for the first time and am barely able to control myself before the gasp can fly out of my mouth. His entire back is littered with white scars. They remind me so much of Darius’ back. Only this whip had been much crueler to this mysterious man. I could tell from the cut of his scars; the whip wielder had been cruel.

      The way he purrs Dina’s name was enough to have me sending a confused look to Darius, whose eyes remain forward, glaring at the man. I look at the others and all of them are glaring at this man, except the blind Pascal. Dina has managed to keep the smile on her face as if she’d won some sort of victory. Before Dina can claim this confusing victory, Darius’ impatience won out.

      “We’re here to speak to one of your generals who was recently banished back to the depths of the abyss. He goes by the name Tarnin,” Darius says, his voice underlying his impatience with this whole spectacle. At Darius’ words, the man turns to face us once more.

      The angelic man does not take his eyes from Dina, nor she him. Instead, he sneers as he speaks, “Was I asking you, Keeper?”

      Darius growls and moves to take a step forward. I instinctively grasp his wrist, pulling him to a halt.

      Before he can stop me, I interrupt, “We need to speak to Tarnin, it is a matter of life or death.”

      Finally, the angelic man’s eyes shift to meet mine. He stares down at me so intensely that I wince at the feeling of power emanating from his stare. Darius growls in protest and steps in front of me. Effectively blocking the other man’s view. All around me the others tense and I hear Dina shudder a weary sigh.

      “Luc, please, focus. It’s urgent we speak to Tarnin. I happen to know you have him locked up in your cells down below as we speak. The fate of millions depends on it.” Dina’s words are spoken out of frustration and I freeze as her words wash over me.

      The angelic man’s name is Luc?

      “Don’t think you can play on my conscious, little angel,” the man, Luc, growls. “You all know I have no conscious.” The man pauses before continuing, “You, Keeper. Stand aside. Let the girl speak.”

      He is curious, this man. Perhaps because a human has never spoken so brazenly to him before or perhaps, he has never seen an angel so protective over a human before.

      I watch as Darius struggles to reign in his anger as he steps aside, but remains close by. He takes my hand in his as a sign of his claim over me. I don’t balk at his possessive nature and, in fact, I appreciate it in this situation.

      Luc, the angelic man, steps off his throne dais once more and comes to stand only a few steps away from us. I have to crane my neck even further than I usually do for Darius to meet this angelic man’s gaze.

      “Elara Greer,” he croons my name as if I am wonderous piece of art or splendor. I feel Darius squeeze my hand for assurance. It helps, but only a little.

      “You’re a long way from home, Elara. Do you know who I am?” The man asks, his lips turning into a sinful grin as he stares down at me. It’s as if he is trying to read my very thoughts.

      I grow cold from his gaze and lower my own to the floor. I had never felt such power bearing down upon me before, it was almost stifling. How do the others not quake at the feel of it?

      The man chuckles and I risk a glance up as he laughs, “So new you are to the real world. It's a wonder you’ve remained untouched for so long.”

      Before he can elaborate further, Luc turns away from us, but not before brushing a curl from Dina’s face as he passes the clearly angered angel. Dina doesn’t move at his touch and merely stares back him, a continued challenge in her eyes.

      The man walks back to his throne and collapses into it with a dissatisfied grunt. “I am called Lucifer, Elara, or you can call me Satan, if you prefer. The favorite son. The powerful son. The vengeful son of the Almighty.”

      I lose my breath as the realization hits me. The man before me is an angel, or at least a fallen one. It all makes sense. The first fallen one. I’d read about research done on his fall from the Almighty’s grace. Though it was all mortal research, it gave me a bit of insight into his background. It would also explain his featherless wings and scarred back.

      Lucifer grins at my expression of shock and lets out a harsh chuckle. “So, you are the one who defeated my little minion, Tarnin.”

      Dina tenses in shock and sputters in outrage before I can respond, “Are you admitting that you sent Tarnin to trick Ambriel and destroy the InBetween?”

      Lucifer pouts, “My Dina, how could you ever think such a thing of me?” He holds a hand to his heart, or at least where his heart should be, and appears to look contrite.

      Before long, his grin is back as he mutters, “Those under my charge have the right to choose, just as you and the mortals on Earth do. If they choose not to follow my orders, they are banished from my protection. I am not to blame for Tarnins wrongful choice.”

      Darius growls, “Nor did you try and stop him, or at least warn the Archangels that he had masqueraded as a human in the hopes of stealing the Flaming Sword?”

      Lucifer glares, all hint of fun gone as his hands clutch the arms of his throne tightly. “My sword if you recall, Keeper. It was I who wielded the Flaming Sword first before it was taken from me by your precious Archangels, my brothers and sisters.”

      Dina asks her voice pleading, “Do you know where the sword is now, Luc?”

      When Luc’s angered face meets Dina’s, he visibly softens as he answers, “No. If I did, I would have taken it for myself by now.” His words seem truthful, but one look at Darius tells me he doesn’t believe Lucifer so readily like Dina.

      “We must speak with Tarnin. His followers are looking for it.” Dina pleads and takes a step toward Lucifer.

      Lucifer pauses and seems to be mulling over her words, before he suddenly stands and steps down off the steps of the dais, “I’ll allow it. For a favor.”

      “Ask it.” Dina murmurs, as if she already is aware of the favor he is about to ask. As if she has been asked this favor many times. I wonder if their relationship is sanctioned or forbidden. No one here would tell, that’s for sure.

      “A few minutes alone...with the girl. Elara.” As Lucifer speaks, his words serious and taunting all at the same time.

      At his words, Darius growls and pushes me once more behind him. The others, Ezekiel and Gideon, guard me from the sides. Pascal is still standing close to the doors, not even seeming to be present for this meeting. Lucifer obviously has no concern for the blind angel.

      “No deal,” Darius snarls and Dina stares at Lucifer shocked. I feel bad for her. Dina obviously thought his favor would be something more personal.

      I peek around Darius and watch the amusement flash across Lucifer’s face. He reminds me of none of the images I’ve seen depicted of the famous ruler of Hell. My eyes stray to the windows that showcase the darkness.

      Is that Hell?

      “No deal, no Tarnin.” Lucifer mutters and extends his hand to brush another wayward curl from Dina’s face. This time, she flinches and pulls back, disgust on her face.

      Dropping his hands to his sides, I watch as Lucifer’s eyes shift. He reminds me of Darius when we first met. How I’d been cruel to him and all those days wasted when we could have spent them together. Pushing past Darius, I step forward.

      “Let’s talk then,” I say, with as much fake courage and bravado as I can muster as I stand before the King of Hell. Lucifer’s eyes glint with a grin as he looks over me toward Darius. He’s enjoying the pain he’s putting the man I love through.

      “Elara, no! I won’t allow it!” Darius growls and reaches out to grab my wrist. I jump back and glare back at him.

      “We need the information Tarnin has. It’s only for a few minutes and he won’t hurt me,” I pause and sneak a glance at Lucifer, “Will you?”

      Lucifer nods, “I won’t lay a finger on you, sweet Elara.”

      I nod back and give Darius a pleading look, as I mutter, “It’s only for a few minutes and then we can go.”

      The doors to the waiting area open and the receptionist is waiting at the doors to escort the others out. I don’t miss the scathing glare Dina shoots Lucifer and the receptionist as she storms out of the room. Pascal quickly follows behind. It takes both, Ezekiel and Gideon to force Darius to leave. He doesn’t say anything and just drags his feet, never letting his gaze waver from mine.

      When the doors close, my heart sinks and I realize I am truly alone with the devil.
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      With the doors closed, all is silent, except for my harsh breathing.

      Amused, Lucifer speaks first, “Are you going to pass out?”

      I shake my head and clench my fingers tightly at my side. I am determined not to show fear. I need to be brave for Darius and the others. And most of all, for myself.

      “That angel certainly loves you, if he’s willing to challenge me in my own domain over a few minutes of privacy,” Lucifer chuckles. He slowly saunters over to the window and arrogantly nods his head in the direction of the view. “Come here, Elara, and cast your eyes upon my kingdom. I know you are curious.”

      I was curious. Before I knew it, I have taken a step and then another in the direction of the windows. I find myself standing a few steps away from the King of Hell himself, staring down at his fiery kingdom.

      It reminds me of the world beyond the wall of the InBetween. Desolate, dark and scorched. Rivers and lakes of fire abound everywhere. Nothing grew here. No light, only darkness. I can see movement on the ground below and recognize soul-eaters and their shadowy tendrils as they roam the barren land. From what I can see there are no souls, much to my confusion.

      As if sensing my line of thought, Lucifer speaks, pride evident in his voice, “The souls are safely below ground. The soul-eaters patrol the lands to ensure none try to escape. A fate worse than death to be consumed by a soul-eater, even in Hell. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      My mind drifts to the one-armed woman I’d met in the InBetween, Renna. Did she survive or did she escape to Earth with the other demons? She too had been tainted by Tarnins darkness and had betrayed me in my hour of need. I clench my fists and shake my head as my thoughts fill at the pain she must have endured.

      “No being should go through something so horrendous,” I simply say before turning my gaze away from his kingdom to stare up at the King of Hell. “Why did you want to speak to me?”

      “You intrigue me. I’ve never heard of a mortal wielding the Flaming Sword before. I suppose it has my brothers and sisters up in arms. To lose such power must be driving them mad,” Lucifer chuckles, clearly amused at the thought of the Archangels upset.

      “They hurt Darius,” I murmur, “For saving me, they punished him.”

      Turning away from the window fully, I stare around the room. It is empty and dark. Nothing like Darius’ throne room in the InBetween. My heart sinks as a voice whispers in the back of my mind, Is the castle even still standing after the demons had attacked?

      Lucifer makes a sound that resembles a scolding noise as he begins to circle me. The bottoms of his large wings drag on the ground and cause me to tense at the mere sight of them. They aren’t as alert as they were before. Perhaps because I am not a real threat like the others were.

      “Do I detect a hint of anger over an Archangel’s divine decision? They are after all the Almighty’s most trusted guardians of Earth and His protected realms.”

      I shrug and cross my arms, “They didn’t have to punish him. They could have punished me, but not him. He doesn’t deserve anymore pain in his life.”

      Lucifer hums in acknowledgement and when he circles to face me, a grin appears on his face, “Do you know where the Flaming Sword is, Elara?”

      “No. Even if I did, do you think I would tell you, the King of Hell?” I scoff at the ridiculous question.

      Lucifer chuckles and shakes his head, “You wielded the sword and blended your blood with its essence when you opened the gates to the afterlife and Earth. You will be sought after by many. Be prepared and do not trust anyone other than those who have brought you to me.”

      I shake my head at his statement. None of it makes sense, “Why? I don’t have the sword and even if I did, I wouldn’t use it for evil.”

      Lucifer clicks his tongue and gives me a scathing look, “I am sure Ambriel thought the same thing. Demons can be very alluring creatures. Even to a powerful angel like she was.”

      My heart breaks as I think of Ambriel, “Darius loved her. He did not wish to be the one to strip her of her power.”

      Lucifer nods as he proceeds to lean against his throne, “I am sure she appreciated his wish when he carved her wings from her back.”

      I wince as the image of Ambriel’s wings on display in Darius’ throne room pushes to the forefront of my mind. I shake my head to dissuade the images and focus on Lucifer.

      “What did you hope to gain by speaking with me privately?”

      “To see if the rumors are true.”

      “What rumors?”

      “Tarnin has spread tales of your abilities and they have run rampant throughout the underworld and even across Earth itself. He claims to have tasted a small drop of your essence and witnessed the power waiting within you to be unleashed.” Lucifer’s words are hypnotic as my mind races, trying to keep up.

      I hug myself tightly, growing frustrated with this turn of events. “We need to speak to him. All of us.”

      Lucifer nods in agreement and proceeds to walk toward his throne once more, murmuring softly, “Your maker was wise to hide you away as he did.”

      “Wait...what?”

      Before I can ask anything more, the doors are kicked open and a growling Darius has me protectively in his arms, a sword drawn and ready in his hand. Where did he get a sword?

      “Time’s up, Lucifer,” he growls and I squirm in his arms. I look around amazed as I see that Gideon and Ezekiel have drawn swords as well, their eyes on Lucifer, ready. Dina is standing behind them, glaring at Lucifer. For a split second, Dina’s eyes are drawn to mine and I freeze under her icy stare.

      “Take us to Tarnin, Lucifer,” Dina orders as Lucifer glares back tensing at Dina’s tone.

      I want to stop them, but Darius is pulling me out of the room as Lucifer snaps his fingers and the receptionist appears at the door. Her eyes are wary as they dart around the room at the sight of the weapons the angels are wielding.

      “Take them to Tarnin, Lilith,” Lucifer orders the receptionist and my heart beats faster at the mention of her name. Wasn’t there an all-powerful demoness called Lilith?

      Lucifer smiles then at all of us, his eyes landing on mine for a brief second before finally ending on Dina’s. The once composed angel is obviously furious, given her clenched fists and icy blue eyes.

      “Please do come again. You are always welcome here,” Lucifer croons and turns away from the group, dismissing us as he strides away and stops before the dark windows.

      Darius doesn’t waste another second and drags me out of the room. Gideon follows us, watching our back. I gaze over my shoulder to see Ezekiel dragging a reluctant Dina out of the room. It is only then that I realize we are missing Pascal, but his quiet presence appears once more as we enter the waiting room. The demoness, Lilith, shifts nervously on her feet, obviously uncomfortable with being tasked to attend to angels.

      Lilith motions us back to the elevator; and when we are all inside, I grow cold and shiver. Darius notices and wraps his arms around me. I feel his lips at my ear and I feel myself straightening as I listen to his words. I am certain the others can hear, but I no longer care.

      “Are you all right? Did he hurt you?”

      I shake my head at Darius’ questions and gaze up at him before sending a pointed look to the demoness, Lilith, who stands facing the closed elevator doors. Her finger is on the button holding it in the down position.

      I’ll tell you everything soon, Darius, I whisper in my mind, hoping he understands.

      For now, I revel in the feel of his arms around me, giving me the strength to go on. Finally, the elevator stops and the doors open. I gasp as the heat, from beyond the door’s blasts, all around us. I wince at the uncomfortable feeling, that reminds me of being in a sauna, as I try to breathe naturally.

      Lilith backs out of our way and motions for us to step off the elevator without her, grinning at us with an evil smile, “Welcome to Hell.”
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      I don’t like this place. The heat and moans of the dead are enough to have me on edge. Waiting for only a few minutes while Elara was locked in a room alone with the traitorous son of the Almighty, the King of Hell, had been my own personal version of Hell.

      Gideon had been forced to hold me back from breaking down the bastard’s doors to get to Elara a few times. I could sense her fear and my fear tripled. I had only just gotten her back, there was no way I was losing her a second time.

      Now in the depths of Hell, Lilith points us in the direction of a long hallway lined with cells that house demons, young and old, the cruelest of the cruel. I keep Elara close, the others encircled around us, though Dina remains further behind.

      Dina has been unusually quiet since our meeting with Lucifer and her anger is practically rolling off of her in waves. Perhaps by the way Lucifer seemed so intrigued with Elara. It is foolish. We all know where Lucifer’s eyes are firmly planted, though none of us understand the complexity of their relationship. It is inevitably up to Dina to make her choices in life.

      I spare a glance down upon my Elara. She appears so calm and lost in thought. I wish for nothing more than to take her away from this hellish place and question her thoroughly about what went on in that room with Lucifer.

      I feel Elara cringe as she instinctively tightens her hold on my hand. Demons hiss and call to us as we pass their cells. Some even slash the bars in an attempt to escape and attack, but are instantly brought to their knees by the power holding them imprisoned.

      Ezekiel, leading our group, stops ahead of us. We are at the final cell. It is larger than the rest and more private. Probably because of Tarnins position as a general of Lucifer’s armies. Lucifer ensures all of his people are well cared for; but if you step one toe out of line, you will be dealt with a punishment worse than death.

      As we step closer to the cell, I notice the figure standing in the darkened corner of the cell and my senses scream one word. Demon.

      Tarnin looks nothing like the shadowy monster he’d illusioned himself as in the InBetween. When Ezekiel steps aside, I almost push myself in front of Elara to stop her from seeing what only she and I understand.

      Her gasp of anguish crushes me. I’m too late. She is already staring, wide-eyed at Tarnin or at least who Tarnin is pretending to be. The others do not understand his illusion, though they do sense my anger bubbling at the sight of the despicable demon. Even imprisoned in this hell Tarnin has power. He feeds off the other prisoners’ fear and wretchedness.

      I meet the clear, blue eyes I’d only had the opportunity to view once. His blonde, curly hair is dirty and greasy. His skin is pale and he’d obviously lost some weight since the moment we’d stepped into Elara’s memories.

      Tarnin has illusioned himself as Elara’s father.
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      “Dad?” I whisper in shock at the sight of my father standing behind the bars of the last cell. Darius has tensed in his hold around me at the sight of my father as well. He is unable to stop me as I rush forward and pull on the bars in an effort to open them.

      “Dad!” I call as the man who had raised me and been taken from me at such a young age continues to stand at the back of his cell. His clear blue eyes never leave mine as I pull on the bars of the cell.

      A comforting hand comes to rest on my shoulder, as I am pulled away from the cell bars. I stare up at Darius, who sends me a pitied look before turning his angry eyes on my father’s figure.

      “Elara…that’s not your father,” Darius murmurs and my eyes widen at his words. I swing my gaze to the others. They are all sending me pitying looks, even Pascal through his sunglasses, I can tell is upset for me.

      I swing my gaze back to view my father behind the bars, “But…,”

      Slowly my father’s eyes shift as my words trail off and, in their place, remains darkness. The black irises have taken over as his eyes practically drip evil and his pale lips curl into a cynical smile.

      His words, while raspy from thirst cause my blood to run cold, “Hello, pretty soul. I told you I’d see you in Hell.”

      Tarnin.

      I don’t even realize I grab the sword Darius has strapped to his hip until it is level with Tarnin, masquerading as my father, Matthew Greer. The anger I feel bubbling deep inside me knew no bounds as everything around us seems to freeze and the sounds coming from the other prisoners’ quiets.

      I tremble at the weight of the sword. It isn’t like the light training swords Darius trained me with or the Flaming Sword that had molded to my hand. Tarnin, sensing my weakness, grins with glee at the sight of my arms shaking under the weight of the sword. I try to keep it level, pointed at my own father’s chest.

      I hardly even recognize my own voice as I speak through clenched teeth, “Release my father’s form.”

      Tarnin merely chuckles and shakes his head, my father’s curls, though dirty and oily, still bounce and sway the way I remember. My heart feels like it is breaking into tiny pieces as I watch Tarnin approach the bars, though not touching them yet. The sword in my hands is inches from his chest. If I take another step towards him, he would be wounded, but we wouldn’t have our answers.

      “That’s not how you play the game, pretty soul. A favor for a favor is how it works down here,” Tarnin replies as his eyes shift to the others before hardening.

      “Still alive I see, Darius. How precious,” He practically snarls the words and I feel Darius shift closer to me, in an attempt to be close in case I need him.

      “Show us your true form, Tarnin, or we leave now and you won’t get to have any fun,” Darius orders.

      After several moments, I watch in horror as my father's face and form melts away to reveal the shadowy demon I’d met beyond the wall of the InBetween. The bastard.

      Tarnin chuckles and shakes out his leathery wings. I try to cool my expression and hide my fear; but let's face it, I am scared. The last time I’d been face to face with this demon, I had almost died and so had Darius.

      I faintly recall the cold feeling that had rushed through me as Tarnin plunged a shadowy dagger into my chest. I can’t suppress the shudder that races through me at the memory. Glaring at the shadowy demon, I stand straighter and lower the sword away from Tarnins’ shadowy chest.

      I refuse to give up the sword, however, when I feel Darius place a hand on my wrist. Shaking his hand away, I feel a little bad about the way I am treating Darius with such indifference; but there isn’t time for love.

      “Where is the sword, Tarnin?” I ask and glare into the demon's now white eyes. They seem to widen in delight at hearing my voice.

      Tarnin snarls as his shadowy tendrils try to reach through the bars, but shrink away from the power keeping him locked up.

      “You plunged it into my heart, if you recall, pretty soul,” His eyes shift around the cell and he continues, “As you can see, I do not have it.”

      “What about your minions working on Earth?” Darius snarls from behind me.

      Tarnin chuckles and turns his shadowy body away from the cell doors to stare out the barred windows.

      “I’m not the one you should be worried about, Keeper. She will be your downfall.” With that Tarnin goes silent and the other prisoners yelling and leering voices echo louder in the dark, dank prison.

      I can’t stop myself from shaking. I am so angry. This whole situation is all Tarnins fault. He is the reason why Darius and I cannot be happy. He is the reason why the world is in danger.

      All Tarnins fault. Take hold. Unleash your anger, a hissing voice deep within me whispers.

      I am blind with rage as I scream and lift the sword in my hand. I shock the others and swing it across the bars. White light bursts forth as the sword strikes the bars and a current of power pushes everyone behind me back.

      Tarnin, not expecting it, is pushed back against the wall of his cell and held there by some invisible pressure. I continue to slash at the bars of his cell until they fall to the ground, completely disassembled. I cut through them like butter.

      A voice, so unlike my own, speaks through my lips and echoes across the room, “I should have destroyed you when I had the chance, you pathetic piece of hell shit.”

      Striding into the cell, I continue my assault, slashing Tarnin with the sword over and over again. A loud shout and powerful order to stop sounds behind me. It is only then that I find myself being forced to stop my assault.

      Falling to my knees, I cry in pain as the sword is wrenched from my hands. Lifting my head, I stare up into the cool, blue eyes of the King of Hell, Lucifer. He is angry and perhaps shocked at the sight of me. The tears that leak out of my eyes ached as they fell down my cheeks. I can feel the darkness calling to me somewhere in my mind.

      Something else is calling to me. I can’t breathe or make out the voice calling to me, but I know I love that voice. When the darkness fully consumes me, all was silent.
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      I call Elara’s name and watch in horror as she collapses to her knees. Within seconds she then collapses to the ground, unconscious. Lucifer stands over her, the sword she had used in his hand as he banishes Tarnins injured body to another locked cell.

      “Elara? Elara!” I collapse next to her and pull her into my lap. I press my fingers to her neck, feeling for her pulse. It is slow, as if she is sleeping. Gazing over my shoulder, I find Pascal standing at the entrance of the cell, “Heal her, Pascal. Quickly.”

      Lucifer grunts, “It will do no good. She is going through a major transition.”

      Pascal ignores him and rushes forward at my urging. Placing a hand on Elara’s forehead, he turns his covered eyes in my direction.

      Pascal murmurs, “I cannot sense anything. She is in a fog. We must find her a safe place to rest.”

      Swinging Elara up into my arms, I follow as Lucifer leads us out of the cell. Elara doesn’t even stir as we move. Her eyes are firmly shut.

      “She may rest in the guest quarters of my palace. Stay as long as you wish,” Lucifer gruffly states and Lilith appears as we make our way toward the elevator.

      I freeze then and call out to Lucifer, who is making his way back to what is left of Tarnins cell, “What did you mean Elara is going through a major transition?”

      “I’ll explain everything once you have her settled,” Lucifer answers. Turning his back and leathery wings to us as he lets out a menacing growl at the demons still trapped in their cells.

      Lilith speaks then drawing our focus, “This way please.”

      She escorts us through a hidden door and down a secret hallway. As we pass through another hidden door, Elara still has not woken and I grow increasingly worried as time passes.

      Finally, we emerge into a light and airy courtyard. I stare in amazement at my surroundings. The sky is so blue and bright. The courtyard we are in is surrounded by a beige wall and at the center of the wall is a large building with towers and balconies jutting out in different positions.

      As we make our way inside, the home gives off a medieval feel. However, as we enter our quarters, I note modern functions still take precedence here. Once Lilith departs, we all converged in my bedroom. I can feel my brothers and sister’s anxiety all around me, as I place Elara on my bed as gently as possible.

      Elara is still peacefully sleeping on my bed as Pascal sits beside her, his hand resting atop her pale forehead. His lips begin moving and I sense a calming presence overtake both Elara and Pascal.

      When I turn to face the others, I take in Dina and Ezekiel both drinking from a decanter they found in a corner of the room. Gideon is pacing. Every once in awhile his eyes dart toward Pascal and Elara before glancing away and shaking his head. It’s hard for me to keep my distance from Elara as Pascal works his healing, but I somehow manage it.

      Finally, Gideon is the first to speak as he grunts, “What was that shit?”

