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Dedication

To all parents everywhere.

While Angelina’s troubles with her children are not autobiographical, the emotions behind her frustration and her feeling of being overwhelmed are definitely taken from my own experiences as a parent. I think the willingness to sacrifice everything for your children is universal. It’s so easy to get lost in just taking care of everyone else and to suppress your own desires that you forget that you are deserving of the same things you want for them. The true triumph is in finding your path to happiness and fulfillment in addition to caring for your family. I am lucky enough to have that in my writing. I hope if you haven’t found your passion that you keep looking. It is out there. 
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ONE

Raphael, the Archangel of Healing, returned to the Third Sphere of the Angelic Realm with only one goal--to cleanse himself of the stink of human violence. But Victor, head of the Virtues, waited in his chamber to greet him.

“Can it wait?” Rafe snarled. He tossed his medic tunic, stained with blood, onto the floor at his feet. He toed off his boots, brown with the dust of the Afghani dessert, and discarded them next to the clothes. Feet and chest bare, he couldn’t wait to get out of his worn blue jeans.

Victor shook his shiny bald head and crossed muscled arms over his forty-eight inch chest. “I’m sorry. It really cannot.”

Frustrated. Sweaty. Exhausted. Perspiration slicked Rafe’s hair. The stench of death slimed his skin and permeated everything. With every breath, cordite and dust clogged his throat. He was so tired of humans. They brought destruction upon themselves.

“Fine.” Rafe dropped his filthy jeans and was now completely naked. “Then follow me.”

Rafe stepped into the steam room and grabbed a pristine white towel from the bench. He wrapped the soft cotton around his neck and held onto the ends with bunched fists. Hot dry heat seared the back of his thighs and closed in on his lungs. Each inhalation burned down his throat and cleansed away the events of the past day.

Victor sighed heavily and poured aromatic water over the heated stones. The sage-infused liquid sizzled and evaporated into mist.

Chin on his fist, knuckles bloodied, elbow on his knee, skinned from an encounter with the hard-packed dirt, Rafe sat in a classic thinking pose. Steam swirled around him as he waited for the head of the Virtues and the Second Sphere to begin.

Victor paced back and forth, his steps jerky and his gait uneven. Although he looked like a pro-wrestler pumped up on steroids, he acted like a prissy old man. “You are not connected with the humans.”

Rafe didn’t want to be connected. He wanted to ascend to the Second Sphere and extend the distance between his existence and that of the humans. They were a pain in the ass. Never satisfied, always grasping and reaching for the next thing.

“Do you know where I’ve been for the last twenty-four hours?”

“Yes.”

But Rafe ignored Victor. “I was in Afghanistan, helping my Angel healers try to save police recruits blown up by their own people.”

“Raphael,” Victor began.

Rafe interrupted. “The improvised explosive device detonated beneath a bus.” The rickety ancient transport had spewed flames and bodies onto the barren Afghan desert. Metal from the smoking hull had peeled back from the frame like the skin of a banana. Black lines from simple dynamite scorched the sand and marred the landscape.

“One hundred police recruits who only wanted to make a better world for their families, for their children. That explosion destroyed the hopes of many villages.”

“I understand, Rafe.”

But Victor really couldn’t comprehend. Charred remnants of the dead, a boot, an arm, a torso with no head, scattered across the earth like rose petals. The screams of the living echoed in the air. A woman with her eye ripped from her face. Another recruit stood helpless, his hands painted red with his own blood as he frantically attempted to staunch the flow. The driver’s breath wheezed as he gasped for life. The stark images, sounds, smells haunted him.

His stomach churned. “You have no idea.”

If he’d had second thoughts about his ascension, the damage from yesterday’s roadside bomb convinced him he needed to leave this job and this sphere. The plague had been a piece of cake compared to the modern world. Humans had no respect for the sanctity of life. Being in charge of the healer Angels was a weighty responsibility especially when he didn’t care if they lived or died.

Victor intruded on his somber reflection. “You need to have compassion for the human race if you want to ascend to the next level in the Angelic Realm.”

His compassion had been erased, scrubbed out by years of senseless destruction. But Rafe kept his mouth shut.