      I shake my head and shrug in confusion, “I have no idea. She’s never done that before. I’ve never seen her so angry.”

      Dina mutters softly, her eyes darting to each of us, “That amount of power must only be a side effect of the sword, right?”

      Ezekiel shrugs and swigs back the remainder of his drink before setting the glass down. “She didn’t have the Flaming Sword. She was just wielding a regular angelic blade. I’m surprised she was even able to swing the damn thing.”

      Dina turns to me and shoots me a desperate look. “Perhaps she did take the sword and lied to us?”

      I clench my fists and shake my head. “She would never. She isn’t like that. How dare you...”

      Pascal spoke then, interrupting our argument, “She didn’t steal the sword, at least not on purpose. Everything is so fuzzy. Her past, the present and her future are all melted together.  It could take months to sort it all out.”

      All eyes turn to him and before I can ask anything further, the sound of the doors to my quarters opening have me turning away from Pascal. Lucifer stands there, bare arms crossed as he stares past me toward Elara’s still form.

      “I happen to agree with your blind friend about the sword,” Lucifer mutters and saunters into the room. He plucks Dina’s glass from her hands and takes a drink with a wink to her blushing face.

      “What is going on? What did Tarnin do to her?” I ask, the desperation in my voice evident.

      “He didn’t do anything to her. It was all Elara,” Lucifer shrugs and fills the glass once again before chugging it and setting the empty glass on the table.

      “What do you know of Elara’s parents?” Lucifer asks me, his voice tense and wary.

      “They died when she was a child.” When I see his eyes shift, I step in front of Elara, as if to shield her from his gaze. I say more, hoping to figure out his line of thought, “They were good people. Mortals living out the rest of their days in the afterlife.”

      Lucifer scoffs, “Maybe her mortal parents are, but I’m talking about the one who actually created her. The one who isn’t mortal.”

      We all stare at him in shock and I turn back to stare down at Elara. She is mortal, I am sure of it. Pascal even appears shocked with the news as he keeps his hand on her forehead. I tighten my hands into fists and spin around, stomping a few feet closer to Lucifer.

      “How do you know this?” I ask, not truly ready for the answer.

      “I recognized her essence the moment she stepped into my throne room,” Lucifer muttered, “Even though I haven’t been an Archangel in many centuries, I would recognize the child of an Archangel if I saw one.”

      Dina gasps and stands from her spot on the couch that she had collapsed into only moments before, “An Archangel’s offspring? Whose?”

      Lucifer shoots Dina a scathing look as he speaks, “I can’t be sure. There are many Archangels. She could be the product of any of them.”

      Ezekiel grunts at Lucifer’s words, “How can you be sure then that she is an Archangel’s child?”

      Lucifer ignores Ezekiel and turns to me, “She saw through your illusion when you first met her? I’ll bet her powers were tampered down on purpose; but as she aged, her powers grew restless. After being cursed to the InBetween for so long your abilities were weaker and she was able to see through your illusion when you whisked her off to the InBetween.”

      “She can’t be the offspring of an Archangel. She is mortal. She bleeds, she gets injured and heals slowly as mortals do. I have seen it and she nearly died in my arms,” I protest. My mind is racing as I begin to pace the room, my eyes never leaving Elara’s still form.

      “With her powers tampered, her healing would make her appear mortal. Finding herself in the InBetween must have awoken her powers. Accompanied with her use of the Flaming Sword, it would have caused a gate to be opened and her abilities to burst forth into an untrained mortal body,” Lucifer's voice echoes his worry as he continues, “She opened the gates into the Afterlife and Earth. She cut her hand to do so. The sword’s power would have seeped into her blood and remained there.  She is the swords host.”

      Dina begins to pace as well, “She has the sword’s power within her, right now?”

      Lucifer nods, but it is Pascal that speaks up then from the bed, “She could lead us to the sword.”

      Ezekiel stands and strides forward, his eyes boring into mine, “We must contact the Archangels. They will wish to know the status of our mission.”

      “They will kill her,” Lucifer growls and stands, towering over us as he glares at Ezekiel, “It is forbidden for Archangels to create life.”

      Dina turns to Pascal, “Who are her parents, Pascal? Can you see it?”

      Pascal shakes his head and looks down in the direction of Elara’s sleeping face, “It is what I find most intriguing about her. I should have been able to guess it. Her mind is strong and hazy. Completely unreadable. Like an Archangel’s mind. So is her future. I have been quieting her mind since she passed out in the hopes that she would awaken on her own.”

      Lucifer saunters over to the bed, “It is too much power too soon. She will need to be trained to control it and withstand it. That kind of training could take months, maybe years.”

      I feel my anger bubbling over at his words, “She is not learning to do anything that will put her in harm's way. We must find the sword and remove the power from her so that she can be safe.”

      Turning to Ezekiel, I level him with a hard look, “We cannot go to the Archangels with this.”

      Ezekiel’s eyes widen at my words, “We must. It is the law. They will know what must be done.”

      Lucifer snarls and takes a step toward my friend. In the corner of my eye, I see Dina flinch ever so slightly at Lucifer’s protective stance as he growls, “They will kill her.”

      I push myself into Lucifer’s path and glare up at him, “How can we save her?”

      Lucifer sends one last glare to Ezekiel before gazing down at me, “Perhaps once she awakens, we can train her to channel the sword’s power and locate it that way. Pascal should help her and I will search my library for information that can help with her training.”

      “Dina. Escort me, would you?” Lucifer asks and with a nod from Dina, they both leave. The room’s temperature lowers as they leave. Gideon, who has remained silent during this explosive discovery, finally stands from his seat to scan our faces in disbelief.

      “Does anybody believe that guy?” Gideons asks, clearly impatient and ready for a fight. He had always been the brawny type, itching to settle things with his fists rather than his words.

      Inwardly, a little voice murmurs softly to me, you were once like that too. When my gaze finds Elara’s still form, I realized quickly that I do not wish to be that man any longer. I have to be patient and strong. For her.

      “Dina does and right now he’s the only one who knows how to help Elara,” I exclaim, shooting Gideon a warning look.

      “The Archangels are going to flay us alive when they find out we are consorting with him. Plus, the fact that we are aiding one of their unlawful creations,” Gideon shakes his head and grabs the bottle of dark liquid that sits on the coffee table. Taking a deep swig, he grunts, “Who do you think did the deed?”

      I shrug and kneel by the bed, “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is making sure she’s safe.”

      Ezekiel scoffs from his place in the room, “Sounds like you love her, Darius.”

      I don’t answer him and take Elara’s hand in my own. With my other hand I brush back a lock of hair from her pale face. Not turning to face the others, I simply answer, “I do.”

      Silence ensues in the room and even Pascal’s low chanting, that I had been tuning out, halts for a moment before picking up again. Turning away from him and Elara so Pascal can work his healing abilities over her, I stand tall in front of my other brothers. Ezekiel has been like a father figure to me and Gideon. By keeping us on the straight and narrow. He used to get us out of trouble in our youngling years. Now as I stare into his eyes, I know then that I have truly shocked him.

      Gideon whistles low and takes another swig from his bottle before answering, “Michael’s not going to like that.”

      “He has no say in it.” I grit out and clench my fists to keep my anger tampered down.

      Ezekiel releases a sound of surprise, “No say in it? Are you crazy? He and the others have every say in it. They are our ruling body, Darius. They can ensure your relationship with Elara is terminated. Especially when they find out what she is!”

      Gideon shakes his head and snorts in disbelief, “I still can’t believe it…A child of a freaking Archangel! Damn, Darius, you chose well.”

      Growling, I level Gideon with a harsh look, “It doesn’t matter to me what she is, all I care about is that she is safe and doesn’t have to experience anymore pain. She deserves a normal, happy life, after what she’s been through.” What I truly mean to say is, what I’ve put her through.

      Gideon sends Elara’s quiet form a strange look. My brawny friend is nervous as he speaks, “Do you think Tarnin was right? Should we be worried about her turning on us?”

      I shake my head, “He’s full of shit and just trying to rile us up. He wants us to turn on each other. That’s what he does. He did the same thing to Ambriel and look where that got her.”

      Gideon continues and holds his hands up in a peaceful gesture, “You have to admit it is a little unnerving to have so much untapped power at the hands of a girl who clearly displays uncontrollable rage. I mean you saw what she did to Tarnin and his cell. Those bars are blessed by the Almighty himself and the Archangels. No one should be able to simply cut through them like they are nothing but air.”

      “I know, Gideon,” I answer through clenched teeth, my anger rising further. I thought Gideon would take the hint that I was frustrated by this conversation, but instead he continues.

      “Then we should go to the…”

      “SILENCE!” I shout, startling everyone in the room, except for Elara who remains motionless and still in her deep sleep.

      Ezekiel steps forward then, standing between me and Gideon, who also stares at me in shock. The hurt is evident on both their faces.

      “We need to talk. Gideon, watch the girl,” Ezekiel orders and strides out of the room, not waiting for me to follow. He knew I would and I did, not meeting Gideon’s eyes as the door slams shut behind me.

      Fuck.
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      I’m fuming on the inside. At him. How dare he treat me like I am nothing to him but a piece of whore flesh. It is hard to keep my face and expression calm, when all I want to do is throttle him silly.

      The moldy smell of the library sends me on edge too. I don’t want to be in a musty, old library that hasn’t been touched since the dark ages. I want to be anywhere else. I sneakily peek up from the large tome I am combing through to stare at him. Satan to some, Lucifer to most. The man who holds my heart. Or at least I thought he did.

      “I can practically feel the daggers your eyes are throwing in my direction, Dina.” Lucifer croons as he flips through his own large, dusty tome. Glancing up at me, his eyes seem to flash with something tantalizing, “We don’t have time to deal with your attitude and insecurities.”

      Growling, I slam the dusty tome I have been combing through closed, “My attitude? Well then, let’s talk about your attitude, shall we?”

      I don’t give him a minute to respond and walk around the table I have been reading at and begin counting on my fingers, “Firstly, you act as though I don’t even exist. Secondly, you demand a private audience with that…girl! How am I supposed to act when the man I lo…”

      I stop myself and cast my eyes downward. I have never told him that and he has never given any indication that he wants more out of our relationship. If you can call what we have a relationship. My superiors find it easier for me to be their messenger to Hell as Lucifer hasn’t killed me yet like the others. I don’t want the visits to stop. I had hoped he felt the same way.

      Lucifer huffs and I can hear the sound of him pushing away from his position at his desk to walk toward me. His leathery wings, that always remain extended, brush against everything in their path.

      Lucifer doesn’t seem to care when old books and other artifacts fall to the floor in his quake. While, thankfully, this room in his palace is comfortably warm, my body temperature increases even higher when I feel him come to stand beside me.

      His hands come to rest on my shoulders and I feel his warmth slowly sliding through my skin. Melting over me like hot oil, “You dressed yourself up for me, little angel?”

      The heat that pools beneath my clothes starts an inferno racing through my body. I let out a harsh breath as Lucifer’s hands drift slowly down my bare arms. Calmly, one of his palms graces my small stomach and spans the clothed flesh there.

      “Lucifer…,” I moan breathlessly as his other hand slowly moves up my stomach to caress the sensitive flesh of my chest.

      Swiftly, like a snake, Lucifer's hands disappear and I only feel the flash of warmth delving beneath my dress. His fingers are quick as he brushes against the sides of my breasts and quickly pulls his hand out. Opening my eyes in alarm, I swing about and gasp in shock at the sight of Lucifer holding my phone that I’d carefully hidden between my cleavage.

      Lucifer’s grin intensifies as he casually sets my cellphone on the table, “That has been driving me mad the second you revealed your hiding place.”

      “Strip for me, amica mea,” he simply orders. His voice is husky and strained.

      Yes, sir, my mind purrs in excitement.
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      Ezekiel is leaning against a window sill overlooking Lucifer’s palace courtyard as I exit my chambers. I cross my arms and glare at him, waiting for him to talk. With Ezekiel you have to wait and let him work through things in his head, before he will speak his mind.

      “This is bigger than us, Darius. People’s lives are at stake here. Earth is at stake.” Ezekiel mutters and clenches his fists over and over again as he hisses, “Our family is at stake.”

      “Elara is my family, Ezekiel. I love her. You have to accept that,” I growl back, my fists itching to punch a wall.

      “This is going to tear us all apart. I know you have been without us for a long time, Darius, but you aren’t alone anymore. You must think about your family. Elara is an illegal in our world. Even if we find the sword and return it to the Archangels, someone, somewhere will tell them. Tarnin already knows something is different about her. And who knows what his followers know!” Ezekiel exclaims as he pushes away from the wall and paces in frustration.

      “I love her, Ezekiel. She is a part of my family as much as you and the others are. If you will have me, you will have her. We are a package deal. If you do not wish to be a part of my family any longer then you can leave. I will fight both you and the Archangels to the death if I have to in order to protect Elara,” I growl, my glare practically ablaze as I grasp my swords hilt at my waist belt, “She is the woman who saved me, Ezekiel. She saved the InBetween. Broke the curse. She had no idea if she would make it out of there alive and yet she still stood up against Tarnin and his followers. She is the bravest woman I know. She deserves to have a family who will stand by her side as well.”

      Ezekiel stares at me, completely stunned by my words. A few moments pass before his face breaks out into an easy-going smile, though his eyes remain sad.

      “I have missed you, brother. These past years…well, they haven’t been easy. I hope you know that we all care for you and wish to see you well. If Elara makes you happy, then I suppose we have no right to keep you from your happiness. I searched for an answer to break the curse Ambriel created. Nothing I could find worked. It was infuriating. We didn’t even know if you were alive, Darius. I don’t ever want to feel that way again,” Ezekiel grunts and moves to stand in front of me.

      His hands come to rest on my shoulders and he smiles, this time his smile makes his eyes appear happy, “We will figure out how we can help your girl, but first, I believe we must test something.”

      I barely miss his swinging punch.

      Shifty, brother.
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      Darkness surrounds me. Everywhere I look the darkness is all around. I gasp, out a breath and watch as I can literally see my own breath as it floats away into nothing. Hugging myself, I shiver at the cold temperature.

      “Hello?” I call into the darkness and hear my voice echoed back. Spinning, my gaze travels all around the darkness. Nothing. No one.

      Suddenly, a bright light shines to my left. I reach a hand up and block the light, wincing at the pounding forming in my head.

      “Elara!” A deep, familiar voice calls out to me from the white light. The voice calls me again and I ignore the warning bells going off in my head and rush toward the light. As I get closer, the light blinds me further and I cover my face as I feel myself stepping through warmth.

      “Elara? Are you alright?” The deep voice asks and when I flutter my eyes open, I am staring into the dark ones of the man I love.

      Darius!

      Crying in delight, I jump into his arms and wrap my own around his neck, not wanting to let go for anything. Darius merely chuckles at my enthusiasm and pulls me back slightly, looking at me in confusion.

      “If I had known how much you would miss me, I would have gone to patrol the wall earlier,” Darius’s words have me freezing in place as I finally gather my bearings and look around the warm room, we are in.

      I gasp in shock and pull away as I spin around to stare at everything. It is all as I dreamed it would be. The same throne still sits lonely on the dais. Ambriel’s wings still hang in their display and the burnt symbol marking where the Flaming Sword remains hidden, a vivid reminder.

      Spinning back to Darius, I shoot him a confused and uncertain look, “Where are we?”

      Darius chuckles, “The InBetween, silly. How long were you using the orb to watch movies?”

      I clasp a hand to my head and squeeze my eyes shut, trying to digest everything. Suddenly, I hear a rooster crowing and a cow mooing in the distance. After almost an entire month of hearing those familiar sounds, it made my skin crawl and my senses heighten. Rushing to the large window, I gasp in shock. All I see is the InBetween and the wall.

      My heart sinks at the sight of the wall and the village down below. Faintly, I can make out the tiny dots of villagers as they go to and from their chores or activities. My eyes keep going back to the wall. The wall I thought had been destroyed by Tarnin and his goons.

      Spinning to face a confused Darius, I ask, “Where is Tarnin?”

      Darius’ face morphs into one of further confusion and disbelief, “Who?”

      “Tarnin, the soul-eater! He tried to kill you! I rescued you with the…” My eyes fly to the burnt symbol in the floor and without thinking, I drop to my knees before it and press my fingers into the delicate marking, faintly hearing the click of the hidden door opening.

      I hear myself cry in frustration and pain as the sword rises from the stone, gleaming beautifully like it used to.

      “No! I used the sword to rescue you! We were safe! We were…on Earth,” I begin to cry in pain as I hug myself. Kneeling on the floor beside me, Darius takes me into his arms and soothes me as I cry.

      “Elara, be calm. No one can use that sword, trust me. I don’t know who this Tarnin is. I’m sure it was all a dream. You’re safe. With me,” Darius murmurs and I feel his warmth flow all around me.

      A wiggling thought breaks through my clouded judgement and I try to pull away, but Darius’ hold remains tight. Something’s wrong.

      “Let me go!”

      “Remain still, Elara!” Darius growls as I squirm and push against him with all my might.

      “No!”

      A soft, calming voice breaks through my resolve and into my mind, “WAKE UP, ELARA!”

      I squeeze my eyes shut as pain morphs from my chest and I once again am staring down at a shadowy sword sticking out of my chest. Chuckling from the shadows erupts all around me and I feel Darius’ hold on me disappear.

      Screaming out in pain, I feel my back arch as the pain intensifies and all goes black. The pain doesn’t stop until I wake up and when I do, it is to chaos.

      My eyes are blinking so rapidly at the room around me that I’m only seeing snapshots of the panic that’s going on around me. Gideon is on his cellphone yelling in another language to someone on the other line before hanging up and furiously pushing buttons.

      “The one time she doesn’t answer that blasted cell phone!” Gideon growls and I feel a slight pressure on my forehead that is keeping me from rising.

      My wide eyes meet the darkened sunglasses of Pascal who seems to be staring at me, but his mouth is moving. No words are coming out as his mouth moves.

      My voice is dry from the screaming and raspy as I whisper, “Pascal?”

      His name seems to bring both he and Gideon back to the present as Gideon strides over to the bed and stares down at me warily. Inwardly I snort, what is he so scared of? He’s the one who could snap my neck like a twig.

      “Elara? Is it really you?” Gideon asks and Pascal sends him the first ludicrous “duh” look I’d ever seen. I couldn’t stop the giggle that erupted from my lips, but the serious looks they both shoot me has me mellowing.

      Pascal slowly lowers his hand from my forehead and I immediately cool at the feel. I had been so warm. Then, my thoughts drift to the dreams I had just experienced. I shudder as I recall Darius’ face morphing away into darkness.

      “Where is Darius?” I ask as my eyes finally taking in the room. Only Gideon and Pascal are present with me. The room is warm and old. It has a rustic, medieval look to it. My eyes quickly scan the bottle of dark liquid in Gideon’s other hand.

      Great, an alcoholic angel.

      Both angels look at each other and Gideon sighs in exasperation. “He’s probably getting his ass handed to him by Ezekiel.”

      I gasp in shock and make to sit up, but Pascal quickly pushes me down as I protest, “I have to go to him. He might need my help.”

      Gideon snorts and plops down at the end of the big bed, taking a swig from his bottle before muttering, “You’re the one he needs help from.”

      “What?” I ask, but Gideon ignores me and Pascal speaks. It is then that I recognize his voice. He is the one to wake me up during my dream.

      “Remain calm, Elara. Darius will return shortly,” Pascal’s head cocks to one side, examining me through his dark glasses as if I’m some incredible thing.

      “How do you feel?” Pascal asks, curious.

      I take stock of my facilities and groan. Since Pascal removed his hand from my head, it has started to pound and my entire body ached.

      “I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck,” I moan and flop back against the pillows before asking, “What happened?”

      Pascal murmurs softly, ignoring Gideon’s grunt of warning, “You engaged Tarnin in combat and were victorious.”

      I turn my eyes to Gideon in disbelief and the brawny angel rolls his eyes as he elaborates further, “You kicked his ass for being a piece of shit.”

      Shaking my head, I lean up on my shoulders and slowly move to sit against the bed’s headboard, “I don’t remember any of that.” My mind races as I try to recall the last thing I remembered.

      It dawns on me then, “I remember becoming angry, then nothing.”

      Gideon smirks, “Let’s just say his cell is no longer a cell, but a lovely sitting area that any demon could just walk right out of.”

      “I destroyed his cell? Did Tarnin escape?” I exclaim in panic and turn to Pascal who shakes his head.

      “Lucifer banished him to another cell, though it is highly unlikely he will be able to attempt an escape anytime soon due to his injuries.”

      Pascal is so automotive in his speaking that I shake my head in complete confusion.

      “I caused that much damage? How?” I ask, my eyes flitting to either angel who both look at me with a question in their eyes.

      It is Gideon who mutters first, “That’s what we would like to know.”

      Frustrated, I run my hand through my hair, “Where is Darius? I need to speak to him.”

      I am panicking. I feel like I am being consumed by the darkness all over again. No! Don’t let it take you, Elara. Think of Darius. Soon my breathing slows and Pascal leans in close to me, intrigue in his voice.

      “Was that a panic attack?” At my nod to his question, Pascal sits back in awe, “Fascinating.”

      I try to form a smile while Gideon rolls his eyes again at the way Pascal is acting. I let out a harsh laugh to try and ease my discomfort, “Not for me.”

      Gideon mutters something under his breath and stands, “I’m going to go find Darius. Maybe he can sort out this mess.”

      I watch Gideon leave and exhale. Pascal once again leans in close on the bed and seems to be staring at me inquisitively. Silence fills the room and it makes my skin crawl. I hate silence.

      “What is it, Pascal? You’re making me nervous,” I cross my arms and stare back at him in his eyes, hoping he can sense my frustration.

      “Tell me about your family,” He orders and then much to my disbelief he removes his sunglasses to reveal pale white eyes and black pupils.

      I am stunned. I’d never seen Pascal without his sunglasses and it warms my heart to know he feels comfortable removing them for me. I smile at him and shake my head in confusion, “Why?”

      “I am curious about mortals. All I see is through my visions. It would be nice to see through your words,” He mutters softly and I can’t help but smile further.

      “Okay. Well my parents died when I was young. Before they died, I had a great childhood. They were amazing parents. They left me a bit of money; so, when I returned from the InBetween, I decided to take advantage of it and wait for Darius to return,” I explain and cock my head to the side as he does the same thing.

      “Tell me more about your parents,” he asks.

      I sigh and lean my head back against the headboard, “What do you want to know?”

      “How did they meet?” he asks.

      I laugh and smile at him, “My mother used to love telling that story, much to my father’s embarrassment.”

      At Pascal’s confused look, I continue, “Well, you see my mother was a bit of a hippie back in the day. She believed in love and peace. Anyway, she was at this rally and she didn’t really want to be there, because she had been feeling really down for some reason. She claimed she felt this call from the universe to go to this rally. She met my father there. He was a bit of an odd duck amongst all the hippies because he was an investment guru and looked ridiculous and so out of place. He was wearing a suit and my mother used to tell me she thought he was so handsome and different. She claimed when she saw him the universe poured out this warmth and it spread all around her, like a hug. She knew he was the one.”

      I hugged myself at the memories. My father used to tease my mother mercilessly about that story as well. He claimed he had no idea why he’d been at the rally. He said he left work and just started walking. He didn’t stop until he saw my mother.

      Thinking back, I shudder as I recall Darius’ and my first encounter. I had been drawn to him that first day, even if I hadn’t wanted to admit it. I blush at the thought and am thankful Pascal can’t see my face.

      “Fascinating. You’ve always known them to be your true parents?” he asks and leans in closer.

      When I go to ask him what the heck he’s talking about, Darius arrives at the doors of the room. I straighten, completely forgetting Pascal’s question and try to get out of the bed; but Darius races over, beating me to it.

      He embraces me tightly in his arms and my nose fills with his smoky scent. I relax into his arms and ask, “Are you alright?”

      Darius chuckles and holds me closer, “How can you ask that when you were the one unconscious?”

      I pull back and blush as I look him over. His clothes are rumpled and his hair is sticking up in all directions. I slowly reach up and smooth it.

      “Out of habit, I guess,” Darius chuckles once more at my answer and places a soft kiss on my lips.

      At the clearing of a throat, I quickly pull away, much to Darius’ groan of frustration.

      Gideon and Ezekiel are standing before my bed. Ezekiel has a cut on his forehead and his clothes are also rumpled. I push Darius away and glare at him as I point out the cut.