“It’s the duty of the Virtues to make sure the Cosmos are in balance and to correct things if they get out of alignment,” Victor intoned. “But you won’t be an effective Virtue if you do not understand what makes the humans act and react the way they do.”

Blah. Blah. Blah.

Don’t argue. Don’t push. Just state your position. Quietly and with dignity. “I am ready to make the ascension to the Second Sphere.” He couldn’t wait to spend all his time in the lab, working on antidotes to the biological and chemical weapons that humans created.

“No. I’m sorry. We really don’t think you are.”

No? Rafe straightened and pulled his shoulders back. His body was stiff with denial. “Why not?”

Another presence shimmered into the steam room. Nora, Madame Throne, head of justice in the Angelic Realm, the highest authority over the Third Sphere.

“Raphael, you’re exhibiting the quality you despise in humans.” Her voice held a melodic almost hypnotic quality and drifted to him through a fog of annoyance. “You are too focused on your own wants, on the next level, on the next challenge.” 

Bullshit. He did not like the comparison. At all. And if she was here as his friend, Nora, he would tell her. But clearly, she was Madame Throne.

“You need to come to terms with exactly where you are now.”

Victor finished for her. “Then you will be ready to ascend.”

Steam lay heavily in his lungs. The hot wet air stifled him as much as his current position. He knew arguing was futile, and yet he couldn’t help it. “But--”

“Raphael, this is our judgment.” Nora disappeared as quietly as she appeared. The bitch was succinct.

And if the Thrones made a decree, the decision was resolute.

Victor held up his hand and then leaned closer. “We’re friends, yes?”

Rafe nodded once, slowly.

“I sense unease in you that wasn’t there before. A malaise.” Victor rested his hand on Rafe’s bare shoulder, his beefy fingers held Rafe down, held him back. “For an Archangel who is supposed to be a healer, this is not a good trait.”

Victor was right. But Rafe was not about to admit it. These days he tried to spend most of his time in the lab, looking for cures to illness and searching for antidotes to disease. He needed to be as far away from the human condition as possible. For reasons just like today. The senseless devastation was preventable. Avoidable. Completely unnecessary. And he felt unable to defend against it all.

He’d been restless and increasingly discontent. He needed this promotion. Needed to get away from humans.

“What do I need to do?” And how fast could he get it done?

“The committee has a solution.” Victor paused.

Rafe’s blood drilled an urgent rat-a-tat through his right eyeball, as if his scalp were too tight for his skull.

“We want you to reconnect with humans by working a transition.”

He’d had such dreams, such fire for the job when he’d first taken over as the Archangel of Healing. But the human race had worn him down with centuries of their self-destructive behavior. They hadn’t needed the Nephilim to destroy them. They were going to succeed all on their own.

And he wanted no part of their downfall. His responsibility. His curse. To heal people bent on destroying themselves. Lately, disdain and disgust for the entire human race overrode every other emotion.

But he could work a transition. Long ago he’d done many of them. Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as he’d thought. He would pretend to reconnect with humans and the Virtues and Thrones would never know. He would make sure that they had no reason to deny him the promotion and keep him in the Third Sphere.

He loosened his jaw and concentrated fiercely on not cracking his teeth. “Okay.” 

“Right now you’re too far removed from the very people you are tasked with protecting and healing. We believe if you work a transition you will remember what it was like to be fully human with its inherent fragility and their innate enthusiasm.”

Yeah. Screw that. But an Archangel did not piss off a Virtue. Not if he wanted to ascend.

“Fine.” Rafe thought quickly still trying to work an angle for this requirement. If Victor had his way, they’d give him a tough case. Rafe needed someone who would be right on board and raring to go. “Let me pick the human to transition.”

Victor thought for a moment. “I can grant that request.”

“How long will the test last?”

“Until they are completely ready to heal on their own.”

“Done.” He mentally skimmed over the list of humans on the verge of their transition. He had the perfect choice.

“Angelina Guerisse.”

The elder Angelina Guerisse was on the edge of passing. He’d miss the old woman. It seemed like just yesterday that she’d been a new initiate so ready to heal the world, so full of enthusiasm and hope. Her transition had been smooth and easy.

Her granddaughter was next in line. She was perfect. Hopefully she’d have that same strength of spirit that infused her grandmother’s every breath. It would be quick and easy. He could move on to the Second Sphere and leave the administration of healing on Earth to the new Archangel Healer. Then he wouldn’t have to spend any more appreciable time in the Earthly Realm or deal with humans.

The sooner he started, the sooner he’d be finished.

“An excellent choice.” But when Victor smiled, showing a lot of teeth and very little pleasure, Rafe wondered if he was screwed.





TWO

“I’m having night sweats,” Angelina Guerisse announced to her sister, Janine. And the dream that preceded them was the same every time.

Every single freaking time. She really wanted to use the F-bomb, but she was a firm believer in practicing what she preached and she was trying to get her fifteen-year-old son to stop swearing so much.

“Oh Ange, sounds like the change.” Delicately, Janine lifted the swizzle out of the glass, her French manicure acrylics, shiny and perfect in the accent lighting of the hottest new singles spot for the over forty set, and executed one long swipe of her tongue over an olive.

“The change?” Angelina snorted. “You sound like Grammy.”

“The change, change of life, menopause, The Big M.” Janine sucked down a dirty martini, her collagen-enhanced lips perfectly outlined and slicked shiny in a shade of bold red that matched her toenails and her Prada bag. “It sucks.”

“Is there a reason you’re treating that olive as if it were attached to a penis?”

Janine practically shimmied in her seat, and surreptitiously eased her shoulders back. Somehow, with that one small move, her saline-enhanced breasts stuck out just a little bit more. “Eleven o’clock is a hottie.”

Angelina started to shift.

“Don’t look straight at him,” Janine hissed, and nothing on her face moved more than a millimeter.

Angelina stroked the tiny sun spot, the shape like a target symbol with three circles that had recently appeared on the inside of her right wrist. “I may be old but I’m not stupid, Janine.” 

“He’s been checking out our table for the last twenty minutes.” Janine patted her hand gently. “And you’re not old. Look at me, fifty is the new forty, darling.”

Why did she let herself be put through this every Tuesday night? Janine was on the hunt for a new husband. Angelina could have told Janine she wouldn’t find him here but she didn’t have the heart. And after all, what did she know? Wasn’t she almost divorced herself?

Her sister was lonely. She wanted a companion. The Guerisse women did not have good luck with men. She wanted to ask why Janine tortured herself like this every week but she kept her mouth shut.

“Do you think he’s looking at me or you?” Janine asked.

There was no way in hel...eck he was checking Angelina out. She looked more like Janine’s spinster aunt than her younger sister. And it showed. Angelina knew it. So did Janine, although she was far too sensitive to mention the demise of Angelina’s appearance. Janine just tried to drag her to the plastic surgeon every chance she could.

As if Retin-A, saline and Botox could magically morph Angelina back into an attractive woman. The problem was she didn’t feel attractive. She felt old, used up, and discarded by the roadside like a wadded up wrapper from McDonald’s.

“He’s looking at you.” Angelina was way too young for him. “I’m too young to be starting menopause,” she quietly wailed.

A tuxedoed piano player trilled an intricate opening on the baby grand while no one listened, the music layered over the muted flirting and discreet drinking as desperate people got quietly loaded.

Janine took a healthy sip of martini, swallowed sultrily. She gave the guy an eye-popping profile. “Tell me about the dream.”

“How’d you know I dreamed?”

“Everyone dreams. It’s just a matter of whether you remember or not.” Janine aimed her laser focus at Angelina. Angelina figured she had ten minutes tops before he made his way over to them and she ended up driving home by herself. Again.

Frankly, Angelina hated these girls’ night out. She loved Janine. But going out with her emphasized where Angelina would likely be two years into her divorce, if she followed in the footsteps of her sister and friends, primped, primed and prowling for action. Just the idea of adding ‘find a man’ to her to-do list was daunting.

“Come on, give.”

She wasn’t sure she wanted to share the dream but it was starting to freak her out. “I’m in a really hot place. It’s a white background all misty and sort of like I’m looking through chiffon. But it’s hot, my skin seems to sizzle and the air stings, you know how when the temp hits 105 and then you get in the hot pool and everything is hyper-sensitive?”

“Hell?”

“How should I know?” That wasn’t the part that freaked her out. She barely paid attention to the background. “I’m naked. But....” Not embarrassed about it.

“But what?”