      “Did you do that to Ezekiel?” I accuse as I glare at a sheepish looking Darius.

      “Why does it matter?” Darius grumbles.

      I turn to Ezekiel, apologetic, “Are you okay, Ezekiel?”

      Ezekiel nods and smiles softly, “Never better. I haven’t tussled with Darius in a while. It was good to catch up.”

      Gideon mutters under his breath as he goes to take a swig from his bottle, “Pansy.”

      Ezekiel ignores Gideon and takes a step closer to the bed as Darius settles himself on my other side, holding my hands in his.

      “How are you feeling?” Ezekiel asks.  I’m completely floored by the question.  Ezekiel has never shown an interest in my wellbeing.

      “Fine, I guess. A bit sore and my head hurts,” I admit as Ezekiel nods in understanding.

      “What happened to me?” I ask before they can speak.

      Ezekiel’s eyes turn to Pascal who has now placed his sunglasses back on, “Pascal?”

      “She does not recall the incident and when I inquired about her past, it was all very normal. Very mortal,” he says, completely at peace.

      I raise my brow in confusion at Darius, “Why would my past be anything but normal? Crazy things didn’t start happening until the InBetween.”

      Darius hesitates in answering. On the other side of the room, Gideon exhales in annoyance and takes the silent moment to ask the others, “Aren’t you going to tell her?”

      Darius shakes his head and squeezes my hand causing warmth to flood through them, “Elara, you used a regular angelic blade and destroyed a blessed cell. You also almost killed Tarnin. Not even an angel could take down a blessed cell with a regular blade and you would at least emerge with some injuries after taking on Tarnin alone.”

      All is silent as they allow me to take this in and I gaze at Darius in confusion before my eyes drift to the others, “I don’t remember that. I just remember being angry, then nothing.”

      Ezekiel nods and interrupts before Darius can say anything more, “It is believed that when you cut your hand to open the gates in the InBetween, the swords essence mixed with your blood and unlocked your dormant abilities.”

      I scoff and sit up straighter, “What dormant abilities?”

      Darius ignores my question and asks me one instead, his voice upset and serious all at the same time, “Elara, do you know if you were adopted?”

      I spin in the bed to fully face Darius and level him with a stare, “Of course not! My parents are my parents. You saw them!”

      Darius looks down at our joined hands before leveling me with sad eyes, “Do you know if they were your biological parents?”

      I gasp and pull out of his grasp, moving to stand on shaky legs, “Of course they were my real parents. I have a birth certificate. What is going on, Darius?”

      Darius sighs and helps me to stand, his hands coming to rest on my shoulders, “Lucifer is of the belief that you are the child of an Archangel.”

      His sentence has everyone freezing, including myself as I stare up at him in disbelief. I shake my head and back away from Darius as my mind races. It races to Lucifer’s statement earlier.

      Your makers were wise to hide you away as they did.

      It couldn’t be true. Could it? No! I’m mortal. Thousands of questions race through my mind as I try to process everything. My childhood had been normal. There had been no reason to believe any differently. A nagging thought poked me in the back of my mind.

      How were you able to see Darius on that first day when no one else could?

      I freeze and turn to stare at Darius and the others, “My father, he and I look nothing alike. It was a running joke in my family about how much I looked like my mother. It’s just a coincidence though, right?” I begin to shake and hug myself tightly in an effort to keep myself together.

      Darius strides forward and hugs me tightly as he whispers in my ear, “I will get to the bottom of this.”

      The doors to the bedroom open once more and I gaze from my place in Darius’ arms to see Dina and Lucifer walk into the room. Lucifer’s wings are unsettling. They are always displayed. A show of power, I suppose. Lucifer’s gaze swings from Dina to me and he instantly grins. He almost looks normal if it weren’t for the demonic wings jutting out of his back.

      “Good. You’re awake,” Lucifer greets and shifts an old book back and forth between his hands.

      Darius pushes me behind him, but I can still peek over his shoulder as I watch him growl at Lucifer in obvious dislike, “Now’s not a good time.”

      Lucifer shakes his head, “Clocks ticking, Keeper. If you want to find the sword before Elara here becomes consumed by her dormant abilities, then I suggest we get started.”

      “Get started with what?” I ask and step out from behind Darius’ back. My curiosity wins out, even though I’m completely floored by the fact that I might be the offspring of an Archangel. Would that make me Lucifer’s niece? Not the time.

      “Your training,” Lucifer grins evilly in my direction.

      Before I can respond, Darius hauls me once more behind him and protectively stands in front of me, “Not happening.”
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      “Not happening.” I command and glare once more at Lucifer, who only mockingly rolls his eyes.

      I feel the tug of Elara removing herself from my grasp; and before I know it, my Little Moon is facing me, sending me sharp daggers with her eyes.

      “What do you mean, not happening? Since when do you make my decisions for me?” She asks, completely furious. At me? Why? Doesn’t she see how unsafe this whole situation is?

      I guess I’ll have to spell it out for her. “Don’t you see the danger you’re in? Tarnin knows something is up with you. He’s tasted your essence. He knows about your powers. Now more than ever his lackies will be looking for you and the sword, if they don’t already have the sword. They could use that to control you or even use you to do a lot of damage to anyone, even me.”

      Elara winces at my statements and steps back, “I would never hurt you…or…anyone else.”

      I feel the statement leaving my mouth before I can stop it, “You did once, who knows what you’ll do next.”

      I hear Dina gasp and Gideon whistle at my statement as Elara’s face goes deadly white before turning red with anger.

      I continue, “Forgive me, but this isn’t exactly your area of expertise. You allowed yourself to be tricked by Renna in the InBetween. Who knows what you’ll fall for next!”

      Sputtering, Elara shoots me one last glare before turning on her heel and making her way to Lucifer, who merely grins as Elara shouts over her shoulder, “The only stupid thing I could have done since the InBetween was believing you were different from some controlling, moronic idiot who cheated on me with my best friend.”

      “Let’s train, Lucifer,” she mumbles.

      Lucifer gives a little bow and extends his hand out the door, “This way. Pascal, if you’d please join us.”

      I watch in shock as she and Pascal disappear out of the room with that devious fallen angel, Lucifer.

      Growling, I grab the closest thing to me, which is a wooden chair sitting next to the window and throw it against the wall. Watching the chair shatter into a million splinters helped, but not enough.

      Gideon chuckles and pats me on the back as he approaches me from behind and extends the bottle, he was nursing out to me, “Women, eh?”

      Swiping the bottle from him, I take a swig and wince as the bitter liquid slides down my throat. The second pull from the bottle isn’t as bad as the liquid warms my insides. Turning to Ezekiel and Gideon, I’m shocked to see Dina is still present and looking bored with my dilemma.

      “I’m surprised you aren’t following the King of Hell around like a puppy,” I mutter, the liquor doing the talking for me. The King of Hell sure has strong stuff.

      Collapsing across from Dina in the couch, I watch as her anger flares up in her eyes before calming, “I’m not the one who needs to be worrying about my bed partner, brother.”

      Ezekiel and Gideon sit opposite us and Gideon steals back his bottle, much to my groaning protest.

      “I don’t know what happened. I can’t believe I threw all this shit back in her face.”

      Gideon laughs before taking a drink, “Dina and I are usually the hotheaded ones. I’m shocked.”

      Dina mutters softly, “You should apologize.”

      Ezekiel grunts and sends me a scathing look, “It’s too fast. You only just met this woman what, like seven Earth months ago and only spent thirty days with her. Clearly, you know nothing about her or you wouldn’t have angered her.”

      Shaking my head, I lean my head back, eyes closed, “Elara Greer, her name means little moon. Her parents used to call her that. She hated it at first, but I think she enjoys it when I call her that. It reminds her of happier times. She’s independent and strong. She’s used to being on her own for most of her life. She jumped around foster homes as a kid. Elara loves animals and is an amazing veterinarian until I stole her life from her. She loves the smell of lavender and I’ve grown to love that smell on her.”

      I laugh and continue knowing I sound like a hopeless sap, “She loves chocolate, romance books and movies. Hates cartoons, unless it’s a Disney franchise and recently lost her long-time boyfriend and best friend because I revealed their cheating and lying ways. Elara loves to help people. That’s why she opened those gates to the afterlife. She wanted to save the souls even after they turned their backs on her for choosing a life with me. She’s curious and sees the world in such a light that I’d become a dark cynic to. I can’t wait to learn more about her and I intend to. No matter how long it takes.”

      Gideon snorts and laughs, “Won’t happen if you keep screwing up.”

      Ezekiel rolls his eyes, “If you really wish to pursue this woman, you need to be calm and stop being overprotective about the little things. Try explaining your reasoning instead of ordering.”

      Dina pipes up in agreement, “Though sometimes a little fight can be fun in a relationship.” Her face turns red as her eyes grow wistful and all three of us guys groan as our minds follow her drifting thoughts.

      Gideon spews out his drink he’d been swallowing as Dina shrieks when a bit of the liquor gets on her dress, “I don’t need to be thinking about you and Satan bumping uglies thank you very much.”

      Dina quickly shoots Gideon a glare before turning to me, “Maybe you should think about being more supportive about the whole Elara’s a child of an Archangel thing. Especially if she wants to be trained to control her abilities. She could be the only way for us to find the sword and even bring down Tarnins followers.”

      I groan and lean forward putting my head in my hands, “Did I totally screw this up?”

      Ezekiel mutters, “Remember that time you and Gideon destroyed that island in the Pacific?” As I nodded, Ezekiel sends me one of his rare grins, “This is worse. You’ve got a lot of damage control to fix.”
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      I can’t focus. Pascal has me sitting facing him with my legs crossed in a meditative pose. My eyes are closed. Though every now and again through the deep breathing, I peek out of them to gaze at Lucifer who is sitting on a bench a few feet away, flipping through his old book.

      Pascal murmurs, distracting me and I turn my eyes to him, “You’re not focusing, Elara.”

      Sighing in frustration, I drop my head into my hands, “I’m sorry. I’m just having a hard time grasping this whole concept.”

      Turning to Lucifer, I ask, “How am I the child of an Archangel?”

      Lucifer grins, but doesn’t look up, “Well the same principle applies for angels and humans. When an angel man gets excited about a woman, he puts his…”

      I interrupt with a noise of disgust and put a hand up, “I know how it happened; but I mean, were my parents lying to me this whole time?”

      Lucifer merely grunts out a reply as he sets the book aside on the bench and gazes down at me, “At the time of your conception, only a handful of Archangels were present on the Earth.”

      I cock my head to the side, “How would you know that?”

      He shoots me an incredulous look before smirking, “While my brothers and sisters believe they come and go from Earth without my knowledge, they could not be more wrong. However, I cannot be certain which Archangel was the cause of your conception.”

      Pascal hesitates in asking his question, seeming skeptical, “Which Archangels were present on Earth?”

      “Michael, Jophiel and Azrael were all present on Earth at the time of your conception. I believe your mother engaged in relations with one of my brothers and her mind was altered to forget the experience. Then she was compelled to go to the rally where your father and mother met. Jophiel would have used her abilities to form the seedlings of love between them,” Lucifer stares at me, completely ignoring Pascal as he answers Pascal’s question.

      Swallowing, I try to calm my breathing the way Pascal had showed me earlier, “So either Michael or Azrael could be my father?”

      Lucifer snorts bitterly, “Probably Azrael. Michael would not stoop so low as to consort with a mortal. He is the perfect child in our father’s eyes.”

      I murmur Azrael’s name, trying to recall anything I might have learned about the Archangel, “I know nothing about Azrael. What is he like?”

      Lucifer pauses and Pascal takes that moment to speak up, “He is often referred to as the angel of destruction. Much like the Greek god, Ares, the god of war.”

      I shake and gaze down at my hands as I squeeze them tightly into fists to keep them from vibrating, “Destruction. War. Is that to be my destiny? Tarnin was right, I am going to destroy everything!”

      Pascal takes my hand in his, “No. Elara, cease these thoughts. We will not allow that to happen. Darius will protect you.”

      My head pounds as I push back the thoughts of destroying everything and everyone I’ve ever loved. I groan as I hang my head in my hands as I mutter, “He must hate me.”

      Lucifer, with teasing in his voice, says softly, “I think it would be impossible for him to hate you. He broke my doors down to rescue you from me.”

      I sigh and look to Pascal, “Shouldn’t we approach the Archangels about all of this? Darius said they were the ones who tasked you all with the mission to find and retrieve the Flaming Sword.”

      Lucifer shakes his head and answers for the blind angel, “That would be a stupid move to make. It is forbidden for Archangels to procreate. You would be put down before you had a chance to blink in their presence.”

      I suck in a harsh breath of air as Lucifer’s once teasing face morphs into one of a serious nature.

      “Has this happened before?” I ask and immediately regret it.

      Lucifer’s face is now one of heartbreak and regret as his voice rasps out an answer, “Yes. Once. The child and mother were immediately terminated. The Archangel responsible was stripped of his wings and power. He became mortal and died shortly thereafter. The child was only a few days old.”

      Silence filled the small garden of the palace. Lucifer’s realm is peaceful. He had called it Avalon. His version of heaven he claimed. The peacefulness of this garden gave me the courage to try again. I slow my breathing and close my eyes once more.

      “Help me learn to control it, Pascal,” I demand as I face the direction he had been sitting in.

      “Let us begin again. Take slow, deep, methodical breaths. Once you have slowed your heart to an acceptable rate, we will delve into your mind,” Pascal’s voice is hypnotic. My nose twitches as I ever so slowly breathe in and out. My mind rushes to memories of my mother meditating in our living room. She always said mediating helped to center her thoughts.

      Lucifer croons softly from his seat a few feet away, “Once you’ve gained access to your innermost thoughts you should see a door. Open it. Only you can do that.”

      I scrunch up my face as my breathing and heart rate slow. My ears tingle and my fingers burn slightly. I’m itching to open my eyes. Somehow, I keep them closed as I watch through the darkness as a white light appears in the distance.

      “There’s a white light,” I say softly, not even sure if anyone hears me. My ears feel full, like when I’m on an airplane and all around me I hear the rushing of water and waves.

      A voice within tells me to move toward the light and as I do. The light grows bigger, shining all around me. The light scares the darkness away until nothing remains but an iron door. I feel myself lurch forward toward it. There is this pull that is so strong that I grasp the doors knob tightly in my hand. I hadn’t felt something this powerful since the day I’d pulled the Flaming Sword from the stone.

      The doorknob is cold and strong as I pull on it. It doesn’t budge and as I try to twist the knob, it remains still. The white light that slowly scared the darkness away is fading. I find my breath catching in my throat as I try to breath normally. My heart is racing. Something’s coming. I feel like I’m being chased. No, hunted. I need to open the door.

      A deep voice calls out to me and in my panic the burning in my fingertips intensifies and I push with all my might to open the door. It budges slightly. I know what I have to do, as the burning intensifies up my fingers into the palms of my hand. Pushing with all my might, I force the burning in my palms to force the door open. With the door open enough, I slide through into the white light, away from the darkness.

      Finally, able to breathe normally, I scan my surroundings. The entire area around me is white. I don’t feel hunted any longer by the darkness. I feel calm and at peace.

      “Hello? Pascal?” I call out. No one answers and I instantly felt on edge.

      How do I get out of here?

      As I ask myself this, I spin around due to the cold feeling creeping across my neck. A raspy chuckle sounds behind the door I’d closed and shadows slowly creep in through the edges of the doorframe. I take a step back as the shadows swirl around and around until they form into the small one-armed form of Renna.

      I gasp and clench my fists, inwardly swearing at the sight of the woman I’d trusted in the InBetween, only to have her stab me the back. The sight of her scarred, ruined arm still stuns me. She is so tiny and pixy like that the sight of her scars have me on edge. Her smile is as cruel as I remember.

      “Renna,” I spat as I stare at her for the first time in a long time.  I keep my eyes open, not willing to be tricked by her again. I need something to help me, anything. My fingers are no longer tingling or burning.

      Damn it. Where are these amazing powers everyone was talking about when I need them?

      “Hello, Elara,” Renna croons, her good hand instinctively resting at her waist. Though no weapons appear visible, I know she is not to be trusted.

      “How are you here?” I ask, wary as my gaze moves around, but still keeping her in my peripheral.

      Renna merely chuckles, “You were stabbed with the same blade Tarnin cut my arm off with.  We have a connection, you and I. I knew it was only a matter of time before you reached out to unlock your abilities and try to find the sword. I’m surprised Darius and his little friends trusted you to unlock your abilities by yourself.”

      “My quarrel is not with them. It is with those that seek to do harm against Earth,” I snap back and Renna’s eyes blaze with fury.

      “Earth is merely the consolation prize,” Renna smiles evilly as she continues, “Don’t worry, Elara, we’re coming for you. It’s only a matter of time before they cast you aside.”

      With that, Renna’s shadowy form melts away and I am once again alone. I shiver and stare all about. There is nothing here. Squeezing my eyes tightly, I cry out the only name I feel safe calling.

      “Darius!”

      “Elara!” A voice cries out all around me and I feel like I am falling. The hard ground jolts me awake. I gasp as I stare all around me.

      Pascal and Lucifer stand back, far from me. I feel the tips of my fingers burning and my head is pounding. Blinking to clear my mind and my eyes, I slowly rise. My eyes widen and I gasp at the intricate design burned into the tiled ground beneath me.

      An angel rune. Not just any angel rune, but the rune. The one that indicated where the Flaming Sword was held cursed and where the gates to the afterlife and Earth had been in the InBetween. Trembling to stand, I stare down at the burned mark in the ground before turning back to Lucifer and Pascal who both stare at me open mouthed.

      It is Pascal who speaks first, hesitantly as he raises his hands in a peaceful gesture, “Perhaps it is time to rest.”

      I nod, feeling myself growing weaker. As they lead me away, I can’t stop myself from staring back over my shoulder at the burned rune. Inwardly, I feel the call to come closer, but I shrug it off.

      I need rest.
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      After so many centuries of being alone in the InBetween, I find myself becoming overwhelmed with having my friends so close so soon. I grit my teeth and make my excuses as I force myself onto the balcony. Breathing in the night air, I scan the perimeter. No one resides here other than Lucifer. This is his palace. His home.

      It makes me long for the InBetween’s peacefulness in some messed up way. Was I actually craving to be cursed once more? To be alone? No, but the need to be alone with Elara is rising. My skin crawls at the reminder of our fight.

      Muttering to myself, I shake my head, “Why did I do that?”

      “Probably for the same reason she did,” Pascal’s soothing voice breaks through the silence and I glance over my shoulder to see my blind friend slip quietly through the doors and onto the balcony.

      I turn away and sense his presence draw closer. Turning my head, I notice him standing beside me, looking the same way he’d always looked. Even after all these years, I can always depend on Pascal to remain the same. His unseeing eyes seem to drift over the view of the palace and its gardens. I wonder what he truly sees or if he sees darkness? I never asked him that in all of the centuries we had been friends and family

      I breathe a sigh of defeat and turn away from the beautiful view to lean against the balcony railing.

      “I was the one to ruin things, not her,” I say, completely defeated.

      Pascal nods, “I agree that you said some unwise things, but so did she. I think your romance with Elara was heightened because of her need to escape the InBetween and your need to keep her with you. Now that you are both free of the InBetween and its curse, you are trying to establish what you had in the past. It cannot be established here in the real world. You have both changed since that time.”

      I scoff, “She will not listen to reason.”

      Pascal shakes his head, “She is listening, but all she hears is you trying to tell her how to live her life. For the last six months, she has been free of you. She will bristle at such dominance. If you wish for your relationship to succeed, it cannot be this way. You must learn compromise my friend.”

      I smile and turn my eyes on Pascal, “Where have you learned such things, my friend?”

      Pascal grins, “You were gone a long time. We have all changed.”

      I nod and my eyes shift to the windows that open up into the chambers I just left. The others are still there, drinking and discussing their situation. I hate the feeling of unease they get in my presence. Damn that curse.

      “I have not changed,” I point out.

      Pascal snorts and smothers his own laugh, a laugh that is so rare, “You have changed the most, my friend. Ambriel’s betrayal and the curse have made you distrustful of your family. That is why you settle an argument with Ezekiel with your fists instead of your words and why you grow angry at Gideon for his burly nature.”

      Pascal sighs, “The others are uncomfortable with your changes as well. They do not realize the extent the curse had on you. You must help them to understand your position. Only then will they truly begin to see.”

      Clenching my fists, I hang my head, “They will pity me. I do not wish to be seen as weak in their eyes.”

      Pascal hums and turns away from me, as he begins to walk to the doors, “We are imperfect, Darius. It is the way of the Almighty. We are your family and will accept your imperfections like we do for the rest.”

      Taking one last glance at the view, I sigh and stand, stretching myself to full height, “Where is Elara?”

      “Resting in chambers Lucifer has prepared for her. One level down.” With his last few words, Pascal enters the chambers again and joins the others. I watch as Gideon slaps Pascal on the back and offers him a drink, to which Pascal refuses as he seats himself near Dina.

      I scan each of their faces searching for the changes and imperfections Pascal was referring to. I accept them. I love them. They are my family. I would die for them. Steeling my resolve, I extend my senses to the rooms below this one and feel my heart thud to life as I sense the soft thud of Elara’s heart. She is sleeping.

      Turning back to the view overlooking the balcony, I make out in the distance a garden. An idea forms in my head as I slowly smile.

      I will make things right again, Elara.
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      Something is tickling me. I wiggle my nose and catch myself from sneezing as I slowly rise from the soft bed. Lucifer and Pascal brought me to this room the previous night to get some sleep. I don’t think I made it a few minutes after changing into a nightgown before passing out. Gazing down at the pillow next to me, I catch sight of what woke me.

      My heart blooms and warmth spreads throughout me as I gently pick up the freshly plucked lavender flower bouquet. Glancing around, I notice I’m still alone and wonder where Darius has disappeared to. My chest aches as I recall the hurtful things, we flung at each other last night.

      Deciding to go find Darius and apologize, I stand and fling open the armoire Lucifer has set aside for me. He claimed everything in the armoire would fit, but I have my doubts. As I am scanning the clothing, I let out a shriek of delight at the sight of my bag hanging on one of the lower hooks attached to the armoire door.

      Pulling it off the hook, I begin pulling everything out and organizing it on the bed. My eyes drift to the beautiful lavender blooms that I gently placed on the bedside table and smile.

      “I can do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Freshly showered and clothed, I begin scouring the palace for Darius and the others. The smell of food brings me to the empty dining hall and I jump in fright as Dina emerges from the kitchen covered in flour from head to toe, looking angry. Lucifer quickly follows on her heels, covered in the same flour, pouting.

      The King of Hell pouts, cute.

      “I don’t see why you need to do these things when I can just as easily snap my fingers and…” Lucifer’s voice trails off at the sight of my standing there witnessing their argument.

      I shyly wave my hand, “Sorry to interrupt. Have you seen, Darius?”

      Dina gazes at me with a forced smile. I can tell it is forced from the strain in her eyes. I’d been feeling her anger over Lucifer’s attentions to me since we arrived.

      “He’s in the training circle with Gideon. One floor down you’ll see the open courtyard. Brunch will be served soon though, if you want to tell them,” Dina cheerly states and instinctively brushes away a loose, blonde curl.

      I nod my thanks and exit the dining hall, but not fast enough as I hear Dina hiss at Lucifer.

      “Why don’t you just do it with her already?! You’re practically drooling!” A slamming and breaking of something interrupts Dina’s words and I hold back the snicker as Lucifer’s deep voice sarcastically answers.

      “She’s a child of a freaking Archangel, Dina! One of my brother’s children. It would be like incest or something!”

      Thankfully, their voices grow muffled after that. I shudder and wrinkle my nose at Dina’s statement. Not happening. As I make my way down the steps to the courtyard, I itch to turn around and see what exactly Dina and Lucifer are getting up to, but decide against it. If they want me to know they will tell me.

      As I approach the open arches of the courtyard hallway, I nearly let out a gasp of shock. Darius and Gideon are both in a sandy circle, outlined by red bricks. Neither are wearing shirts and their white wings are extended. They are both sweating profusely as they parry back and forth with their angelic blades. Neither back down when the other gets them into a tight spot.

      It is like watching an intricate dance. One that is so well coordinated that I can’t tell who will rise victorious. Stepping out from underneath the archway, I seat myself on the steps of the red brick, far enough away that I won’t disturb, but close enough so that I can watch.

      The sight of Darius’ back still has my heart aching to touch him and find Pascal to heal him. He doesn’t display any pain as he pushes Gideon back only to have Gideon block Darius’ sword with a sharp slash of his own blade.

      After watching for a few moments, a large form settles next to me and I freeze for only a second before relaxing. It is just Ezekiel. The oldest of Darius’ little family. The one who intimidates me the most and the one who I feel resents me the most. For what, I had no clue.

      “Fascinating to watch, isn’t it?” Ezekiel speaks softly, his eyes trained on the fight in the circle. I gaze at him, as if for the first time and truly saw the man Ezekiel is. He is like a father to their little family. As the oldest he held a lot of responsibility for everyone in Darius’ family. I can tell by the strain in his eyes that the safety of his family weighed heavily on him.

      “Yes,” I murmur and turn away from my observation to continue to watch Darius and Gideon fight. It will take forever for them to truly grow tired at this rate.

      “They grew up together, like twins. Never separated. When Darius was tasked as Keeper of the InBetween, it broke Gideon’s heart. He is truly happy to have his brother back. To be separated from him again would shake our entire family to its very core.” Ezekiel mutters, his words for only me to hear. I get the point and bristle at the accusations underlying his words.

      “You think that by loving me and wishing to be with me, Darius will be taken or, even worse, killed. All because of me or at least because of who my parents are,” I say this without a hint of emotion. Inside, my stomach is rolling in disgust with myself. I do not wish for Darius to be harmed. If it comes down to me or him, I will gladly lay down my life so that he may live. He would do the same for me.

      Ezekiel’s gaze finally drifts to meet mine and his lips are set in a grim expression before his gaze shifts to the array of swords and weapons stacked on shelves. His eyes brighten as he stands suddenly, shocking me out of my thoughts.

      “Darius tells us he trained you with a sword,” Ezekiel states. It isn’t a question. He wants me to agree and then trap me. Perhaps even to show me or Darius how weak I truly am.

      “He did. Though, I am no expert,” I concede and stand, following Ezekiel as he sorts through the swords and daggers on a large table set off to the side.

      Ezekiel clicks his tongue and pulls out a wooden sword from the pile. Holding the hilt delicately, he swipes it through the air, as if testing it. All at once, he is flipping the sword in the air and catching it by the wooden blade. He extends the hilt to me and I graciously accept. The sword is light, but there is still some weight to it.

      Testing it, I swing it about through the air, going through the motions Darius had taught me in the InBetween. As Ezekiel watches me go through my practice thrusts, he comments every so often on my form or how to improve my stance.

      When I come to a stop of my practice, I raise my gaze to not only Ezekiel who is watching me with interest, but Darius and Gideon too. Both angels are now just bare chested, their wings tucked away in hiding. I blush at their gazes and meet Darius’ shyly. He still isn’t wearing a shirt and I try to only gaze at him from the shoulders up. Damn him for being so sexy.

      Darius merely grins at me and steps forward as he says, “Good morning.”

      Before I can say good morning back, Ezekiel is clearing his throat, “Elara and I were just about to enter the circle for some training. If she’s going to join us on our mission, she might as well be prepared.”

      Darius’ eyebrows lift in surprise and I prepare myself for the inevitable tongue lashing or the argument about how it isn’t safe. When Darius’ face morphs into a soft smile, I’m thrown for a loop. Even more so when he steps closer to me and kisses my cheek.

      “Give him hell, Little Moon.”

      My face goes red as I steel my resolve, raise my head up high and march toward the circle, my sword clenched tightly in my hand. I spin about once I’m in the center and watch as Ezekiel grabs another wooden sword from the shelf and slowly saunters into the circle.

      Gideon is whooping and hollering as he marches into the center and stands between us like a referee.

      “Okay, play nice. Elara, try not to burn his wings off,” with a wink from Gideon, he brings his hand up and swings it back down with a loud shout, “Fight!”

      I slowly move into the defensive position as I grasp my sword’s hilt with both hands and raise it like one would a bat. Ezekiel takes his position and grins down at me. His posture is lazy, or at least that’s what he wants me to think. A quick glance at his sword holding hand has me picking up the tense muscles there.

      If he wants me to make the first move, then so be it.

      Kicking up the sand with my feet, I catch Ezekiel by surprise and kneel down, sweeping my leg out and catching his feet. Ezekiel falls to the ground with a loud thump and I slowly rise as the sand settles.

      Gideon’s laughter is heard all around and I try not to laugh as well at the stunned expression on Ezekiel's face. Extending my hand to the fallen angel, I smile softly at him.

      “Where the fuck did you learn that?” he asks, his voice raspy as he takes my hand and I help him to stand.

      “Self-defence classes. I started taking them after the InBetween,” I smile and Ezekiel nods at me, shaking the sand from his hair and clothes.

      Gideon’s laughter is still booming all around us and I turn to see him leaning against Pascal who has now joined the group. I giggle as Gideon proceeds to tell Pascal what happened through his barking laughter. Pascal does not look amused, only concerned.

      When my gaze finds Darius’, I instantly feel warmth spread through me. He is still seated and his eyes are filled with pride as he grins from his seat. I blush and turn back to Ezekiel who motions with his sword for me to get back into position.

      “Very clever, Elara, but just be warned it won’t happen again,” Ezekiel mutters. Just as I am settling into my defensive position, he strikes.
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      “Then she just stands up, like nothing happened! Zeke is spread out in the sand like some youngling. Oh man, Dina, you should have been there, it was awesome,” Gideon is still singing my praises after that first win over Ezekiel and my training. We are all seated around the dining table after finishing the brunch Dina prepared for us.

      Everyone around the table laughs, even Ezekiel, who has expressed his desire to pound Gideon into the ground if he calls him Zeke one more time. Lucifer is seated at the head of the table and Dina is at the opposite end. Both are cleaned up and no hint of their flour fight remains.

      Ezekiel and Gideon are sitting across from me and I am in the middle of Pascal and Darius. Pascal has been quiet the entire meal, but he simply pats my hand when I try to engage him in conversation. His visions keep him quiet.

      Dina grins down the table in my direction, “I know I’ve been a little standoffish toward you, Elara, but I’m glad you’re here. This family needs some more femininity in it to keep up with the testosterone.”

      I smile back at her and underneath the table I can feel Darius’ hand slide up my skinny jeans to squeeze my knee. Gazing up at him, I smile when he smiles back down at me. I lean forward when I feel Darius lean closer to me.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” Darius whispers in my ear and I nod, aching for a moment alone with him.

      Excusing ourselves, Darius takes my hand and slowly pulls me through the halls until we exit through a backdoor that leads to the most beautiful garden I’ve ever seen. I instantly feel at home as we begin to walk the worn path. Neither of us speak and I am at peace as we walk hand in hand.

      Finally, I can’t help it. I need to apologize, “Darius, I’m…”

      As I begin, so does Darius. We both stop and laugh at each other as we blunder our words. Darius takes both my hands and slowly scans the area. His eyes stop on a stone bench and he pulls me toward it. Once seated, Darius turns to me.

      “Do you remember the first time we were in my garden like this one, sitting on a bench?” He asks the question and my mind races back to the day I’d stumbled across the garden attached to his castle.

      “Yes,” I answer and smile. “You told me what Ambriel did and about the curse.”

      Darius shifts and takes both my hands in his and brings them to his lips with a soft kiss, “When Ambriel betrayed me, I didn’t wish to ever allow myself to open up again. With the curse, I became the only thing that stopped Tarnin and his demon followers from destroying the InBetween and all the souls there. When you arrived, I grew so protective. I didn’t want anything to ruin what we had. When we were separated and then reunited on Earth, I didn’t want anything bad to ever happen to you again. My feelings came at a cost to you and for that I am truly sorry.”

      I smile as Darius hangs his head in despair. Slowly, I pull my hands away and lift his head. “I forgive you, Darius. I’m so sorry for all those things I said. You’re nothing like Hudson. You’re so much better and kinder. I have no wish to go into battle, but I do think it is wise to learn how to protect myself so we aren’t thrust into a position like the one we had in the InBetween. I don’t ever want to see you nailed to that wall or even worse, because of me.”

      My bottom lip trembles as I recall what he’d gone through because of Tarnins obsession with me.

      “If it wasn’t for me, the sword wouldn’t be missing. None of this would have happened,” I mutter and wipe at my eyes.

      Darius lets out a scolding noise as he lifts my chin with his hand, “I’ll hear none of that. My life would be incomplete without you.”

      I blush and turn to stare around the gardens. I wince as I recall our argument.

      “You can’t decide whether I’m involved or not. This thing inside me, whatever it is, is mine. I need to learn to control it. That means I may be in danger or need to do things you think are unsafe,” I say, happy to get these thoughts off my chest.

      I continue before Darius can interrupt, “I think, you want me to be that girl that I was in the InBetween, but I’m not anymore. I’ve grown in the last six months without you by my side. You were my protector in the InBetween; but in those six months, I had to make my own decisions. I hope you can accept the decisions I make for myself.”

      “I can, as long as you can accept that I will worry, but only because I love you,” Darius smiles and brushes my hair back from my face.

      I laugh suddenly, “The Archangels may want to kill me, because of my parents.”

      Darius shakes his head in disbelief, “I know. I won’t let it happen. Besides, I’ve already disappointed Michael with what happened in the InBetween. What’s one more thing?”

      I smirk and shake my head at the thought, “One thing at a time. First, the sword.”

      So much has happened in such a short amount of time that my mind races through the last few days. A wiggling thought pokes through me and I sit up straighter, “Renna came to me in a vision when I was trying to unlock my powers yesterday.”

      Darius’ eyebrows lift in disbelief. “She’s alive? Really?”

      “I was in a trance and she appeared. She was all shadows at first and then in her form. She said you would all rid yourselves of me soon and that she and the rest would be waiting to take me. I think she has the sword,” I wring my fingers and bite my bottom lip.

      Darius stands and helps me to stand as well. “Only one way to find out.”

      Pulling me along, Darius drags me back to the dining hall where everyone still remains seated talking. As we enter, everyone pauses and even Pascal turns to look at us.

      Darius turns to Lucifer, his face serious. “Would you be able to locate a soul who was tainted by Tarnin?”

      Lucifer purses his lips as he ponders Darius’ question before standing. “In principle, Tarnin would have shared his essence with this soul and left a piece of himself in that soul. If I can locate that piece, then I should be able to locate the soul.”

      I squeeze Darius’ hand and step forward, “We need to find a soul he would have tainted. Her name is Renna and she betrayed us to help Tarnin. We think she might have the sword. She was with me when I pulled it from the stone and broke the curse. She wasn’t with us when I stabbed Tarnin, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t witness it. In the chaos of Darius trying to heal me, she might have taken the sword. Though before I pulled it from the stone, she attempted to unlock the sword and she wasn’t able touch it. I don’t know how she would be able to touch it now.”

      The others stand and Pascal smiles, “The sword chose you as its host, Elara. Without you the sword is useless. Perhaps this would be a good time to try and unlock your abilities once again?”

      I nod and smile up at Darius who kisses my forehead before following Ezekiel and Lucifer, who begin making plans to track down Renna. Gideon groans and stands. “I’m going to go stretch my wings. Care to join me, Dina?”

      She shakes her head and Gideon bids farewell as Pascal stands. “We should go to the gardens. You seem to have an affinity for nature.”

      I nod, “I’ll be there in a second, I just need to talk to Dina.”

      When Pascal is finally gone and we are alone, I shift my gaze to Dina who remains seated at the table, avoiding my gaze. Taking the seat by hers, I smile when she finally meets mine.

      “I see you and Darius made up,” Dina says, and I can tell inwardly she is upset by this turn of events.

      “Do you wish it was the opposite?” I ask, unsure if I even want the answer.

      Dina shakes her head, “It isn’t that. I should have been there for Darius that day, when the InBetween was cursed. He reached out to me through our bond, saying he was worried about Ambriel and what she might do. I shrugged it off. Darius had always been better at handling Ambriel, and I had never been close to her. I told him I was too busy and to call Gideon or Ezekiel. I never told the others this.” Dina pauses and smiles softly before her lips turn into a serious frown.

      “I returned home to find my brothers in a panic. All of our people were in a panic. The InBetween had been cursed and no one could access it. Not even Pascal. We didn’t know if Darius was alive or dead. The Archangels were furious. Not even their powers could vanquish the curse. I lost more than a brother that day,” Dina sobers and turns to gaze around the dining hall.

      “Then something amazing happened. The gates opened to the afterlife. Hundreds of souls pour in from the InBetween. Demons too. It was chaos. Most demons managed to make it to Earth. No one knew what was happening. The others and I managed to make it through the gates and into the InBetween. It was nothing like I remembered it. The wall was crumbling and demons were everywhere. Then I saw it. You stabbing Tarnin through the heart and he stabbing you right back,” She pauses and stares at me. My breathing is shallow and I feel clammy as the memories of that day come rushing back.

      “It wasn’t you that had me so entranced, but Darius. I’d never seen him looking so defeated and distraught. He wouldn’t even acknowledge us when we first made our presence known. I’d dreamed of the day I would see my brother again and there he was holding some soul’s corpse to his body like she was the most precious thing in the world. When Pascal gave Darius the ability to heal you, Pascal should have been the one to be punished, his wings clipped, but instead Darius took the rap for it. Like the good brother he is. Do you know what he said when I asked him why he did it?”

      I shake my head and feel myself tearing up at her answer. Her voice is raspy, as if she too is trying not to cry, “He said, Elara wouldn’t want someone like Pascal being punished for healing her. I told him he shouldn’t be punished for it either and Darius just chuckled, telling me one day there would be someone in the world that I would take any punishment to be with. He was right.”

      “You saved my brother, Elara, and for that I will be eternally grateful. I owe you my life,” at my protest, Dina raises her hand, “Don’t worry, I don’t like it either. I have trouble trusting new people; but for Darius, I will do anything to ensure his happiness.”

      I nod and smile, stunned by Dina’s change of attitude, “Thank you, Dina.”

      Dina nods and smirks. “You should go. Pascal hates tardiness.”

      As I stand, my thoughts drift to Renna’s warning and I turn back to Dina. “I think we need to plan something, but we can’t tell Darius or the others yet.”
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      “Damn it!” Lucifer swears and rips the map of Earth off the wall. His attempts at locating Renna had proven inconclusive. I warily braced myself for the King of Hell’s well-known wrath.

      When none came, I breathe a sigh of relief and stride toward another map Lucifer had hung in his study. This map was of the InBetween or at least what it used to be before the curse.

      “What if she isn’t on Earth?” I murmur, mostly to myself, not even thinking Ezekiel or Lucifer had heard.

      “You think she’s still in the InBetween?” Ezekiel asks from across the room, his head bent as he reads from a very old book, “Why didn’t she escape like the others? What could be in the InBetween that she would want so badly?”

      “It’s possible, but the gates were closed. There’s no way into the InBetween to be sure,” Lucifer sighs in exasperation and collapses into his desk chair, his wings clattering behind him. Ezekiel's questions go unanswered, but I store them away to ask at a later time.

      “The orb. We could search the InBetween with the orb without Renna even knowing,” I state and turn away from the map to glance between Ezekiel and Lucifer.

      Ezekiel snorts, “The orb was confiscated after you were detained. It's in the Archangels private palace, probably under lock and key.”

      Lucifer grins, “Chamuel owes me a favor. Of course, if you were caught, he would deny his involvement.”

      Ezekiel nods and stands, “I should explain the plan to Pascal to see what his visions exhibit.”

      When he leaves, I turn my shrewd eyes on Lucifer. “Why are you helping us?”

      Lucifer’s grin turns solemn, “Before I was banished from my father’s good graces, our brother, Joel, was born. We were the exact opposites. He was light, I was dark. He loved the humans. I despised and envied them. Then one day, Joel came to me, completely heartbroken. The woman he loved was human. It is forbidden for Archangels to interact with the mortals outside of the Almighty’s wishes. I didn’t say anything and ignored it, thinking his attachment to be nothing more than mere obsession that would dwindle with time. The others found out and he and his woman were brought before us. His woman had given birth to a son. The child was only a few days old, but you could practically see the power emanating from his small fingertips. Everything the child touched, even his own mother, burned. The woman put his hands in gloves to keep his abilities masked, but it wasn’t to be.”

      Lucifer pauses and gazes back at the torn map of Earth, “I didn’t stop them as they killed the woman and her child. I didn’t stop them as they removed Joel’s wings and he died. It was after that incident that I grew rebellious. I should have stopped them. I had the power to do it, but I just sat back and watched.”

      I clench my fists and speak, my words raspy as I try to clear my throat of the emotion, “So you are helping us because of your regret in not helping your brother?”

      Lucifer shakes his head, “I thought I was, but seeing your attachment to Elara has made me see things through new eyes.”

      I nod, understanding, taking a step toward the door. I murmur softly, knowing the King of Hell hears me as I leave, “Dina truly cares for you.”

      As I close the doors to the study behind me, I hear his words faintly, “And I her.”
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      Who knew returning to Earth would give me such a headache?

      Dina and I are unpacking in the penthouse of the Wicked Hotel and I’m getting antsy. The guys left to go meet someone. Something to do with finding Renna. They were very secretive about it. I didn’t like it. Even Pascal went with them.

      Leaving my room, I find Dina in the kitchen brewing up some coffee.

      “Where did the guys say they were going again?” I ask and watch as Dina tenses a bit before spinning around with hot, steaming mugs of coffee in her hands.

      Setting one on the kitchen island for me, Dina sips at her coffee first before answering, “They didn’t. Something about a meeting. Men, right?”

      I nod, not convinced and purse my lips as I gaze around the lavish penthouse. It takes up the entire top floor and has its own private pool and jacuzzi on the roof. I quirk an eyebrow at Dina and grin.

      “Have you stayed here before?”

      Dina nods, “Once or twice.”

      I hum to myself as silence ensues, then an idea forms in my head. “So, what is going on with you and Lucifer?”

      Dina rolls her eyes and begins puttering around the kitchen, “Nothing. Just sex.”

      I know her statement is meant to stun me, but I don’t fall for it as I nod along and push away from the island to stand against it.

      “Why didn’t he come with us or at least go with the guys to their meeting?” I ask and watch as Dina tenses again.

      She hesitates before finally sighing in frustration and turns to me, arms crossed, “He can’t leave Hell.”

      “What?”

      “He can’t leave Hell at the moment. With everything that’s going on up here and demon activity on an all time high, he needs to be in Hell to keep things running smoothly,” Dina gazes up at me, “If he were to leave, then his generals and lower lords would take over. They have no problem running rampant. At least with Luc there, things aren’t as chaotic.”

      I nod and walk over the living room windows that overlook New York City’s nightlife.

      “How long are the guys going to be gone?” I ask, an idea forming in my head.

      “Late, that’s all I know,” Dina mutters from the kitchen. I turn away from the windows, a grin forming on my face and Dina’s confused face meets mine as she asks, “What’s that face for?”

      “Let’s go dancing.”

      Dina snorts and moves into the living room with me, “Dancing? I thought you were the goody-goody type, you know the type that reads books for fun on the weekends instead of partying.”

      I grin and laugh as I recall the days, I would stay home instead of going out. “I did, but I want to have fun. Besides, this is the city that never sleeps; and I think you need to relieve some stress.”

      Dina’s eyes squint as they assess me, “It isn’t safe.”

      “Why? You’re going to be with me and you’re pretty badass,” I grin as Dina’s face morphs into shock.

      “Pretty badass? Oh, no, honey, I’m the freaking Angelina Jolie of the angel world. You want to go dance, then let's go dance.” Dina stomps toward her bedroom and with the slam of her door, I grin excitedly. Turning back to look over the city, I am inwardly squealing with delight

      Well that was easier than I thought! Watch out demons, we are going out.
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      “Do I look like a slut?” In that question I feel a sense of deja vu and grin to myself as I recall asking that very same question and hearing Darius’ answer. Though today, Darius isn’t the one to answer. Dina is.

      “No. You look freaking hot. Darius’ tongue would be permanently detached from his mouth if he saw you,” She giggles as she fluffs up her short hair and fixes the hem of her sexy cocktail dress. Once again, I am floored by the beauty of an actual angel walking next to me.

      I didn’t have any appropriate clothes for dancing according to Dina and she immediately purged her closet to find me a sparkly top and tight dark pants. Accompanied with heels and my hair curled perfectly, we are ready to go.

      As we walk down the busy street toward the club Dina claimed was fun for dancing, I adjusted my sparkly top. The straps are tiny and tight against my skin. The V-neck causes my breasts to practically fall out of the top. Dina ended up screeching in a whole other language when I asked her what bra I should wear with it. She then proceeded to introduce me to the wonders of going braless.

      “We get free drinks this way,” she claimed.

      Now, as our heels clack on the pavement and the club is approaching, my stomach rolls and butterflies erupt as I pull Dina to stop. The lineup into the club is long and I wince as I try to make my shirt a little bit more conservative.

      “Maybe this is a bad idea. I don’t even have my dagger,” I know I’m a chicken, but come on, clubs are intimidating, especially when you’ve been a wallflower your entire life.

      Dina chuckles and kneels down to show me her high leather boots. Inside I can see the flash of a blade and gasp, staring up at her.

      “How many of those do you have on your person right now?” I ask, kind of upset that I hadn’t thought to strap one or two to my calves.

      Dina merely grins at me and takes my hand, continuing on our way down the street. I grow more nervous as we ignore the sign that indicates where the end of the line was. Instead we stand before the intimidating bouncer.

      The bouncer glances at us for a split second before his whole face morphs into a smile and he unhooks the velvet rope.

      “Hey Dina babe, long time no see. Go on in.” The bouncer winks and steps aside, much to the people who remain waiting in the line’s displeasure.

      Dina smiles and blows the bouncer a kiss, “Thanks Jerry.”

      Pulling me along, Dina races inside and we are immediately assaulted by the heat and pounding music that shakes the club’s floors. As we weave through the crowds of people, men and women alike stare, not at me of course, I inwardly groan, but at Dina. Who could blame them? The tiny pixie is angelic looking.

      Once we make our way to the bar and our drink orders are taken from the practically drooling bartender, I begin to relax and bob my head to the beat of the music. Scanning the room, I meet the gaze of several men, few of whom meet mine back. They all seem to nod and acknowledge me, but none approach.

      “Let’s dance. That’ll really get their blood pumping,” Dina leans in and whispers. I am barely able to hear her, but I nod anyway and follow as she drags me onto the full dance floor.

      As we sway and move to the beat, I find Dina is right. Once we started dancing, the men don’t waste time pouncing. It isn’t long until we’re both dancing with two very attractive men, both of whom are working their butts off to get us alone.

      Much to my guy’s disappointment, I pull away and find Dina relaxing at the bar. She nods at me, but doesn’t say anything, her eyes scanning the room very much like a predator.

      “I need some air.” I call out to her over the thumping speakers and push my way out the back entrance to the alley. Grimacing at the trash that’s piled up at one end, I walk toward the alley’s entrance, intent on being closer to the street lights when a large hand grasps my wrist tightly.

      Reacting on instinct, I twist my wrist and spin, bringing my leg up to kick my attacker in the groin. The man collapses to the ground, holding his groin as he groans in pain.

      Taking a step back from him, I nearly jump out of my skin as the club door to the alley opens and Dina walks out.

      “Well that didn’t take long,” Dina muses as she walks forward and grasps the man by the hair. As she pulls his head back the man's eyes are wildly following us. His eyes are clear and alert.

      As I stare at him, I wait for his form to melt away and show his true form, but nothing happens.

      “Is he human?” I ask, completely confused.

      Dina nods and thrusts the man’s head against the brick wall of the club, effectively knocking him out. The man collapses in a heap and we both rise to full height.

      “I know I sensed demon scum in there, but maybe they got scared off,” Dina rolls her eyes and carefully steps over the man, “We can try another club if you want.”

      I shake my head and motion toward the alley’s entrance, “Let’s go back to the hotel. This was a stupid idea anyway. I don’t know why I suggested it.”

      Dina shrugs and gives the unconscious man a kick. “I was sure I sensed something off lurking inside. Maybe it was just his vile nature leaking out.”

      I let out a small laugh, but freeze when we both turn to see a hulking figure blocking the entrance to the alley, effectively blocking the light. Dina tenses and there’s a blade immediately in her hand extended in the direction of the hulking figure.

      “Get behind me, Elara,” Dina orders.

      I slowly obey, but stop halfway when the hissing sound begins.

      “Pretty soul. Don’t listen to her. Stay where you are. It’ll make things so much easier,” The hulking figure takes a step into the alley and Dina doesn’t hesitate to push me back. The blade leaves her hand as she throws it in the hulking figure’s direction.