“Like I look now.” Before Gary’s infidelity, she could have given Janine a run for her money even without the cosmetic enhancements. Now, she wouldn’t even be caught dead in a one-piece swimsuit, and Spanx was her new best friend.

“So far, so good.” Janine grinned wickedly. “Any sex?”

Heat flooded through her, as if she were right in the middle of one of the damn dreams. Her face felt like she’d spent too long at the pool and forgotten sunscreen. “Uh, yeah.”

“Give me details.”

“It’s always the same,” she whispered. The guy was gorgeous. Wasn’t that the way of dreams? “He’s tall, at least six-five. Lots of muscles, but not bulging, more sleek and solid. He’s dark. And he has the most beautiful, tortured--”

“Get to the good part.” Janine sucked the swizzle between her lips, never forgetting that she was putting on a show for the guy in the corner. “Is he naked too?”

“Eyes. He has the most beautiful, tortured eyes. All smoke and--”

Janine gave her the death stare.

Angelina relented. “Yes, he’s naked too.”

And the things he did to her, to her body, were sinful and decadent and reverent all at the same time.

“It’s pretty one-sided.”

“Does he screw you blind?”

She squirmed in her seat. Arousal flooded parts that hadn’t seen a man in months. “No. We don’t get that far.”

“Well, damn.”

“He just...worships me, over and over with his hands and his mouth.” Eyes closed in reverence. Of course, she didn’t know why she thought he was being reverent. It was weird. She knew she was dreaming, remembered when she woke up. She never remembered her dreams. “Until he’s just about to...you know.”

“Jesus, Ange, it’s a wonder you ever had children.”

She ignored Janine, caught up in the sheer eroticism of the memory. The slick glide of his tongue along the inside of her thigh, the slightly rough skim of his fingertips along her breasts before he molded and cupped, the brush of his hair against her collarbone as he closed his mouth over her nipple, the wiry curls and heavy, solid weight of his sex against her softer, swollen and ready body. The heady scent of ancient herbs smoldered in the air. The whole experience was extremely sensual and erotic, right until he opened his eyes.

He presses a kiss to the sunspot and bolts of fire shoot through her body. And then....

“He opens his eyes and he looks down at me with sheer horror, as if he’s committed the most grievous sin on earth, in heaven or hell...and then I wake up, sweating like a pig.”

And I think, great, even a dream guy doesn’t want me.

“That’s just what that prick Gary did to you, honey. You’ll get over it. You need to find someone else. Someone to replace the dream and Gary and then you’ll feel better.” Janine frowned as much as she could with the botulism toxin freezing her forehead. “You don’t want to be lonely.”

She was wrong. That was exactly what Angelina wanted. To be alone. She had too many responsibilities as it was. The care and feeding of a man would be just one more.

Janine offered up her target du jour for her. “You want eleven o’clock?”

“No.” Angelina hesitated. “You don’t want him either. You need someone who wants you, not just your looks.”

Janine pulled back into herself.

“Thank you, though.” That’s what Janine didn’t get. Angelina didn’t want some anonymous face and body. She didn’t want anybody except maybe the dream guy.

“Forget the dream. You need a real man.”

Angelina looked around. “The guy in my dream isn’t real either. I mean, he really isn’t a guy.”

“What?” Her perfectly shadowed eyes rounded. “What’s that mean, it’s a woman?”

“No! Not that there’s anything wrong with that. But....” Angelina eyed the scant distance between tables and hoped no one was actually eavesdropping on their conversation, knowing she was crazy. She had to be. She rubbed the spot with her thumb. “He’s got wings.”

“Like an airplane?”

“Like an angel,” she whispered.





THREE

“I’m wearing this and you can’t stop me.” Lina practically stomped her foot.

Angelina’s head throbbed. Pain stabbed through her right eye in unrelenting spears, and threatened to split her entire brain in half, which if she were lucky, would kill her instantly. If I were dead I wouldn’t have to listen to Lina defy me every chance she got.

They used to have the most wonderful relationship. Close, loving, open. Lina would tell her all sorts of things. Innocent things. Who went out with who. Whether they actually talked to each other or just exchanged texts. When they first hugged. Angelina had been the envy of her friends because she had more inside scoop on the middle school goings on than anyone else.