      Like lightning, the demon masquerading as a large man grabs the blade out of the air like it is nothing and grins in our direction. His eyes are black and his smile evil. The illusion he places over his form melts away before my eyes. I gasp at the size of the demon before us.

      This demon isn’t made of shadows like Tarnin. This demon is a solid, grey mass of muscles. His teeth are as sharp as daggers and even his fingers unclench long enough for me to see the claws he has at his fingertips.

      “Come to me, pretty soul, and I won’t have to hurt your idiotic friend,” The demon hisses, his eyes go right through Dina and stare at me.

      Dina answers for me, “But we were having so much fun.”

      “Reditus,” Dina cries and the dagger in the demon’s hand begins to move.

      The demon snarls as Dina’s dagger slices through his hand and flies through the air to her waiting hand.

      The demons’ snarls vibrate through the alleyway and I back up a step, accidentally bumping into the unconscious man at our feet. Something shiny distracts me and I kneel down to grab the switchblade sticking out of his pocket. At least now, I have something. Damn it powers, where the heck are you when I need you?

      “You’ll pay for that, bitch,” the demon snarls.

      Dina doesn’t give him a chance to react as she grabs the other dagger in her other boot and launches at the demon. Dina is so fast. I only make out the demon blocking and reacting to her attacks. The demons’ grunts of pain and snarling hisses have me on edge.

      Inwardly, I know I have to help. The demon is getting madder with every swipe of Dina’s blade that hits his skin.

      I step forward when the demon strikes Dina, pushing her up against the brick wall of the building by her throat. The demon snarls directly in Dina’s face and I open the switchblade as the demon squeezes against Dina’s throat. She’s completely immobile and I feel my entire body freeze.

      Not again. Please.

      Dina’s daggers drop from her hands one by one and before I think of the consequences, I race forward and slash the sharp knife through the demon’s heel.

      The demon howls and drops Dina to the ground. Dina’s gasps are muffled by the demon howling in pain as he pushes me back with his large hand and makes to grab me. Blood is everywhere. I feel my vision blurring at the sight of it.

      Be strong, Elara!

      I slash the tiny knife at the demon’s hands, but he’s furious now as his useless leg drags behind him. He’s backing me further and further into the alley and I plant my feet, glaring up at him.

      “Stop. Leave us be, demon, and you won’t be harmed.”

      “Infect her,” the injured demon snarls, but his eyes aren’t trained on me. Instead, they are level with the presence behind me.

      Just like in the InBetween, the slicing through my flesh is familiar and it burns. Like an inferno. I feel myself glancing down at the tip of the jagged, black blade sticking out of my lower chest. I gasp and hear a ringing. Faintly, I can make out the sounds of Dina screaming my name.

      Everything is fading, everything is going black. My fists are clenching and someone else is screaming. It’s me. The pain is too much as I collapse to the ground. My eyes are dropping closed, I can practically feel the evil leeching my energy from me. I need to sleep.

      “Elara! No! Elara, stay awake! I’ll get us home. Don’t worry!” Dina’s face is in mine and I try to keep my eyes open like she says, but the darkness is consuming me too fast and when my eyes close again, they don’t open.
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      I can’t help the anxious feeling sliding over me. I tap my foot in the slowly rising elevator. The tiny numbers of each floor slowly tick by and I let out an exasperated growl underneath my breath.

      “Would you calm down?” Gideon grumbles behind me and Ezekiel hums in agreement.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help it. Something’s wrong. Try Dina again,” I clench my fingers.

      Gideon snorts, “She never answers my calls, why do you think now would be any different? I’m sure they’re in the suite, enjoying the pool and having girl talk. Relax man.”

      Pascal murmurs from the back corner, “Would you like me to ease your mind?”

      I shake my head. “No. Thank you, Pascal, but not today.”

      All I want is to see Elara safe and sound in the hotel suite. When Chamuel didn’t show to our meeting, an anxious pit in my stomach grew and I knew immediately we had to return to the hotel suite. Something was very wrong.

      When the hotel doors opened to the suite, we all freeze. We can sense the presence of darkness here. It is weak, but still present and growing stronger. As we step out of the elevator, we all draw weapons, except for Pascal who remains at the back, watching and waiting.

      “Almighty help us,” we hear Pascal whisper as we tense at the sight of Dina stepping out of Elara’s bedroom. She swiftly closes the door and locks it from the outside.

      “Dina?” I ask her name and take a step toward Elara’s door, but Dina’s hand raises in the air to stop me.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she says, her voice wavering.

      I take Dina in. She’s wearing another revealing cocktail dress and tall boots. Some of her dress is dirty and ripped. There are bruises forming around her neck and the adrenaline rolling off her in waves reveals more than her words.

      “What happened?” Ezekiel asks for me.

      “We went to a club and were jumped by two demons,” She answers simply.

      I feel myself moving before I can think clearly and race to Elara’s door, my hand barely graces the doorknob before a slash of pain races through my arm. I pull my hand away and glare at the burn the doorknob made on my hand.

      “I can’t let you go in there, Darius. It isn’t safe,” Dina says, her voice heartbroken, but strong.

      “Where is Elara?” I ask, my voice cracking under the pressure.

      “Can’t you sense her?” Pascal murmurs as he steps toward the door, not touching it but running his hands a few inches away from the door. “What did they do to her?”

      Dina shrugs, “It all happened so fast. I think they stabbed her with a demon blade and it infected her. She went unconscious in the alley; and when I got her back to the hotel, she woke up and started acting crazy. I placed the room and door under a locking incantation to keep her from escaping. I don’t know how long it will hold her for. She’s been pretty destructive.”

      I clench my fists and spin to face Dina, anger fueling me, “What the fuck were you thinking? Why would you think it was okay to leave the hotel? Has sleeping with that fucking traitor made you stupid? What is it about him that has your allegiances blurred?”

      Dina’s eyes widen and I know in that moment I’ve completely crushed her. I’ve never actually been on the receiving end of Dina’s anger, but others have and I’ve pitied them. Now, I only have myself to blame.

      “Well done, Darius,” Gideon mutters, “Nice knowing you, buddy.”

      Dina glares up at me and pushes a finger against my chest. A spark of fire flashes from her other fingers as she speaks, “It wasn’t my idea. Elara had this grand scheme to lure the demons who are searching for her out and then we would strike at them. Don’t question my loyalties, Darius. I didn’t have to come on this idiotic mission. I did it for you, you big lummox, because you’re my brother and I love you.”

      I don’t think. Startling Dina’s cool reserve, I reach for her and pull her into a tight hug. She relaxes after a few minutes and when I pull away, she smiles slightly at me.

      “Sorry for calling you a lummox,” she mutters.

      I grin, “Sorry for questioning your loyalty.”

      Gideon’s sigh is what breaks us apart. “Guys, this is all freaking touching and everything, but there is a child of an Archangel behind that wall, infected with some demon juice. Oh, and did I mention she has the power of the Flaming Sword at her fingertips? What do we do?”

      Turning back to the door, I shake my head. “I have no idea.”

      Pascal whispers softly, “The sword.”

      We all turn to him, confused, before his face brightens and he shouts in glee, “Gideon, you’re a genius!”

      Gideon snorts, looking just as confused as the rest of us, “Well, duh, but also why?”

      Pascal turns to me, “The sword can break any curse, correct? Even demon possession?”

      I nod. “Yes, but we don’t even have the sword and we can’t get to the InBetween without it to open the gates.”

      Pascal sighs, “The sword’s power opens the gates.”

      Pascal’s words settle over us and we all begin to stare at each other, bewildered.

      “Elara could open the gates.”

      Ezekiel holds up a hand as I go to reach for the doorknob once again. “Hold it. You want to unleash a demon infected child of an Archangel on the InBetween? You’ll be falling right into their hands. Once the gate is open, any demons on the other side will come here and vice versa.”

      “We can kill all the demons we want once we have the sword and Elara is healed,” I grit my teeth, staring into Ezekiel's eyes. A crash from Elara’s bedroom has us tensing further.

      Dina whimpers, “She’s getting stronger. I don’t know how much longer my incantation can hold her.”

      Ezekiel snarls and swears under his breath. The rest of us are stunned. The once cool and composed angel is replaced with an angry one who turns his anger filled gaze on Dina. “Get the chains. Let’s all pray they hold her long enough to get us to the InBetween.”

      Dina nods and rushes off as Ezekiel pulls out his long sword and points it at Pascal, “Get ready to transport us to the gates checkpoint. Once done alert the Archangels to send as many soldiers as they can spare to guard the gate. Warn them it’ll be open.”

      Gideon pats Pascal on the shoulder. “See you on the other side, brother.”

      Pascal nods and watches as Ezekiel, Gideon and I all approach Elara’s door.

      Dina appears with the chains and gives us a serious look. “Don’t listen to her, Darius. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”

      I nod my thanks and take the chains from her hands, “Unlock it.”

      Dina whispers the words slowly and all the noise coming from the bedroom grows silent as she does, “Patentibus.”

      Gideon pushes open the door, sword drawn in both hands. He enters first followed by Dina and then me, with Ezekiel following at the rear. The entire bedroom is trashed. Clothes shredded all over the floor and furniture completely unrecognizable.

      It’s dark with the shades drawn, but not dark for us. I extend my senses and immediately they zero in on the shaking creature in the corner. My Elara. Her hair is wild and her body is bruised with smalls cuts. Her black pants are torn in places and she’s completely barefoot. There is a large splotch of blood visible on her shirt, where they infected her; but otherwise, she appears unharmed.

      Gideon and Ezekiel tense as I take a step in her direction. I speak softly, in the hopes that I don’t frighten her further, “Elara?”

      The creature before me shrieks and swipes out a hand at my face. I pull back and tighten my hands on the chains.

      “Elara, it’s me, Darius. Can you hear me?”

      Elara’s body freezes and slowly, her eyes peek through the stringy strands of her dark hair. Her eyes are pitch black and I have to fight every reflex in me to snarl and banish the demon. I know in my heart that would inevitably banish Elara as well.

      “Darius?” The cracked and raspy voice speaks out over the silent room and I pause before nodding.

      Before I can react any further, Elara is launching herself at me, screeching and clawing at me. Gideon and Ezekiel both shout and jump into action pulling Elara off of me as she’s screaming confusing words at me.

      “Traitor! Liar!”

      She screams over and over again. She thrashes in their arms until Gideon and Ezekiel have Elara in a hold and she’s anchored on her knees in place on the ground.

      Elara’s teeth are clenched and barred like some wild animal as she glares her black eyes at me, “Traitor! You did this to me! All on you! My blood is on your hands!”

      I wince as she spits at my feet. Bringing the chains into view, Elara’s possessed form tenses and she begins to shake and shiver in fear.

      “No! Not again! Please don’t take my wings! Please no!”

      We all freeze at her statements and I kneel down in front of the sobbing Elara, “Your wings?” I pause and ask the question I’m not even sure I want answered, “What is your name?”

      Elara’s form raises her head and stares into my eyes, confused and then distant, “Ambriel. My name is Ambriel.”
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      I am in shock. Pascal hasn’t removed his healing hand from my back since Ezekiel and Gideon have dragged, Elara, no, Ambriel, to a chair in the living room and tied her to it with the rune chains.

      I blink as I pull away from Pascal. I feel his soothing presence disappear from me as I step into Ambriel’s line of sight. It makes my heart plummet as her pitch-black gaze winces at my intrusion in her personal space. I am confused as hell. The person before me resembles the one I love, but deep down I know it isn’t really Elara.

      “How is this possible, Ambriel? You were dead. I killed...” My voice cracks and I try to summon the strength to remain calm.

      Through Elara’s body, Ambriel shifts in the chains groaning at the pain they cause her demonic form. My body tenses even further, aching to release her from her suffering.

      “You killed me, Darius. I know I was there,” Elara’s face morphs then into an evil grin as she speaks, “But you didn’t destroy all of me, did you? Had to save your precious trophy.”

      Silence resumes in the room and I can feel the pressure of all eyes on me as I grit my teeth and growl the one word that sends the entire room in an uproar, “No.”

      Gideon is the loudest of them all as he cries out, “What the fuck?!”

      Dina is quick to follow, “Are you fucking crazy?”

      Ezekiel is the one to call everyone to silence and I don’t break my gaze from Elara’s black ones as Ambriel laughs in sick glee, “If only you had destroyed every little piece of me, then your precious, little human would be safe. Oh, I’m sorry, she’s not fully human, is she?”

      Ezekiel grunts and steps forward, drawing Ambriel’s focus away from me, “You know what you did was wrong, Ambriel. You know that man was a demon and he lured you away. Did you think you would get away with it?”

      “He loved me! He cared about me. He listened to me,” Ambriel pauses in her screeching to turn back to me. “You were so focused on the InBetween, that you didn’t even notice I was gone. You were supposed to be my consort, my friend, my lo…”

      I tense and grow angry at her words as I straighten, “Lovers? Where did you get the idea that we were to be lovers, Ambriel?”

      She doesn’t answer and instead, glares back at me, “It doesn’t matter. You won’t get your precious mortal back now. Go ahead, Darius, banish the rest of me to Hell. I’m sure Elara will love it down there.”

      “You little…” I mutter and take a step forward, dagger drawn when Ezekiel steps forward, “Darius! No! Don’t let her get to you! Remember who is beyond her. Elara. Think about Elara.”

      Ambriel cackles and sways in the chains, “Yes, Darius, think about her. She’s so strong, but so weak from the demonic possession. It’s too bad you didn’t unlock her abilities completely to keep her safe.”

      Pascal let’s out a soft sound behind us and we all turn.

      I ask, “What is it?”

      Pascal shifts, uncomfortable with all the attention, “Elara’s body may not be strong enough to withstand the possession and opening the gates.”

      Ambriel cackles, “What to do, what to do.”

      I clench my fists tightly before releasing them a few times, only to clench them again. Everything is going down the drain. Nothing like this was supposed to happen. My mind is racing, my head pounding and Ambriel’s evil laughter is getting on my nerves. With renewed strength, I spin swiftly and throw my blade into the wall above Elara’s head.

      Ambriel’s laughter dies down and her eyes go wide. I narrowly missed her. I don’t think about my words as they fly out of my mouth. I just know it is the last straw.

      “We’re taking you to the Archangels.”

      Ambriel, through Elara’s eyes go wide and she shrieks in an attempt to escape the chains.

      “No! Kill me! Banish me! Anything but that!” Her shrieks go unheard as the others turn to me in confusion, Gideon keeps hold of Elara’s body as his confused eyes reach mine.

      “Darius, they’ll kill her if we do that. You heard what Lucifer said about the Archangel’s children.”

      I shake my head, “They want the sword too badly to risk killing the one person who has its power. If they want the sword then they need to open the gates. They can do it. If they can close the gates, then they can open them.”

      I gaze at my friends, my family. They all shoot each other doubtful looks and Dina shifts uncomfortably as she shoots a sad look toward Elara’s wiggling, possessed form.

      “But what if they don’t, Darius? They may weigh the pros and cons and decide to just destroy Elara and, by definition, destroy the InBetween,” Dina’s words are hesitant and full of fear.

      “You have to trust me. You all don’t have to enter their palace with me, but I do need your help in getting there. Once you’ve dropped us off, you can leave. Distance yourselves from me,” I say these words with a hint of sadness, but I push it away, “I don’t want you all to get caught up in my fight.”

      All is silent as they weigh their options. The silence is killing me. I know in my heart that if I ask it of them, they would fight along side of me; but I don’t want them to die senselessly.

      Ezekiel is the first to step forward, always our heroic leader, “Brothers and sisters to the end is the oath we made to each other all those centuries ago. If this is to be the end, then I would gladly join you in it.”

      Pascal nods and steps forward, “As will I. The Archangels value my gifts too much to do away with me.”

      From behind Elara’s shaking form, Gideon grins. “Never took on an Archangel before, let alone all of them. Might be kind of fun.”

      Dina rolls her eyes and gazes over all of them. “I’m in too. Might as well. You boys never could make it in a fight without me.”

      I laugh and we all nod at each other before our gazes turn to Elara. Her ferocious glare and barred teeth are enough to silence the laughter.

      Inwardly, I wince and think the words I pray Elara hears, don’t worry, Elara. I’m coming for you.
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      It doesn’t take long for our presence to be known as we enter the Archangel’s realm. Almost immediately after stepping into their palace gates, guards descend. They probably sense the evil currently inhabiting Elara’s body.

      The Grecian style palace is ornate in soft light colors. It is bright and beautiful outdoors with singing birds and beautiful flowers. It reminds me of what the InBetween used to look like. Happy and safe.

      The guards escort us through the winding staircases, only stopping when we are met with large oak doors. Ambriel’s shrieking goes quiet. She can sense them beyond the doors, as could the rest of us.

      In Elara’s form, Ambriel pleads with me, “Please don’t, Darius! They’ll kill us, me and Elara. Is that what you want?”

      I ignore her pleas and sobs as the oak doors open and we all step through. The guards don’t enter with us. When the doors close behind us, I heard the faint click of locks being placed on the doors. No way out.

      This room is unlike the room I’d been punished for my crimes in. Instead of sitting on tall thrones, the Archangels sit on individual loveseats and plush chairs that are only slightly raised by a dais. Well, most of them do anyway. Michael is pacing, like a caged lion on the raised dais, while the others watch on.

      I keep my gaze on Michael as we approach. Ezekiel and Gideon drag Elara’s possessed form behind me as Ambriel sobs quietly. Her tears would not sway anyone here.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Ariel rise slowly from her chair at the sight of Elara in holy chains. If possible, her dark skin seems to pale in comparison to its dark complexion. As if she knew immediately who has possessed Elara.

      Jophiel rises gracefully, smiling at all of us coolly, “Welcome, warriors of the Almighty. To what do we owe this unexpected visit?”

      Usually, Ezekiel would speak for our group; but today, I need to be the one to speak.

      “I believe you are already aware of the reason for our visit, my lady.”

      Jophiel’s right eye twitches slightly and she swiftly glanced toward a silent, yet serious Chamuel who refuses to meet my gaze or the gazes of his brothers and sisters. Michael continues to pace the dais, his face angry and his hands clenched.

      “Yes, we have been made aware of your request to meet with our brother in private. How, unconventional,” Jophiel laughs softly, “Though we have no idea why that would be.”

      “We found the Flaming Sword. It is being held by a demon tainted soul, Renna, in the InBetween. The gates must be opened so that we might retrieve the sword from the InBetween,” I run my eyes over all seven, only Jophiel meets my gaze, the others are either focused on Elara’s sobbing form or Michael whose pacing stops.

      Ariel steps closer to the edge of the dais’ stairs and gazes around me to stare at Elara, “Stand aside, Keeper.”

      I ignore Ariel, a fact that draws a scathing glare from her dark eyes and level my own eyes with Michael’s storming blue ones, “We do not have much time. We must act now.”

      Ariel scoffs in disgust of my obvious disrespect and pushes forward into my group, pushing me aside in the process to kneel before the chained Elara.

      Elara’s body ceases shaking and we all freeze as Elara’s head raises and her eyes open to reveal the blackness that has Ariel tensing.

      Ambriel’s evil grin forms on Elara’s face and I clench my fists to keep myself under control as Ambriel’s raspy voice whispers, “Hello, mother. Miss me?”

      As if she had been struck, Ariel reels back, her eyes widen with fright. Chamuel quickly jumps from his chair and catches Ariel before she collapses to the ground as everyone stares at Elara’s possessed form.

      Ariel’s whisper echoes throughout the room and the temperature drops, “Ambriel…it’s not possible.”

      Michael is seething now. I can practically feel the waves of his anger rippling out of his pores. I even feel Dina wince behind me.

      “What is the meaning of this, Darius?” Michael demands, his anger rising.

      “This is Elara, the mortal soul who broke the curse set over the InBetween. She’s been possessed by the demonic form of Ambriel,” I take a step closer to Elara’s form even as Ambriel’s evil grin disappears and is replaced with a blank face.

      Gabriel speaks up then, smiling softly in all his angel beauty, “The hero of the InBetween. I’ve heard reports of her name and new title being chanted throughout the afterlife and in the depths of Hell.”

      Ariel seems to come to her senses then and jumps to attention, startling Chamuel who attempts to soothe his sister. “She is not your hero, Gabriel, she is possessed by my protege, Ambriel. How is this possible?”

      Dina answers for me, her voice breaking through the tense silence, “She was attacked while I was guarding her, my lady, it was my fault.”

      I hiss out a breath and swing my gaze to Dina, “No, Dina. I should have been there to stop it.”

      When Dina opens her mouth to disagree, Michael’s voice booms over the room, shaking the crystal chandelier that sways on the ceiling.

      “Silence!”

      When all is quiet, Michael points to me, “Explain why you and your friends were cavorting with this mortal when this all happened?”

      “Elara has a connection to the sword. We had hoped to request Chamuel to open the gates of the InBetween so that we might be able to take the sword back with Elara’s help,” I sum up the events that took place, in the hopes that they would not press for more. I wince and nearly growl as Chamuel speaks then.

      “You are not telling the entire truth,” Turning to Pascal, Chamuel steps toward the blind angel and extends his hand. “Show us, seer.”

      Pascal hesitates, but extends his own hand. As their palms touch, only a few seconds pass before every Archangel in the room is standing and yelling at one another. Michael is the only one who is silent as he stares down at Elara’s shaking form, still locked in the chains.

      I gaze at him and only faintly hear the words fall out of Azrael’s mouth, “I am not that mortal’s creator. I would have such memories! Jophiel, what have you done!”

      At Jophiel’s gasp I speak, my words faint, but loud enough that it stuns the entire room, “She is your daughter, isn’t she?”

      My gaze stays latched on Michael, whose tormented expression gives him away as he turns away from us to stare at the others.

      “Open the gates to the InBetween, Azrael.” Michael orders. As he collapses into his chair, Jophiel extends her hand to place it on her brother’s shoulder, only to be swatted away like a fly.

      “But, brother…the girl…,” Azrael mutters in protest, but one look from Michael has him straightening and leading us out of the room.

      Ariel looks as if she will protest, but remains still watching as we drag Ambriel away.

      “Mother! Forgive me! Please don’t let them take me! Please!” Ambriel shrieks and thrashes in Ezekiel and Gideon’s hold.

      I watch as Ariel turns away, unable to watch as we leave the room. It isn’t long before we are once again outside in a small garden. At the back of the gardens, looms a mountainous wall with the familiar dark rune burnt into the side of the wall.

      The symbol for the InBetween, a voice whispers in my mind in anticipation.

      Azrael stands before the symbol and unsheathes his sword. Kneeling with the blade tipped into the ground, Azrael begins to mutter a chant so old, even Pascal stiffens at its use.

      Slowly, white light breaks through the rock wall and the rockiness of the wall vanishes to reveal golden gates. The golden walls of the gate are carved with the InBetween rune symbol.

      “How long has this been here? Could the Archangels have used it when the curse was placed?” Pascal asks the question I had been thinking and Azrael rises from his kneeled position to glare at all of us, his sword still drawn. His glaring eyes land on Elara and he tips his sword in her direction.

      “Powerful curses such as that are too powerful for us. Not even the Almighty wished to test it for fear of doing harm to those on the other side. Get the sword and return here. If you don’t, we’ll hunt you down like a pack of dogs,” Azrael steps back and motions for us to enter.

      As Dina draws her sword and proceeds to go first, Azrael’s sword rises up and he glares at her with disdain. “Not all of you. Just the Keeper and the hero of the InBetween,” Azrael mocks.

      Dina protests and Ezekiel and Gideon back her up. Only Pascal is silent. I turn to him, gaging his reaction. He is calm. He knew this would happen.

      Turning back to the others, I scan their faces, “I can go the rest of the way, myself. I have to do this myself. It was my fault the InBetween was cursed and I intend to right the wrongs.”

      Grabbing my sword out of my sheath, I pull Elara’s shaking body, still wrapped in chains, to stand. Ezekiel nods at me as I scan his face before sliding it to Gideon, whose face is serious and practically rippling with anger. He wants to come with me. To join in the fight.

      I place my hand on his shoulder and smile, “There will be many more battles after this one, brother.”

      Gideon grins sadly at me and nods. I smile and poke Dina in the nose and pat Pascal’s shoulder before turning away from them and standing before Azrael’s blocked sword. Staring at him, I refuse to back down until he drops the sword and I proceed to drag Elara’s possessed form kicking and screaming into the bright white light.

      Welcome home to the InBetween.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The air is stale as I breath in for the first time since the white light dimmed. Death. Everything has been destroyed. The wall, the beautiful village, even my castle is practically rubble. As I stare all around, the gates close behind me, effectively locking me in.

      Elara’s form groans as Ambriel pulls at the chains, “You’ve doomed us both, Darius.”

      I ignore her and listen for the rustling of any demons waiting to pounce. The hazy fog is thick, but no one appears to do us harm. Instead, as I peer through the fog, my eyes drift to a light shining from what remains of my castle.

      “If they won’t come to us, then we’ll go to them,” I growl and inhale as my wings extend out of my back until they are fully stretched. I kneel down and stare into Elara’s darkened eyes, “I know you’re in there somewhere, Elara. Fight it.”

      Elara’s face remains blank before turning into a hateful sneer. “She’s as good as dead, Darius. Just like you will be soon.”

      Ignoring Ambriel’s hateful remark, I grab her by her upper arms and slowly feel myself rise from the ground with every flap of my wings. As we fly through the sky, soaring closer and closer to the castle, my senses scream at me to turn and go in the opposite direction. I know if I listen to them that Elara will never emerge from the darkness.

      This time, we will both leave the InBetween in one piece, Elara.
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      All that remains of my castle’s walls is rubble. As I land in the courtyard and carefully lay Elara’s shaking form on the ground, I stare up at the mountain that my castle had been built into. My home. Wings retracting, I try to ignore the feeling of being watched.

      Demons.

      A light shines from one window above. The throne room. I know it is a trap, but it is the only way to save Elara. As I stare up at the crumbling staircase, I groan at the thought of carrying a reluctant girl up those same stairs. Ambriel would probably gladly push me to my death.

      Turning to Elara, I am met with the same black glare as before. Kneeling down to her eye level, I begin to slowly unhook the chains that are latching her feet together.

      “You’re going to walk in front of me,” I tell her, ignoring the way her eyes widen in fear as she also stares up at the crumbling staircase.

      “Not happening. I’m not your shield,” Elara hisses as I drag her to stand. She stands reluctantly on shaky legs as I push her forward, my own hand holding tight to the chains wrapped around her back.

      “They won’t hurt you. They need you,” I mutter and we slowly make our way up the stairs.

      “Not me. Her. The hero of the InBetween,” Ambriel scoffs in disgust and I rattle the chains around her upper arms, chest and back tighter causing her to groan in pain.

      “Watch it. Elara is a hero. She didn’t have to save all those souls from your agonizing curse. She did it because she’s a good person. She could have used the sword to escape, but she didn’t. She’s completely selfless.”

      “And stupid,” Ambriel mutters, struggling in the chains once more before freezing as we reach the top of the stairs and walk the familiar halls, “I always hated this place.”

      “Why did you take the position then as my consort?” I ask the question, I’ve been longing to ask ever since Ambriel’s supposed death.

      “I was getting too close to the humans on Earth. Ariel grew worried my fascination would lead to unsanctioned things. She always favored me as her favorite protege. Never mind that she was my mentor and treated me like her own child. She had me placed in the InBetween in the hopes that my fascination would wain, but being so close to those souls who wished to wait in the InBetween was worse. She never expected I would…,” Ambriel’s words trail off as we both approached the fake wall that leads to the throne room. Inconspicuous was the entrance to the throne room. Hidden by an incantation that made it appear like any other wall of my castle.

      Yet, Elara found it, a voice in my head whispers and I shake myself inwardly to clear my thoughts. I can sense true evil beyond the wall. As well as the sword. It makes my skin crawl to know that someone truly evil possessed the sword.

      Forcing Ambriel as Elara to stay close to me, I draw my sword from its sheath once more and stride through the wall. The scent of filth and evil is far worse beyond the wall. My once regal throne room is now dark and decimated.

      A hissing, laugh draws my attention to the partially destroyed throne on the raised dais. Tensing, I glare at the shadows that shift into the familiar form of Renna, the one-armed soul who’d tricked both Elara and myself into being captured by Tarnin.

      “Welcome back to the InBetween, Keeper,” Renna croons as her gaze slides away from me to Elara whose expression has gone blank and eyes are level with the boulder.

      I don’t acknowledge Renna. I’m too shocked by the sight of the Flaming Sword once more encased in rock. Its shining and beautiful countenance is unrivaled and there is no mistaking it.

      “What have you done?” I ask, not taking my eyes off of the sword.

      “I’ve merely protected my investment,” Her voice hardens, “Ambriel.”

      In a flash, the chains wrapped around Elara dissolve and I’m kicked back by a bare foot. My body flies through the air and lands against what remains of a stone wall. Leaning against the wall, I grit my teeth and raise my sword at the sight of Renna slowly descending the throne steps to stop on the last step of the dais.

      Renna smiles coolly down at me, her one arm extends toward the sword jutting out of the stone, “Go ahead, Keeper, take it.”

      I grit my teeth harder and slowly rise up, leaning against the wall slightly as I feel the twinge from a bruised rib. I ignore her ploy. I know the moment I touch that swords hilt, I will feel a pain I have felt for centuries.

      “What’s your endgame here, Renna? You know the moment Ambriel takes the sword as Elara and opens the gates, the Archangels are going to swoop in here and destroy everything in their path. If you end this now, I can see that they show you leniency,” I am utterly sincere in my words. All I care about is getting the sword and using it to cure Elara.

      Renna scoffs and turns to Elara who waits patiently, her face blank, like a dog would for her master, “None of the Archangels are a match for one of their children who also happens to wield the Flaming Sword. They know it and you know it. Why else would they send you here alone, Darius? They want you to fail.”

      “Why are you doing this, Renna?”

      Renna’s fists clench and she stares down at me with her hate filled eyes, “You don’t even remember him, do you? He’s nothing compared to Darius, the great Keeper of the InBetween. He didn’t deserve to die such a horrific death and if you had spent anytime actually protecting the souls of the InBetween instead of mourning in your beloved castle, then he would still be alive.”

      “You’re referring to Adam. I warned Adam not to go beyond the wall. Did you know that? He attempted to climb the wall and nearly fell to his death, but I saved him and scared him off. Instead of heeding my advice he brought you as his shield. He was using you, Renna,” I take a step forward, my angelic blade light in my hands as I approach her, “Stop this madness.”

      Renna screeches and in burst of fury flings sharp, jagged shadowy daggers at me. I duck and dart out of the way as one after another plunges into the stone wall. A blinding pain shoots up my arm as one of the final daggers she throws hits home and binds me to the stone wall. I drop my sword and growl in anger. As I go to remove the shadowy dagger, the faint touch of my fingertips on the hilt has me crying out in pain.

      Renna grins and turns to Ambriel, “Take the sword. We’ll kill the Keeper with it. For ironic purposes, of course.”

      Ambriel hesitates, Elara’s face morphing into confusion, “I thought you were going to infect him. Use him against the Archangels. He could be useful.”

      Renna snorts and turns away from Ambriel and myself as she glides up the steps to the empty throne. “He’d rather kill himself then let that happen, wouldn’t you Darius?”

      She grins down at me before turning her black eyes on Ambriel, “Do it.”

      “Don’t Ambriel! Can’t you see she’s using you? She’s a follower of Tarnin. Don’t listen to her!” I growl as I hold my arm in place, gritting my teeth with every slice of pain that slides up my arm.

      I can see Elara’s face is pained. Perhaps there is a war being waged within. I groan and use this to my advantage. I cry out as she takes a step toward the boulder.

      “Don’t do it, Ambriel. We were friends, consorts. I treated you like my sister.”

      Renna scoffs, drawing our attention. “Please. Would a friend or even a beloved brother do this?” Standing, Renna pulls away a blanket revealing the white, feathered wings. Ambriel’s wings.

      Instantly, Elara’s face morphs into one of pure anger at the sight of her wings. Though, they are no longer as pristine as they had been in the glass case. It appears that the wings had been ravaged. Perhaps by demons or whatever else lurked in the InBetween now.

      With her renewed anger, I watch as Elara stomps over to the boulder and turn to look over her shoulder. All I see on her face is Ambriel’s anger and black eyes.

      “You’ll pay for everything you’ve done to me, Darius,” Ambriel hisses; and as she reaches out to grasp the swords hilt, I call out for her to stop, but it’s too late. Her hand is grasping the hilt and her whole spine curves upwards with her head thrown back in a harsh scream that vibrates the walls and floor of the already crumbling castle.

      A white light flashes out from her hand and I’m pushed back against the wall. The shadowy dagger that impales my arm dissolves under the white light’s pressure. I feel myself collapse to the ground, my eyes straining under the white light. I can faintly hear Renna crying out in pain and, as I struggle to lift my head, I see tendrils of white light capturing her and pinning her to the dilapidated throne.

      The floors begin to rumble and stone falls from the crumbling ceiling. This place is going to fall apart and who knows what Ambriel will do with all that power.

      “Elara! I know you can hear me! Stop this now!” I cry out, praying she hears me somewhere deep inside.

      Please, Elara, fight back.
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      Everything is cold and dark. The only light that shines into the dirty, dark pit is from the top. The bars that cover the pit’s entrance are in place and locked. I’m once again locked in the pit the villagers of the InBetween threw me into all those months ago.

      I don’t remember how I got here. But I’m here again and all I want to do is cry. There’s no ladder to the top this time so I can call for help. There’s no blanket to keep me warm. There’s no Darius to rescue me like before. I have already tried calling for him and the others until my voice is raw. Even the meditation techniques Pascal had attempted to teach me in order to become more in tune with my abilities haven’t worked.

      Curling up in a ball and crying seemed to be the only solution. It is pathetic.

      “I’m pathetic,” I groan into the silence as I try to stay warm, pressed up against the dirt wall of the pit.

      “You’re not pathetic, Elara, merely discouraged,” An older, fatherly voice speaks up on the opposite side of the pit.

      My mouth gapes open as I stare up at the elderly man who is leaning against the pit’s dirt wall. His long, white hair is pulled back and his white beard stops at his chest. His skin is tan and leathery. Nothing like Santa Clause. His white eyes meet mine and I immediately stand, fists clenched to fight.

      “Demon,” I mutter as I try to stand on my weak legs.

      The old man smiles a bright, perfect smile, “I’ve never been called a demon before.”

      I pause and blink, staring the man down, using the same technique Darius taught me to see through a demon’s illusion. I see nothing. The old man remains the same in his grey suit jacket and grey pants. All I sense from the man is warmth and kindness.

      “Who are you?” I ask, confused as I stare up at the opening of the pit. The bars are still in place, locked, as they had been for who knows how long. I turn back to the man as he watches me, his smile soft as his inquisitive white eyes glanced over me.

      I ask, “How did you get in here?”

      The old man shrugs. “You may call me anything you wish. I have many names. Father, Allah, the Creator, the Almighty and so forth.”

      I stare, wide eyed at the man before me. I feel myself kneeling and the old man laughs, reaching out to stop me from bowing.

      “No, Elara. Do not bow,” he scolds as he forces me to straighten on my knees.

      I begin to shake and hug myself instinctively to keep the shaking under control, “Am I dead?”

      I must be. There’s no way I’m alive right now. This must be my own personal version of hell.

      The old man, the Almighty, sobers and pats my shoulder, “Not yet.”

      I breathe in and out quickly, my eyes bunched closed, “No.”

      “You’ve been possessed by a demon infected angel. She is going to destroy the world. My Earth,” The Almighty reaches out a hand and lightly caresses the pits wall.

      My eyes tear up and I curl into a ball once more. All my thoughts drift to Darius. It’s all my fault. If I had just listened and stayed at the hotel with Dina, this would never have happened.

      Please forgive me, Darius.

      “I find it hard to believe that the supposed hero of the InBetween has given up and is crying on the dirty floor of a pit,” The man mutters in disbelief and when I open my eyes, I stare at him once again leaning against the wall.

      I shudder and shake my head, “I’m no hero. It’s all my fault this is happening. Why did I have to pick up that sword? Why did I have to involve Renna? Why did I try to escape? Why did I even walk up to Darius that day?”

      My chest hurts at the thought of not knowing Darius. Darius who is so kind and generous in his love and attentions. Darius whose only dream was to be with his family and to be loved.

      “But you are a hero, Elara. Many souls you rescued from the InBetween sing your praises and send you daily blessings to this day. I have heard many of their stories. They all believe you sacrificed your own safety to open the gates. You could have left as well, but instead you stayed to rescue the Keeper, Darius. One of my angelic warriors,” The Almighty smiles then, “He truly cares for you and your safety in order to have his friends heal you and send you back to Earth.”

      I sniffle, but keep my head buried in my knees as I hug myself tighter. His words scare me. Do the village souls truly believe me to be a hero? Me?

      “I’m no hero," I whisper for what felt like the hundredth time. “I was just a girl desperate enough to get back home. To go back to normal. Whatever that is.”

      I feel his presence grow closer and when I stare through my blurry eyes, I see it. His outstretched hand, holding the beautiful Flaming Sword, come into my view, the hilt extended for me to take.

      “Then become desperate enough to save it.”
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      Elara’s screaming in pain brings me to my knees as I try to crawl toward her. The white light emanating from where her hand clutches the hilt forces me down. The pressure is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. Renna is still latched to the wall by the white tendrils. She’s snarling and hissing in pain as she tries to escape.

      I drag myself until I am underneath Elara and I reach my hand up to grab her ankle. As I grasp her bare ankle, a shock travels through my arm and I pull back. My hand is nothing but red and burning flesh.

      “Elara!” I yell, in the hopes it would get her attention. All it does is cause her more pain. As if she’s battling the demon within for domination over her body. Grasping the boulder with my good hand I attempt to pull myself to stand.

      As I stand, Elara’s screams wane and the white light pushes out another burst of energy, sending me hurtling back against the same wall that Renna is imprisoned upon.

      The white light blinds me. For a split second, I see the gleaming sword sliding out of the stone so easily. The pressure of the sword seems to split the rock and I faintly make out the form of Elara sliding off the boulder to the ground. My eyes are half-closed as the white light brightens one last time before diminishing completely.

      All that is left is Elara, holding the white sword, her eyes closed as she works to catch her breath.

      Renna and I are both dropped to the ground as the tendrils of power recede. I don’t have the energy to stand, but Renna does as she scrambles back against the wall, her black eyes and fists clenched in hate.

      “Kill him now, Ambriel. I command it of you!”

      Elara’s legs begin to move in my direction and I stare up at her, begging for her eyes to open so that I can see the truth.

      As she stands before me, sword raised, I stare into her beautiful face, “Elara.”

      Her name is all I can make out as the sword swings and I wrench my eyes away. I can’t watch my own execution at her hands. With the slice of the blade, I hear it meet flesh and then a horrendous scream fills the air before silence ensues.

      Gasping in shock, I stare up at Elara, into her white eyes.
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      I have taken two lives. My heart sinks as I swipe the Flaming Sword across Renna’s neck, cutting her head from her body. As her head drops to the ground with her bloodied body, it slowly turns to ash and shadows before finally disappearing.

      Even the blood that coats the blade and stone floors dissolves into ash and blows away. It’s sickening that Renna is just gone like the wind. Nothing remaining. She had been good at one time. The darkness was too appealing to her in her grief.

      My eyes drift down to where Darius is kneeling. His eyes warily meet mine and his face is confused, if not a bit suspicious. His bloody arm is what makes me gasp and I kneel before him, my hand dropping the Flaming Sword to the floor. I grab his injured arm and pull it toward me, examining it closely.

      “Did I do this?” I whisper, my heart pounding at the thought that I’d hurt the man I loved.

      Darius shakes his head, seemingly unable to speak as he stares at me. I must look a fright. Glimpsing down at my clothes, I grimace at the torn pants, shirt and my dirty, bare feet.

      Gazing back at the deep wound on his arm, I gently caress it and an inward voice tells me, heal him, Elara.

      I stare at the wound hard. I stare so hard at it that my fingertips begin to burn as I place my palm over his wound, earning a hiss from Darius’ clenched teeth.

      “It’ll only hurt for a moment,” I tell him.

      As the burning dissipates, I slowly remove my hand and gasp in wonder at the sight of his healed arm. No scar or even mark shows that he had been injured. Completely healed.

      My eyes drift to his hand that he holds pressed against his chest and I notice the burns there. He must have attempted to save me. I pull his hand away from his chest and pry the reluctant fingers back. My soothing touch and focus spreads his hand apart. I slowly heal the burned tissue there until his hand is healed completely.

      Grinning on the inside and on the outside, I turn my gaze back on Darius, peering into his dark eyes, “I guess you’re not the only one who can heal people?”

      When Darius doesn’t respond and merely stares at me with that same wary expression, I begin to grow worried and drop his hand. Backing away a few feet, I rise and pluck the sword from the floor.

      He doesn’t break his eye contact with me and I slowly become nervous under his gaze. I begin pacing around the decrepit throne room that once looked so regal. Darius’ gaze continues to follow me.

      “You’re scared of me aren’t you, because of the sword. So foolish. You’re probably angry as well because Dina and I went clubbing to lure Renna out. It wasn’t Dina’s idea, it was all mine. And besides, it all worked out in the end, right?” I realize quickly that Darius hasn’t moved from his position, nor has he responded to my rambling as I stop my pacing and turn to face Darius who still remains seated on the floor, up against the stone wall.

      “Darius? Are you in shock? Should I find the others and get help? Maybe Pascal?” I ask and watch amazed as Darius shakes his head and blinks a few times, only to return his amazed look back on me, his eyes staring directly into mine. His voice is raspy, probably from screaming out in pain due to his wounds.

      How I have missed his voice.

      “Your eyes,” He says simply, never taking his eyes from my own.

      Frowning in confusion, I lift the sword up and turn it to view myself in the mirror like blade. I cry out in shock and drop the sword in fright. Darius winces as it clamors to the ground and the noise reverberates all around us.

      My eyes are white. White as snow. There is no black iris or anything, just white.

      “What happened to my eyes?” I cry in fright and out of reaction gingerly press my fingers against my eyelids in the hopes that they would change back. When I grab the sword back up and stare at my reflection, my heart sinks at the sight of my still white eyes peering back at me.

      Darius stands, momentarily distracting me as he tries not to stare too hard at my eyes. “It must be a side-effect of Ambriel’s possession. Before your eyes had been completely black.”

      “Ambriel was here? She was the one who possessed me?” I ask, completely dumbfounded.

      As I ask my question, a loud explosion is heard beyond the castle and the entire floor begins to quake. I quickly grab the Flaming Sword, hoping it could protect us. From what, I wasn’t sure.

      Darius tenses beside me and turns his frowning face on me, “We don’t have time for this. The InBetween is about to be torn apart."

      Gritting his teeth, Darius grabs my arm and hauls me out of the throne room through the familiar fake wall. All around us I can hear walls crashing and the floors vibrating. As if by an earthquake.

      “Darius, what is going on?” I ask, the fear in my voice obvious, even with the Flaming Sword in my hands, I can sense we aren’t safe yet.

      “You killed Renna and beat Ambriel’s possession. The curse that is keeping the InBetween alive has been destroyed and thus the InBetween is no longer needed and is destroying itself from the inside out,” He grits his teeth and we continue on down the hallway only to come to a standstill halt at the stairs. Or at least where the stairs would have been.

      Growling, Darius glares all around until he spots the tiny window that overlooks the crumbling InBetween.

      “Hold on," Is all he says before he’s grabbing me and we are diving through the window and plummeting toward the hard ground. I can’t help the scream that escapes from my mouth as I clutch the Flaming Sword tighter to my chest. It’s only when I don’t feel the pressure of gravity and the fact that we don’t hit the hard ground, that I open my eyes.

      We are flying. The castle is getting further and further away. As I’m staring at the castle, I can make out the remaining towers crumbling. Darius’ home is crumbling before our very eyes. Turning my eyes away from the crumbling castle, I stare up at Darius, who is not seeming strained by the fact that he is carrying me and flying at the same time.

      “Where are we going?” I call out and shiver as the winds pick up and, in the distance, dark shadows begin forming along the borders of the what remains of the wall. And we are headed straight for them.

      “Darius! Where are you taking us?”

      “To the gate! You’re going to open the gates to the afterlife,” he calls out and we land in a clearing a few minutes later. Disoriented, I spin around trying to get my bearings. Crumbling buildings and large boulders that probably rained from the sky are everywhere. Though nothing touches the circular clearing. I stare in amazement as I realize where we are. We are in the village center.

      My assessment is even further understood when Darius calls me over to a giant hole in the center of the circle. As I slowly approach, the sense of deja vu is stronger than ever. The last time I’d stood before this hole in the ground that went on and on, I’d opened the gates to the afterlife and been betrayed by Renna.

      The ground quaking has me on edge as I stare up at Darius, “What if I can’t do it? I was never able to connect with my powers like Pascal wanted!”

      Darius smiles and lifts his hand to caress my cheek lightly, “You can do anything, Little Moon. You are so strong.”

      Tears well up in my eyes and I blink rapidly to quell them before turning back to the hole and stepping up to it alone. Darius hangs back, watching, waiting. I send a prayer to the Almighty.

      If this is to be my destiny, please give me strength.

      Just as I had done that fateful day, I cut my hand with the Flaming Sword and squeeze it over the hole, watching as my blood drips into it and falls until it is no longer visible. The white light that shines upward into the darkening sky has my heart leaping out of my chest. I smile, as I turn to stare at Darius who is already gazing across the clearing to the Pearly Gates that shine through the shadows and are now opening.

      As I step away from the hole and feel my hand tingling as it begins to heal slowly, I draw Darius’ attention away and move closer in an attempt to kiss his cheek. Before I can stop him, he moves his head to face mine and our lips meet.

      The kiss is soft at first and I feel his hands snaking around my middle to bring me closer. I whimper in frustration as I move against him in the hopes that we can take the kiss further, but Darius chuckles in amusement at my frustration and I open my eyes to stare up at him.

      The booming explosion coming from the mountain and what little remains of the castle has us both tensing.

      “We need to leave,” Darius mutters, as he grabs my free hand and pulls me through the clearing in the direction of the pearly white gates that jut into the darkened sky.

      More explosions and shattering tremors have me catching my footing as I try to run with Darius still holding my hand. Once we are beyond the point where the cursed wall of the InBetween once stood and are standing before the Pearly Gates, Darius let's go of my hand.

      I can practically feel the warmth and goodness leaching out of the gates as I stare up at them. I hesitate as Darius takes a step toward the gates. He notices my hesitation and stops to stare at me in confusion. A poking memory of just recently being in a place full of warmth and happiness has my head pounding as I try to recall all of what was seen and done during this supposed possession Darius had mentioned.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, clearly impatient as he looks around the barren, tremoring landscape.

      “They’re going to keep us apart, aren’t they?” I don’t have to explain who ‘they’ are to Darius and his face morphs into sadness as he glances back at the gates before turning back to me.

      His eyes very briefly take in my hand still clutching tightly to the Flaming Sword. Its flames are no longer licking at my hand like they had when I opened the gates. I feel my heart drop down to my toes as I try to keep the tears welling up in my eyes at bay. Darius sees my attempts at composure and rushes toward me, pulling me into his strong arms.

      His lips are pressed up against my ear as he softly murmurs, “They can try. They will fail.”

      I laugh softly and smile up at him as he pulls away long enough to kiss my nose and drags us both toward the warming gates. One thought is front and center in both our minds.

      They can try and they will fail.
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      Where Hell’s warmth is boiling and made you want to strip naked, the warmth of the afterlife is invigorating. Like a hug from a parent or a first kiss. Everything was bright and cheerful. As we step through the gates, I am amazed at the differences between the InBetween and the afterlife.

      Sprawling green hills and lakes of shimmering water abound everywhere. Little villages of gold and a large city of gold in the distance can be seen everywhere. The sun is shining brightly here, but not bright enough that I was blinded by what greeted us as we entered the afterlife.

      Hundreds of people. People I recognize instantly from the InBetween. Darius remains behind as I step forward and a loud cheer rings out from the crowd that has gathered before the now closing Pearly Gates.

      I feel my face heat and a grin form as the crowd begins to cheer my name, calling me their ‘hero’. Turning to look over my shoulder at Darius, I meet his grin and twinkling eyes. He’s proud. Of me?

      Turning back to the crowd, I smile and give a little wave with my empty hand. I can see those individuals who are joined by their families and even a few souls who have claimed to be alone in the world are joined by someone.

      A screeching laugh and fast-moving girl bursts through the crowd and darts in my direction. I only have a moment to react before the tiny sprite of a woman launches herself at me and draws me into a tight hug.

      As I pull back, I gasp at the happy face of Bea, my friend from the InBetween. She seems momentarily startled, probably from my white eyes. She quickly shrugs the wariness away and continues hugging me so tight I might pop.

      She is jumping and screeching in delight as she flings her arms around me for another bouncing hug. As I pull back, the tears that fill my eyes are happy ones as I smile down at the small woman. She looks so healthy and happy with her short hair and pink cheeks.

      “Elara! I was so happy to hear you were alive and well! Your eyes are new though. But so pretty, of course,” Bea croons above the cheering crowd. She turns and waves a hand over everyone, “Everyone owes you their lives.”

      I shake my head, my voice full with emotion, “No, Bea. If it wasn’t for you leading those souls, none of us would have made it.”

      Bea shakes her head and clasps my free hand, nodding to the sword. “I saw what you did. You knew the risks and you took on those demons. I saw everything, Elara. You are the hero of the InBetween.”

      Before I get a chance to speak up and deny everything, Bea turns back to the crowd. She raises my free hand up high with hers, “The Hero of the InBetween, Elara Greer!”

      A loud cheer sounds again and Bea grins back at me before pointedly eyeing the sword, “Show them. They’ve been so excited to see it and you.”

      Peeking behind me at Darius, who has now leaned up against a tree, I notice the shimmering of an illusion around him. He’s hiding himself from these people. Again. Even though he nods in encouragement, I know he misses the connection he had with these people. My heart sinks and I frown as I turn to gaze down at my hand holding the famous Flaming Sword.

      Turning back to Bea, I smile, “There’s someone they need to meet first.”

      Before she can ask any further questions, I turn and march toward Darius, startling him slightly.

      I smile and meet his eyes, daring him to challenge me. He simply looks perplexed as I reach out to take his hand. He doesn’t hesitate as his hand meets mine and I pull him in for a heart melting kiss.

      Inwardly, I can feel my power rushing through my fingers, begging for his illusion to melt away with the kiss. At the sounds of gasps from the large crowd, I know it has worked. When I open my eyes and pull back, Darius is standing before me, wings extended and completely visible for all to see. His dark hair shines and his dark eyes send shivers down my spine.

      Squeezing his hand, I smile, “You’re a hero too, Darius. My hero.”

      Pulling him back to the waiting crowd, I grin all around, my voice loud so that all can hear, “Many of you may not know this, but this man sacrificed so much of his life and energy to protect the InBetween from a demonic curse. He ensured the InBetween’s safety and prosperity for all. He is every bit a hero as I am.”

      I pause and grin up at Darius whose eyes have not left my face, “May I introduce, Darius, Keeper of the InBetween and hero of my heart.”

      Loud cheers ring out and the people crowd around us. Some introducing themselves to me for the first time and others introducing themselves all over again. Some even go as far as to introduce me to their families. Darius quickly retracts his wings as he too is pulled into the mix as men shake his hand and woman hug him tightly as they introduce him to their loved ones.

      Even the souls who had turned on me during my escape attempts approach me and Darius to apologize for what had happened in the past. I quickly forgive them, for I know in that time, nothing was their fault. The curse had a hand in causing the worst kind of pain and fear among those people. I cannot fault them for wanting peace and normality. It isn’t too long ago that I too craved a normal life.

      It isn’t until hours later that a booming voice is heard over the rest.

      Aggie, the self-appointed leader of the souls of the InBetween, in all her plump glory, is standing on top of a wooden stool and seems to be holding onto an equally plump man’s shoulder for balance. This older man’s red beard is bushy and his face cheery as Aggie calls everyone to attention.

      I smile as Aggie meets my eyes and she sends me a cheery grin before speaking, “I know you all want to speak to our heroes, but the food’s getting cold in the village center and I think these poor folks deserve some hot food and rest. You can harass them some more tomorrow.”

      Before I can comment, we were both ushered in the direction of one of the golden villages and placed in the seats of honor at a large table. Bea quickly takes up the seat on the other side of me and Aggie takes the seat on the other side of Darius. Aggie cannot wait to introduce me to her husband, Ivan, who had passed away on Earth a few years after the InBetween was cursed. He has been waiting for his beloved wife the entire time, praying the curse would be broken.

      Throughout the entire meal, Bea demanded to know what had happened after I’d opened the gates to the InBetween. I eventually had to give her a look that said to drop the questions, because I knew it was private and not for a soul’s ears.

      When the meal is finished and Aggie is been able to wrestle us away from the admiring villagers, I swiftly collapse into the large bed. Aggie is blushing beet red when Darius requests one room instead of two separate rooms.

      “You know the whole afterlife is going to know about our relationship by morning?” I moan as I lean on my elbows on the comfy mattress, watching Darius as he examines the room.

      My eyes turn away from him and instinctively search for the Flaming Sword, which stands in the corner of the room, shiny and beautiful as ever. I’ve been trying to keep it in my sights at all times, but that grows difficult. Thankfully, one of the villagers made me a belt and sheath to go around my waist.

      “I believe the entire afterlife and the souls therein will know about our relationship fairly quickly since you kissed me in front of everyone,” Darius mutters as he investigates the wardrobe and bathing chambers in the adjoining room.

      I blush and cover my face with my hands as I recall that kiss, “It was stupid of me, right?”

      “Nothing you do is stupid, Elara,” Darius’ murmur close to my ear has me jumping in fright. I grin up at the silent angel who has tiptoed over to the bed so that he is leaning over me. His grinning face is mere inches from my own.

      I sigh and stare into his dark eyes, “Do we have to leave this place tomorrow?”

      Darius’ smile turns from teasing to soft as he leans forward and gently bumps his nose with mine, his breath is warm against my face. “Unfortunately, yes. The Archangels will want a report on what has transpired.”

      My heart beats faster as I recall the Archangels through Ambriel’s dark and shadowy memories. If I concentrate hard enough, I can remember everything that transpired while I was infected with Ambriel’s demonic presence, but it hurts my head too much to do so too often.

      “Are they going to kill me?” I wince at how small my voice sounds and clear my throat as I stare into Darius’ now hard eyes.

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” he growls and pushes away from the bed.

      Through the open window of the bedroom, a light breeze dances through and I inhale at the smell of flowers and happiness. Does happiness have a smell? My heart warms as I think, yes.

      I watch as Darius leans against the window sill, watching the villagers below as they dance and sing to some music someone began to play over the course of the night. The souls celebrate everything and everyone. It’s a happy and peaceful place.

      Standing, I clear my throat to get Darius’ attention and slowly begin to peel away my ratty and torn clothes. Darius’ eyes lit up instantly in desire as he watches me until I am completely bare before him.

      “If I’m going to die tomorrow, we better make tonight count.”
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      I don’t remember what time I woke at. I had woken tangled in the bedsheets with Elara tightly wound around me. She had been exhausted. We had spent most of the night talking, making love and eventually her tears began to flow. She hadn’t wanted to kill Renna; but she knew in her heart that if she didn’t do it, another would and they wouldn’t have given her such a quick death.

      In the wee hours of the morning I’d woken, only to spend the rest of the early morning watching Elara sleep. Her eyelids flutter and her mouth moves as if she is dreaming, though I cannot sense her distress, I am unsure if she is having a nightmare or not. How I wish I can take away her pain.

      Placing my lips to her forehead, I kiss her softly and slowly begin to extract myself from her arms and bed. Ensuring she still sleeps peacefully, I quickly dress in just my pants and a t-shirt and exit the room. Once outside in the slowly warming early morning air, I inhale and my wings ache to extract, but I refuse to allow them the pleasure.

      Not yet.

      Walking through the village, I don’t bother with the illusion to keep myself hidden. The souls that I do see all wave or call a good morning to me. Elara was right to show them the true me. The protector and Keeper of the InBetween. Even if the InBetween is no more.

      As I enter village after village on the long winding path that eventually leads me to a more secluded village, I extend my senses and breathe in slowly. My nose tickles as I find my target. As I approach the golden home with the thatched room and lavender flowers abounding from the windows and pots, I slowly take in a deep breath, unsure of what greeting I will receive from the two souls who reside beyond those doors.

      Gathering up my courage, I extend my hand and knock softly on the door. I lost my breath as a familiar wavy, brown haired woman with her hazel eyes opens the door. The eyes that resemble Elara’s before her powers overcame the dark color and then went white. The older woman stands at the doorway, her green, flowing skirt and white blouse the only indicator of this woman’s “free living” lifestyle.

      “Yes? Can I help you?” The woman asks curiously as she stares back at me. It’s as if she can sense there is something off about me and that I’m not like the other souls here.

      I clear my throat and nod my head at her, “Yes, you can. Are you Cynthia Greer?”

      The woman shoots me a puzzled look and movement behind her has her tensing as she pushes the door open wider for her husband to join her. Matthew Greer looks the same as the day he died with curly blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Elara is right, she looks nothing like her father. But no matter, this man is more her father than anyone, no matter what blood dictates.

      “Yes I am. What is this about?” Cynthia shoots Matthew a confused look as Matthew lays a strong hand on Cynthia’s shoulder.

      “And you’re Matthew Greer, correct?” I ask, knowing the truth already, but I have to hear them say it.

      Matthew speaks then, pulling his wife closer, “Yes I am. Now what’s this about?”

      I had spent the entire walk here trying to come up with something to say, but everything felt wrong or cheesy. Finally, I decide to just aim for the truth and hope they don’t freak out too much.

      “It’s about your daughter, Elara?” I say and before I can finish, Cynthia’s eyes tear up as she clutches tighter to her husband.

      “Is she okay? What happened?” Cynthia says, completely confused.

      I smile and hold up my hands in what I hope is a reassuring gesture. “She’s fine. I’m a friend of hers. Have you heard of the InBetween?”

      Matthew’s eyes squint as they stare down at me intuitively, “Yes. We’d heard rumors about it.”

      “Can I come in? I think this news would be better given sitting down,” I ask and look around, noting neighbors who are leaving their homes to begin the day are staring at me strangely and, of course, being nosy.

      Cynthia pushes open the door and motions for me to enter, “Yes, of course. Please come in.”

      As I step through the doorway, I know I will have to begin at the beginning. I am just unsure how much they should know. As I step into the modest, open floor plan living room, kitchen and dining room, I take in the painted canvas sitting atop the fireplace mantle. It is a painting of Cynthia, Matthew and Elara as a child. I stare into their happy faces and know one thing. I want Elara to be that happy again, even if it is only for today.
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      Waking without Darius has never proved lucky in the past. As I shower and dress for the day in a simple creme blouse and beige pants with strappy sandals, I almost jump at the sight of a beautiful bouquet of lavender flowers sitting on the nicely made bed. That wasn’t there before.

      As I pick up the bouquet, a small card falls from the pile and my face warms at the sight. Picking it up, I slowly read, feeling giddy at the sight of Darius’ masculine scrawl.

      

      Meet me by the lake before lunch. I have a surprise.

      Love, Darius

      

      Squealing to myself, I jump around and pull the blooms to my face. Inhaling the scent, I sigh in happiness. Can this day get any better?

      Turning to the old grandfather clock hanging from the wall, I squeak in the realization that it was almost lunch time. Tying my sword belt and sheath to my waist, I stare at myself in the mirror. My eyes remain white. They are beautiful. Pure almost, but unnerving all the same. My cheeks are pink with excitement and the sword definitely adds to the badass vibe I hope I give off, at least around demons.

      As I exit the tiny home Darius and I were borrowing for the night, the village seems to come alive all at once. People stop me in the street to tell me good morning and to give me blessings. Some even kiss my forehead, mostly the older ladies. As I slowly, but surely, make my way to the lake, I breathe a sigh of relief at the sight of Darius sitting on a large bench that faces the lake.

      I stop for a moment as I realize he isn’t alone. A blonde-haired man and dark-haired woman sit with him. Even from this distance, I can tell the couple is romantically involved by the way the man holds the woman close and she, in turn, leans on him.

      Perhaps these are some of Darius’ fans come to thank him.

      As if sensing my approach, Darius stands and turns toward me with a soft smile on his face. His face is calm, as if a couple centuries old curse has finally been lifted. I smile back and, as I approach, my inward senses are going haywire. Something is off or maybe different about the two people that remain seated on the bench.

      When Darius glances away from me and back to them, nodding in my direction, the man and woman stand, still clinging to each other as if they are worried they will fall apart if they don’t keep a hold on one another. As they both turn to face me, I freeze mid-step and my breath is lost. My vision grows blurred as I try to blink away the tears.

      “Mom? Dad?” I ask breathless as my voice quivers with emotion.

      They both look like they have been crying. Because of what, I had no idea. When they both nod, I don’t even think first. I launch myself into my mother's arms and, in an instant, we are both wrapped up in my father’s familiar bear hug.

      “Oh! My Little Moon! My Elara!” My mother wails over and over again as we both cry loudly and my father cries softly into my hair.

      The hug lasts several moments. When my mother allows me to pull back so I can stare at them both, I notice out of the corner of my eye, Darius’ figure walking the path back toward the village. This is his surprise.

      My mother’s hands come to rest on my face as she and my father pull away, “Let me look at you,” she commands in that familiar motherly voice and smiles. I do notice the way her eyes widen at the sight of my white eyes, no doubt.

      “You’re just as beautiful as the day of the accident,” Mom blubbers out through the tears as she studies my face closer, “Though your eyes are a bit different.”

      I try to laugh it off, but wince at the reminder, “A side effect of everything that’s happened in the last little while.”

      My father speaks up then, “We know. The Keeper, Darius, told us.”

      As he speaks, he begins pulling us back to the bench and sits me in the middle while he and my mother sit on either side of me. My father’s hands are holding one of my hands and my mother is holding my other hand to her chest, right above her heart.

      “He told you everything?” I blush at the realization that Darius might have told my own parents everything.

      Mom laughs and smiles through her tears, “Someone’s blushing. I guess he didn’t tell us everything after all.”

      Dad sends us both a confused look, before a flash of understanding crosses his face and he shoots me a serious look, “Are you using protection?”

      “Dad!” I cry out and pull my hands from theirs to cover my face, “I’m twenty-four years old, guys. I don’t need the talk.”

      Mom scoffs, “What your father is trying to say is, are you being safe? Especially with…,” Her voice trails off as she tries to find the words, but I know what she means instantly.

      “You mean with an angel?” I ask.

      Dad nods and pulls my focus, his clear blue eyes searching mine, “We love you, Elara. We only want what's best for you.”

      I smile up at the man I’d always known and always considered my father. Darius hasn’t told them everything after all. Maybe that was for the best. Leaning forward, I wrap my arms around my Dad’s neck and squeeze.

      “Thank you. I really miss you guys. Why did you have to go?” I ask as the tears begin to flow once more and I try to tamp down my rising emotions.

      Mom pulls me back and clutches my hands while my father rubs my back. Flashbacks of memories flood my mind of me crying due to one thing or another and my parents always being there, mom holding my hands and dad rubbing my back.

      “We didn’t want to leave you, Little Moon. Don’t ever think that. It was just our time,” Mom croons before her bright smile spreads across her cheery, tear streaked face, “We are so proud of the woman you’ve become. Darius told us how brave and strong you were in that place. The InBetween.”

      “He told us you rescued hundreds of souls,” Dad says, pride filling his voice.

      Mom grins in obvious delight, “He also mentioned you became a veterinarian on Earth. You cannot imagine how proud I am to hear that. You always loved animals as a child.”

      Dad pipes up again and pulls my focus away, “But of course, if you wanted to get into the corporate world, we would obviously be proud of that. Right, Cynthia?”

      Mom scoffs and teasingly makes a face at my father. “Boring desk jobs. Our daughter can save lives.”

      Dad chuckles and grins back at my mother. “If I recall, you fell in love with a guy who had a boring desk job.”

      Mom grins back and nods, “And look how in touch with nature you’ve become.”

      Turning back to me she claps her hands and holds them to her heart, “Your father has taken up meditation since we’ve been here and even wood carving.”

      I glance up at Dad, amazed at the transformation of my corporate world loving father. “Hard to believe.”

      Dad winks back at me, “I have to get out of that house sometime, you know.”

      Mom gasps in fake outrage, “You rude little man! That’s it. No more peach cobbler for you for a week!”

      Dad scoffs and stands to full height. He’d always been a tall man and even now he towers over my mother and myself. Though he isn’t as tall as Darius.

      “Little? Who are you calling little?” He grins as he gestures to himself. “If I recall, you can hardly resist making that peach cobbler. In fact, I think the last time you made it, you ate it all yourself.”

      The teasing continues until we are all holding our stomachs in laughter.

      “There’s going to be a special lunch hosted by some of the souls that Darius and I rescued from the InBetween. You should come. I don’t know how long we can stay, but I’d love it if you can join us."

      Mom glances at Dad and at his nod, she turns to me excitedly, “We’d love to.”

      As we walk along the paths that eventually take us to the village Darius and I had been welcomed into, I notice a large crowd forming and the pearly white gates are open and shining. Souls are shouting and yelling. At who, I can’t tell. The crowds are too large to make out who they are shouting at.

      Unsheathing the Flaming Sword, I hold up a hand to my parents, “Stay back.”

      Mom grabs my free hand and stares at me with a familiar maternal worry, “You’re not going into the middle of that, are you? It might not be safe.”

      I smile at both my mother and my father, “I have to go check to make sure no one is hurt. If things get too out of hand, I need you to promise me, you’ll go back to your house.”

      Staring back at the unruly crowd, I shoot them a wane smile, “I love you guys.”

      “We love you too, Elara. Be safe,” my father answers for the both of them and pulls my mother into his chest as they both watch me push my way through the crowd.

      As people begin to notice who it is pushing their way through, the crowd parts to let me pass easily. I see Bea’s nervous and upset face jumping up in the crowd and watch as she pushes her way through to me.

      “What’s going on?” I ask as she stands before me shaking like a leaf.

      “Soldiers appeared through the gates. They have Darius in chains and they are looking for you. You need to run, hide, anything,” Bea answers, her voice shaking almost as much as her body is.

      I smile at Bea and nod toward where the crowd is facing, “I need to help Darius. Make sure no one gets hurt and that the people stay back.”

      Pushing my way through the already parting crowd, I nod to many. As I enter the circular clearing, I stare in shock at the sight before me.

      Darius is kneeling with what looks like holy chains wrapped around his arms, tying them to his chest. His beautiful wings are pinned back, by what I’m not sure. Ten angelic soldiers all stand around, wings extended as they try to keep the crowd back. Two of the ten guard Darius.

      I can feel the anger bubbling within, but I tamper it down as my fingers tingle around the Flaming Sword’s hilt.

      Whispering, mostly to myself, I can feel the swords power begin to take over, “Ignis.”

      The flames burst from the hilt and circle around blade in unison. The chaotic crowd of souls immediately back away and the angelic soldiers tense at the sight of me. The two guarding Darius take a step closer to him. Darius stares at me, his face contorted in pain.

      Those chains are designed to hurt angels, a voice whispers in the back of my head.

      “Hello,” I croon and grin at them, “Looking for me?”
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      None of the angels before me answer for a few short seconds before one comes forward, in one hand are holy chains and in the other is an angelic blade. His hands are shaking causing the chains to rattle and his sword to waver.

      “Elara Greer?” he asks as his eyes take in the Flaming Sword rippling with flaming power.

      I roll my eyes, “Yes. What do you want?”

      The soldier takes another step forward, two soldiers flanking him from behind. “You are under arrest and must be brought before the Archangels for sentencing.”

      Shouts of protest from the crowds behind us have the soldiers that are keeping the crowds back nervous as they shift their eyes to the others.

      “On what charges?” I ask as I keep my stance loose and relaxed, appearing uninterested in their words. Inside, my anger is raging.

      The man seems startled that I asked and trades glances with his fellow soldiers before turning back to me. I raise an eyebrow in question as he stammers out a response, all the while sheathing his blade and pulling a scroll from his bag tied around his waist. His hands are shaking as he pulls open the scroll and begins to read for all to hear.

      Inwardly, I surmise he’s no soldier like the others, merely a messenger. He’ll be easy to deal with, unlike the others.

      “Elara Greer, you are hereby charged in connection with the destruction and demonic war plagued upon the Almighty’s realm, the InBetween, you are also charged with the unlawful use of the Almighty’s blessed object, the Flaming Sword, and for the circumstances of your birth. All of which is punishable by death.” The man stutters on the last line as his eyes level with mine and I can see the fear leaching through them.

      I don’t get a chance to respond as the crowd behind me breaks out in chaotic shouts of protest. As I turn to demand silence, a random soul begins to throw rocks and other objects at the soldiers. In all the chaos, people are getting hurt.

      In a fit of fury, I feel my powers rush forward through to my foot. I stomp with all my might onto the soft ground.

      The resounding force of my foot causes the ground to quake and people around us to scream. The crowds back away and the many soldiers that are attempting to keep the peace fly a few feet off the ground before settling down as the ground settles. All eyes are on me. The Flaming Sword’s flames lick at my fingertips which are still firmly planted on the hilt.

      “Stop this now. Return to your homes,” I command the crowd as they all stare at me in shock.

      A soul I don’t recognize steps forward. In his hands is a wooden club and he swings it high into the air as he cries, “We will fight for you, just as you fought for us.”

      All around us, the crowd cries out in agreement and I turn to the soldier who I believe to be the messenger, “I suggest you get us out of here now, before they pluck your wings from your back feather by feather.”

      My threat seems to wring some truth as rocks and other hard objects are once again being thrown. In all the chaos, I march toward Darius and with a swipe of the Flaming Sword, his chains fall to the ground, broken apart in seconds. I quickly unbind his wings and help him to stand. The other soldiers don’t stop me as I help him and instead grow fearful at the sight of the broken chains.

      I stare into Darius’ eyes and see the love that I feel for him there. He grins and whispers above the chaos, “Remember, they can try and they will fail.”

      I grin and nod back. Taking his hand and shooting a glare toward the angel with the scroll, I growl in his direction “Let's go then. No need to keep the Archangels waiting.”

      At my words, the soldiers quickly gather the broken chains and encircle us as we are led towards the Pearly Gates. At the sight of our movement and the direction, the crowd becomes even further chaotic as they try to push the soldiers down.

      A few soldiers quickly form a line to keep the crowds back as the remainder escort us through the Pearly Gates. I only glance over my shoulder for a second to see the crowd overwhelming a few of the soldiers and quickly glance away, trying to block out the cries and screams for justice. The warmth of the Pearly Gates greets us and I slowly feel the Flaming Sword’s power evaporate into my skin as the warm tendrils of white light pulls us in.

      To where? I have no idea.
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      The guards don’t let us stop and admire the beauty of the world we’ve stepped into for very long. In fact, as soon as we step into the beautiful realm, Darius is asked to hand over his sword. When I’m asked the same, I snort and shake my head at their idiocy.

      “I only just got it back from some evil demon infected soul. Do you think I’m that stupid?” I ask the soldier whose eyes widen at my words as he turns to the angel, I’d presumed to be the messenger. Perhaps he was their commander.

      At the commander’s nod, I watch as the soldier backs away with Darius’ sword. I slowly sheath mine and we are escorted along a dirt path. On either side of the dirt path are sprawling green grass fields. Horses abound everywhere. There are no fences, though, in the distance I can faintly make out a barn like structure. Before us, like Darius’ castle in the InBetween, sits a castle built into a rocky mountain. I can see the white, flapping wings of angels flying above the castle and grow apprehensive. More soldiers, perhaps?

      The walk towards the castle is long, but not difficult. There is so much to see. Waterfalls abound out of holes in the mountain that fall down into small streams and great lakes. Everything is beautiful and calming. This place is loved.

      The castle itself reminds me of a Grecian palace I’d seen images of in old history textbooks. Ivy blooms and vines spread all over the pale, brick walls. The ivy vines climb to the top in an effort to catch the sunlight. They are spread out everywhere.

      Turning to Darius who has taken back my hand upon entering this other realm, I ask, “What is this place?”

      “It is the Archangels’ realm and home. Only the highest of the high in our world reside here,” Darius mutters as his dark eyes scan everything and everyone, as if expecting a surprise attack.

      The gates to the palace open slowly and to my surprise, Gideon is standing behind them, grinning at us. Dina and Ezekiel stand on either side of him. Pascal is nowhere to be seen. My heart leaps out of my chest at the others’ smiling faces and I instantly recognize the look of relief that falls over Dina at the sight of me. I imagine the last time we saw each other wasn’t pretty if Darius’ words from last night are to be believed.

      Gideon steps forward and pats the lead soldier on the shoulder. “We’ll take it from here, Adrian.”

      Adrian, the commanding angel’s mouth opens in shock as he begins to protest, “My orders…”

      Gideon shrugs and looks toward Ezekiel, “Hey! Don’t tell me about orders, man, I get it. We just thought it might be better for us to escort them to the Archangels, especially when they find out about the little riot you and your men here caused in the afterlife.”

      Adrian freezes and visibly swallows, “You already heard about the rioting?”

      Gideon shrugs again as he pats the man on the shoulder, “Maybe you should handle that situation first and we can take these prisoners off your hands.”

      Adrian thinks about it for a moment before nodding and orders his men to follow him back to the afterlife. Darius and I both wait until they are gone to grin at Gideon, who bursts out laughing and points in my direction.

      “What’s with your eyes? As soon as I saw them, I thought I was going to lose it," Gideon bowls over laughing as he clutches his stomach.

      Dina rolls her eyes at his behavior and swoops in for a hug from both me and Darius.

      “I’m so glad you guys are okay,” she says as she looks us over, her eyes too drift to my eyes, “You are okay, right?”

      I nod and smile at Dina who, like the others, can’t seem to look away from my eyes. “Yes, though we aren’t sure why my eyes are like this. Darius doesn’t think it's anything bad, maybe just my powers going into overdrive or a side effect of the possession.”

      Glancing around, I turn to Ezekiel whose face is set seriously as he stares back at me. Uncomfortable with the silence, I ask, “Where is Pascal?”

      “He is with the Archangels giving his testimony,” Ezekiel says and briefly glances up at the flying angels high in the blue sky, “We should go in. They don't like to be kept waiting.”

      As we enter the palace and travel through winding staircases and hallways with large windows overlooking the palace below or breathtaking gardens, I mutter under my breath to Darius, “This place is familiar.”

      “We brought you here and begged the Archangels to open the gates,” Darius murmurs back and I nod, recalling what he had told me last night.

      “Will I meet him, as well?” I ask and notice the others tensing at my question.

      Dina answers for me, “I believe Michael still maintains his place with the others. Though I am unsure how long this will last.”

      I nod as I recall Lucifer’s story of what had happened to the last child of an Archangel born centuries ago. I shake my head and stand straight with my head held high. Darius squeezes my hand and I smile up at him, thankful he is here to give me strength.

      They can try and they will fail, I whisper in my head over and over again until we come to a set of tall oak doors. The doors are beautifully carved with runes all over the panels of wood. As I marvel over their beauty, the doors open of their own accord and we slowly enter. This room is muted in soft colors and on a slightly raised dais sit seven comfy looking throne-like chairs with high backs. All seven are filled with them. The Archangels.

      I stare wide-eyed at all of them. Even though I’d met them all before during Ambriel’s possession, this is different. I am more aware of the power wafting off of them in ripples. Behind the only calm looking Archangel out of the seven stands Pascal, his eyes downward and his lips moving with no words coming forth. My heart clenches at the thought of what they’ve done to him. My friend.

      Seated in the center chair is a man whose glare could kill a man in an instant. I stare back at him and feel the familiar wave of power. He is so familiar and, in my mind, I try to recall him, but I can’t bring the memory forward.

      In an instant I meet his blue eyes and as if I’m watching a movie, I find myself tumbling through the memories of a man standing over my crib. From the faint glow of the moon, I can tell it is nighttime. I am an infant, crying because I’ve dropped my pacifier. The man with blue eyes picks it up and places it back into my mouth. I watch as my eyes are drooping closed. When I open them again, the vision is gone and I’m once again standing before the Archangels, their eyes all leveled on me.

      Darius is looking at me with a question in his eyes as I step forward, my hand sliding from his. I look the blue-eyed man in the eye and speak, my voice echoing around the bright room.

      “I remember you,” I say, my voice sounding so unlike anything I’d ever heard before. I sound out of breath and airy all at the same time. Coupled with the fact that I can practically feel my heart beating out of my chest and my palms itching to place a hand on the Flaming Sword. I keep calm and keep my hands at my sides as I continue, “You soothed me as a baby and kept me from crying at night. You visited me many times as a child.”

      This man, Michael, the one they call ‘he who is like the Almighty’, clenches his fists around the arms of his chair. I glance toward the others, two women sit on either side of Michael and the remaining men all stare at me, a few in awe and others with the glares I know all too well.

      The woman on Michael’s left stands. She is beautiful in her long, Grecian dress, coupled with her pale hair and skin, she looks very much like a fairy from books I’d read as a child. What startles me the most is her white eyes, though unlike me she has the black pupil that moves and shifts under the light.

      “Welcome to our home, Elara Greer. I trust your journey was a safe one,” the beautiful woman speaks softly, her voice lyrical as she turns a soft smile on her brothers and sisters before her white eyes drop to me, “I am Jophiel.”

      I nod in her direction, but don’t speak. This irks her, I can tell by the way one of her eye’s twitches slightly. Before she can continue, the woman on Michael’s right stands, anger filling her voice. She is the exact opposite to Jophiel in appearance, though not in power from what I can sense. Her dark eyes squint as they assess me and the sneer that fills her face is enough to prove to me that she feels I am worse than dirt on her shoe.

      “What has become of Ambriel?” She asks, though her question isn’t directed at me. It is directed at Darius whom she levels with a glare.

      “Dead. When she attempted to use the sword, she did not take into account the sword having a mind of its own. The sword, realizing an enemy inhabited my body, destroyed her. The sword is powerful and thinks for itself when it chooses a wielder. I am merely its host,” I answer for Darius and the woman’s glare turns back to me as she collapses back into her chair at hearing my news.

      “And the InBetween?” Jophiel asks as she glances toward her clearly upset sister whose eyes are now covered by her hand as she visibly shakes. I sense grief wafting off this woman and my heart goes out for her. Darius had told me about her. Ariel, practically a mother to Ambriel.

      Darius answers then, stepping forward as he nods in respect to Jophiel and the others, “Completely destroyed. I believe with the destruction of the curse, demon infected soul, Renna, and the use of the Flaming Sword caused the InBetween to self-destruct. We opened the gates to the afterlife in just enough time before it was all completely destroyed.”

      The man sitting in his chair next to Jophiel grins evilly as he stares down at us, his posture tensed, “So you admit you destroyed the Almighty’s holy realm.”

      “The InBetween destroyed itself. Too much evil should not be allowed to fester,” I answer and glare back at the man as I attempt to sense anything about him. All I receive back is hate and a feeling of cool displeasure.

      A whispering voice in the back of my head rings true, Azrael. Stay away from him.

      Azrael glares back at me, obviously unhappy with my answer and slowly stands, “You shouldn’t even be standing before us so defiantly, half-breed. You should be on your knees begging for your life.”

      I cock my head to the side and without realizing it, place my hand on the hilt of the Flaming Sword, caressing the smooth runes etched into the hilt. This gesture doesn’t go unnoticed by the others as they all visibly tense.

      I smile, but it doesn’t reach my eyes as I sarcastically answer, “I never was good at begging.”
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      Azrael snarls and the Archangel who Pascal has remained standing closest to jumps into action, his smile sending a calming mood over the room. “Calm yourself, Azrael.”

      “Don’t tell me to be calm, Raphael, unless you want to lose an arm for a few hours,” Azrael snarls as he sits back in his chair, his glare shifting between me and Raphael, who now smiles down upon me.

      “We have seen much, but we have also seen very little through Pascal’s visions. It seems that like us, he is unable to see visions through your point of view, Elara, or do you prefer hero of the InBetween as your followers call you?” Raphael muses with his cheerful voice.

      Ariel snorts in disgust and sits up in her chair, her eyes full of pain, “This is not one of your jokes, Raphael. This is serious.”

      Raphael nods and smiles toward his sister. “Of course, sister. I am merely suggesting that Elara allow us to examine her mind so that we might see for ourselves what has occurred from her perspective.”

      “No,” Darius snarls and moves to step before me, “Pascal is barely able to undergo the stress of such process, yet you ask it of him anyway.”

      Azrael chuckles deeply from across the room, “Yet your beloved hero is of the belief that she is powerful. Surely the self-proclaimed hero of the InBetween can withstand some mental probing.”

      His comments are meant to taunt me, but I refuse to take the bait and instead step around Darius and turn my gaze on Michael. “You may do it.”

      Michael’s eyes widen as he slowly stands and walks off the dais. Unlike Jophiel who seems to prefer the Grecian style of clothing, Michael is dressed in light pants and a light, long-sleeved shirt. He appears almost normal, maybe even human. His eyes give him away. They hold too much power and knowledge. As he approaches, Darius clutches my hand, gaining my attention.

      “You don’t have to do this. You have done nothing wrong,” he whispers to me, though all can hear. In the distance, I faintly hear Azrael snort at his comment.

      I smile up at Darius and squeeze his hand before pulling it away and taking a step in Michael’s direction. I keep my other hand firmly on the hilt of the Flaming Sword as he extends his hand in my direction, palm up. Using my free hand, I stare into his eyes and I slowly place my palm in his.

      As our skin connects, I feel a buzz and ripple of searching power race through my skin and I tense as it rushes through me, searching for something. In a flash, the searching power reaches my mind and flashes of memories race before my eyes as I flinch at the remembrance of Tarnin attempting to kill me, the feeling of love for having been with Darius for the first time and, finally, for seeing my parents in the afterlife.

      Only a few seconds have passed, but it had felt like longer. As quickly as he touched me, Michael’s hand pulls away and I let out a harsh breath I didn’t realize I am holding. As I try to calm my breathing, I watch Michael’s face and eyes for any indication of what he is thinking.

      Jophiel asks from her seat, her voice soft and curious, “Michael?”

      At her voice, Michael’s eyes harden and he turns back to the dais. “It is as Pascal has testified.”

      Behind me, I can feel the others relaxing somewhat. As I feel Darius take my free hand and once more pull me back to stand beside him, I know this is far from over. Carefully, I tighten my hold on the Flaming Sword as Azrael stands, his grin no longer on his face as he slides his gaze over to Michael. Instead, Azrael’s face is set into one of pained seriousness.

      “Then it must be done,” Azrael voice echoes across the room, his own hand clasping his large bladed sword strapped to his hip.

      Before I can even comprehend what, I am doing, I call out one word, “No!"

      My hands unsheathe the Flaming Sword. My fingers burn and the flames burst forth to circle the sword’s blade. I find myself moving so fast that the others are startled as I circle Michael, until a trail of flames encircles him. Finally, I am standing at his side, sword ready.

      “You will not kill him,” I command, my voice raspy as I glare at the others. Jophiel appears startled and remains seated as the others stand, swords drawn.

      I can sense Darius and the others drawing their own swords, though I know it is a battle we are unlikely to win, they still choose to side with us, their family. Pascal remains standing behind the Archangels’ thrones, his face in shock as he stares back at me. Raphael has placed himself in front of Pascal. As if I would ever wish to hurt the blind angel.

      Azrael snorts, “It is not just Michael that has broken the law, half-breed. If your whore mother had been alive on Earth, she would be next.”

      I see red as my eyes squint and I lung for Azrael, startling him as he backs up. I heard Jophiel scream as his blade meets mine at the last moment. As our blades connect, the impact is harsh enough that Azrael is forced back. His body strikes the wall behind him and he collapses to the ground, his sword clattering beside him.

      With a slash of the Flaming Sword, the chair Azrael once sat in falls apart in half and I kick the remaining pieces aside to approach him. None of the others stop me. They merely watch, eyes wide.

      As I stop on the last step of the dais, I cock my head at Azrael, “Let me repeat myself. You will not kill Michael, you will not lay a hair on any of my friends, you will not even think about harming Darius and, if you ever think about threatening my parents again, I will cut off your favorite appendage and feed it to you.”

      I pause as I glare down at him, his breathing sharp as he attempts to sit upright on the polished ground, “Do I make myself clear?”

      Azrael groans as he straightens, his back cracking in places as he glares up at me, “Crystal.”

      I nod and back away until I am once again facing Michael. Dipping the Flaming Sword into the circular fire I made around him, I watch as the flames slowly dim as they run up the blade in a continuous motion.

      Azrael snorts and laugh from the same position on the tiled floor, “You are merely that sword’s host. It will not protect you forever and when you are vulnerable once more, you better watch your back half-breed.”

      I shrug off his words as I stare into Michael’s eyes and he mine. I step past him and walk back to my group of friends and Darius. As I sheathe my sword and come to stare once more at the most powerful beings in the whole world other than the Almighty, I smirk slightly.

      “I have no interest in your politics. I only wish to resume my normal life on Earth with the man I love. That is all,” I say to the Archangels, some of whom snort in disbelief.

      Jophiel calmly stares down me, her eyes filled with fear as she sneaks a glance back at Azrael, “You must understand our position, Elara. Children of an Archangel can be powerful, plus you are the host of the Flaming Sword. If that power falls into the wrong hands…”

      As she trails off, I smile and glance around at the others, “It’s a good thing the man I love happens to be an angel then, isn’t it?”

      Azrael groans as he stands, leaning against the wall he just moments ago had been thrown against, “This relationship is not sanctioned.”

      A gasp from Dina is all I hear as I stare at each Archangel in awe. My words are ice cold as I ask, “Are you kidding me?”

      “You must understand that if you intend to return to Earth, your relationship with Darius and any other angel will not be sanctioned,” Michael answers as he turns to stare at me, his face serious.

      I shake my head, “That’s ridiculous, you can’t enforce that.”

      Michael nods as he turns and walks up the steps of the dais, returning to his seat, “We can and we will.”

      Darius’ face is a mixture of pure rage. “What is to become of me then?”

      Raphael speaks then, smiling calmly down upon us, “You will return to your position as a warrior, but we are sure your position will move in the ranks due to your experience.”

      Darius scoffs, “So that you might keep a better eye on me? What about the InBetween?”

      Ariel snorts then, sarcastically laughing, “What about it? You yourself claimed it to be completely destroyed.”

      Darius steps forward his face confused, “Surely the Almighty intends to rebuild the realm.”

      Michael shakes his head, “Without the Flaming Sword, that has yet to be seen.”

      The doors behind us open and Michael waves his hand. Soldiers march in and surround our friends and Darius, who glares at them with so much fury that the soldiers might erupt into flames.

      Before I have a chance to speak, I turn back to the Archangels and find Raphael standing before me. As he places his hand on my forehead, a calmness spreads all around me and I hear two things.

      “A gift, hero, from your maker,” Raphael whispers.

      “Elara!” Darius cries out all at the same time.

      Then, darkness.
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      I watch helplessly as Elara’s eyes roll into the back of her head as Raphael mutters something and she faints. She almost hits the ground, but Pascal is quickly at her side to catch her. The blind angel seems to be checking her over when he glances over to me with his unseeing eyes.

      “She is fine, Darius. Just sleeping,” Pascal says from his position on the floor.

      I glare up at Michael, my sword ready to move against the soldiers who stand all around us. “What have you done?”

      “She wishes to return to her normal life and thus I have allowed her to do so. These men will escort you to your new quarters and new position, Darius. Your friends are welcome to join you on the trip," Michael orders, his blue eyes sharp.

      I have never gone against Michael before. He has been my mentor, my teacher and my father figure all in one. I have always agreed with him, but on this I cannot agree.

      “No.”

      Some gasp at my outright refusal and I watch as Michael stands, his fury obvious. “What do you mean, no.”

      “Do you want me to repeat myself, Michael? I said no. How about Latin, nihil,” I growl, my sarcasm growing, “If you won’t let me be with Elara with your blessing, then I’ll find someone who will.”

      Michael snorts, “Who exactly do you know that would allow such a union?” Michael’s hands sweep the seven Archangels in attendance, “I know none of us will.”

      I smirk in Michael’s direction, “You’re forgetting the fallen son, Michael. Your army isn’t the only one I can join if it means being with Elara.”
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      Beep, beep, beep.

      Damnit, I grumble to myself as I squint through my blurry eyes, wincing at the early morning sun streaming through my windows. I quickly slam my hand on my alarm clock to stop that infernal sound. The twittering of birds from my open windows and sounds of the city below have me freezing.

      Sitting up in my bed, I gaze around my room. It looks the same. Taking stock of myself, my hands instinctively go to my face. My eyes. Leaping out of my bed, I race to my ensuite bathroom and stare into the mirror.

      My familiar, hazel eyes stare back at me. My hair is still brown, long and wavy. I still have ten toes and ten fingers. The scar on my hand is still gone. The one Darius healed. I freeze once more as I realize I completely forgot him.

      Darius! My thoughts race trying to remember what happened. I remember standing before the Archangels with…the sword.

      “Shit!” I exclaim and race into my bedroom, searching for the powerful object. The sword isn’t here. My heart breaks. They must have taken it and Darius!

      The sounds of dishes rattling in my kitchen give me pause. When I move to open my bedroom door, the smell of bacon, eggs and pancakes fill my nostrils. My mouth waters as I walk down the hallway and freeze in the archway to the open living space.

      Darius is standing there in my father’s old apron that has faded with time, but still serves its purpose and warms my memories. He flips a pancake and expertly places it on a plate before setting said plate already full with bacon, eggs and hash browns on the island countertop.

      “I couldn’t find your waffle iron, so I just made pancakes. Hope that’s okay,” Darius says as he turns off the stove and opens my fridge, pulling out juice, “Do you want juice or milk?”

      My bottom lip quivers and I race forward, startling him as I lunge into his arms, hugging him so tightly that he laughs while he hugs me back. As he pulls away and stares down at me, his eyebrows are raised, “Is everything okay?”

      “What happened? We were before the Archangels, Darius, and the sword…Oh no! The sword! Did they take it?” I exclaim and take a step back my hands shaking.

      Darius grins and grasps my shoulders, slowly spinning me around to face my living room. “No, Little Moon. Look.”

      Over my stone fireplace is a wooden display hanging from the wall and in it is the Flaming Sword, safe and sound. I gasp and stride toward it, quickly picking it up off the display. As I run my fingers gently over the runes emblazoned on the sword’s blade, I feel my fingertips begin to burn slightly, rippling from the power beneath them.

      “No sword play in the house, Elara,” Darius whispers at my back, his lips close to my ear. Shivering, I slowly place the sword back on the display and turn to face Darius. His dark eyes are staring into mine and he smiles slightly.

      “Looks like your eyes are back to normal,” he mutters as he takes my hands and leads me over to the table filled with the steaming piles of food.

      As I sit, my eyes narrow as I watch Darius clean up around the kitchen. Finally, he sits on the opposite island bar stool, digging into his food.

      “Darius, what happened? You need to tell me,” I ask as a hard knot begins forming in my stomach as I clasp my hands together to keep them from shaking.

      Darius exhales and pushes away from the table, “I think it would make more sense to show you.”

      Standing, Darius moves to the center of my living room. He glances around and moves my coffee table back. Darius shoots a look in my direction and I watch as that familiar smile breaks through.

      “Don’t freak out, Little Moon,” He croons.

      Before I can react, Darius is tensing, his face is full of pain as he removes his shirt and I see them. The new scars. I clench my fingers tightly into fists as the anger bubbles, but one look from Darius has me freezing.

      Slowly, like in slow motion, his wings emerge from his back, but something's wrong. These aren’t the beautifully, dangerous white feathered wings, I’d seen in action flying over the InBetween. These wings are dark and leathery. The tips are sharp and jagged. As I stand and approach, Darius’ face is breaking my heart with every step. He is in so much pain.

      “Who did this to you?” I ask, my voice breaking.

      “I did it to myself. My choice,” he answers quickly.

      “But why?”

      “To be with you. It was the only way. The Archangels wanted to separate us, so that they could keep us under their control. I made a deal with Lucifer. A century of service and in return he agreed to keep you protected,” Darius clutches my hands in his, soothing some of my anger.

      “You shouldn’t have done that, Darius. What about the others? Your family!” I demand, my voice obviously panicked.

      Darius shakes his head, “I’m a fallen one. Not a demon. Ezekiel, Gideon and Pascal have fled to Earth. They are deserters, not yet fallen. Dina has decided to stay among the Archangels. She and Lucifer have had some sort of falling out. We will figure it out, I promise. All that matters is us in the here and now.”

      Staring at his new wings, I sigh, feeling completely confused, “This is insane. What are we going to do?”

      Darius grins, “We are going to let Lucifer handle it.”

      Gazing up into Darius eyes, I grin back and shake my head, “I’m sure the King of Hell appreciates the weight we’ve placed on him.”

      Pulling me into his arms, Darius chuckles, “You did it, Little Moon. You saved the world.”

      As I stared over his shoulders, my eyes were locked on his wings and the Flaming Sword in the background.

      “But at what cost?”
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      Standing over my kingdom usually gives me a sense of euphoria unrivaled by anything or anyone. In this moment, it is rivaled. I should be standing here with Dina. Perfect little angel, Dina. Clenching my fists tightly, I feel myself reaching for the confounded cellphone. On it is one text message.

      

      Don’t try to contact me again.

      

      It is like a kick to the gut or a stab to the heart. If I had one, according to some. The anger that wells up inside me is nothing new. Before I can stop myself, I’m clenching the phone so hard that it shatters into a million pieces at my feet.

      Trying to calm my breathing doesn't help to cool my temper. Especially when my ears tingle at the sound of the elevator doors opening. I hear Lilith’s voice demanding to my guest that I am not to be disturbed. Lilith is powerful, but this guest is not to be deterred.

      The doors to my throne room open of their own accord as my guest enters. I stiffen as I sense who exactly has entered my domain. My brother. Michael.

      “Hello, brother,” I croon, but continue to stare out the windows overlooking my kingdom. So peaceful, for Hell.

      “Don’t brother me, Lucifer. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?" Michael yells at me. Faintly, I hear the clacking of Lilith’s shoes as she departs the room, probably nervous about having my brother in such close proximity. Archangels and demons don’t mix well.

      I smirk at my reflection in the glass and feel my wings twitch slightly, aching for a fight, “No, I don’t. Do tell.”

      “My Keeper, Darius, has betrayed the Almighty. He proclaimed to all seven of us his choice to join your army. All because of that…” his voice trails off and growls in frustration. I can practically feel the untapped anger leaching out of him. My brother is usually so calm.

      Good, a voice whispers in my mind, now he knows how we have felt these many centuries.

      “You can say it, Michael. Because of your daughter. Elara, yes?” I turn as I ask, my leathery wings barely scraping the ground.

      Michael closes his eyes and sighs. Before long he is opening those stormy, blue eyes again and leveling them on me, “I know you had something to do with this. You lured Darius away. I won’t allow it, Lucifer.”

      “I don’t believe you have a choice in the matter,” I growl back as my hand comes to rest on the arm of my throne as I threaten, “Remember, brother, you are in my realm now, not yours.”

      Michael clenches his fists, “Then you remember, brother, it is I and the others who control your precious, little play thing. Don’t think we haven’t noticed your infatuation.”

      At my glare, Michael grins like a cat who has caught the canary, or in this case angel, “Don’t worry. We have set Dina on the straight and narrow.”

      “Watch yourself, Michael,” my voice booms out, vibrating the floors and the walls.

      Michael shakes his head, his eyes cooling, “Keep away from my people, Lucifer. That way we won’t have to come to blows. It would be foolish to lose someone as talented as Dina, who may fall in the middle of our squabble.”

      As Michael turns to walk away, I call him to a halt, “Then, Michael, you should also be aware to keep away from my people, if you and the others know what is best for you. Besides, who do you think the hero of the InBetween will side with when it comes down to the end of times, hmm? Rumors of riots in the afterlife are spreading like wildfire. Your daughter is the flame to their kindling. Don’t think to enter my realm again.”

      When Michael retreats and disappears from my realm, I let loose the beast. Windows break, my throne becomes carved into bits of rubble and the walls appear to have some holes.

      Once I have drained my rage, I calmly breathe in and out with my eyes closed. Slowly, I begin picturing my throne room as it once was. When I open my eyes, my throne room is pristine once more. Turning to stare out the windows overlooking my kingdom, I snarl inwardly.

      I’m coming for you, little angel. No one shall keep you from me.
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      A traitor to my people. A liar to my family. An even crueler bitch to the man I love. If only I was certain he loved me back. Perhaps things would have been different. If only they hadn’t taken my wings because of him…
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        * * *

      

      They call me Satan, King of Hell or even Hades. Only a few know me as Lucifer. Fallen son, powerful son and vengeful son of the Almighty. I have ruled Hell alone these past centuries, but no longer.

      It is time I claim my Queen, whether she wants me or not...

      

      His Angel Queen (Book 3 of the InBetween Series) ~ COMING SOON
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