Now Lina wanted to go to her first high school dance in a very short, strapless dress and a very thin thong. So not happening.

Angelina sat on Lina’s ruffled white eyelet bedspread. Her make-up bag jumbled together with stuffed Sesame Street toys and her look-alike American Girl doll. With a sense of total bewilderment Angelina wondered how Lina had gone from innocent to sexual in such a short time.

“Angelina Paulina, I love you,” she said in warning. “But, not in that outfit.”

“Angelina Jolie.” Lina spat, “You can’t stop me.”

She and the famous Angelina Jolie only had one thing in common. A name.

The famous one had six kids and an adoring husband and a French chateau. She had two kids, an asshole almost ex-, and a giant mortgage she couldn’t afford.

Wonder if Grammy would have christened her Angelina Jolie if she’d known the case of envy the name would inspire.

Her grandma had named her, christening her Angelina Jolie Guerisse. It was a little weird but in her family, the tradition was that the reigning matriarch named the girl children. Grammy had named her daughter as well, which had not gone over well with her, soon to be, ex-husband.

All those years of playing God and thinking his word was ultimate and suddenly little ole Grammy Angel butted her nose into the hospital room, took one look at their precious daughter and christened her Angelina Marie. He’d thrown a hissy fit of monumental proportions. Perhaps that should have been Angelina’s first clue that they weren’t going to spend the rest of their lives together.

“Dad would let me.”

Only if Lina loaned the dress to his girlfriend first.

Oops. Bitchy, bitchy, bitchy. True. Sadly. But that didn’t matter to Lina, she just wanted to dig on her mother.

When had their relationship changed from pals to adversaries? And where had her sweet, beautiful daughter disappeared to? Gone were the days where Angelina could distract her daughter with a shiny toy to stave off a tantrum.

“Let’s compromise,” Angelina wheedled, not up to another fight about another thing today. Wasn’t she entitled to one break? 

She and Gary had compromised on Lina’s middle name, Paulina, after his own mother. Who named their kid, Angelina Paulina? The rhythm was all wrong. Another indicator perhaps of a man too self-absorbed and self-involved? Too bad she didn’t figure it out fourteen years ago when Lina was born and save herself a lot of heartache.

Well it was all water under the bridge now. Or at least it would be soon.

“How are we going to compromise?” Lina asked suspiciously.

“Leggings,” Angelina said, desperate to stop her daughter from crossing the line into slutsville. “Thin leggings.”

Angelina hoped she’d agree. Lina was right. Gary would let her wear the dress. But Gary was too caught up with his new girlfriend to pay attention to what their teenagers were doing these days.

A few years ago, the thought that her fourteen-year-old daughter might be having more sex than her was inconceivable. Now, sadly, it was entirely possible. Truthfully, she couldn’t face being a divorced grandma so she stuffed some condoms in Lina’s purse and hoped for the best.

“Fine.” Lina pulled out a pair from her drawer that matched perfectly, so it was possible she’d planned to wear leggings all along.

Angelina sighed. One crisis down, a hundred more to go.

All she wanted to do was crawl into bed and lose herself in sleep, in dreams. Lose herself in the one place where no one wanted to change her, no one wanted to desert her, no one wanted to argue with her just for the sake of arguing, where she had no responsibility, where she was worshiped by her very own angel.

Was it bedtime yet?

 

***

 

Just walking through the automatic doors to the nursing home brought Angelina down. The walls were supposed to be a soothing blue but the pall that coated the place turned everything gray. That hospital-y, medicinal smell permeated every single molecule of air in the extended living facility, and sucked the vitality from anyone who dared enter.

Grammy had been a vibrant, vital force in her life, always present, always engaged. She had raised Angelina and Janine after their mother took off. And every freaking time she stepped into this place, Angelina cursed the inefficiency of Grammy’s mind and the strength of her body. It made Angelina’s heart hurt that Grammy was reduced to this mere subsistence. An institution. A holding cell, waiting for death. Angelina shrugged off the sadness. Her thoughts were unfair. The staff at the senior home was excellent. They truly cared about the people who lived here and they were on top of the medical needs of their patients.

From the moment Grammy Angel named her, she had guided Angelina. Until now. Angelina came to visit once a week, and wished every time that Grammy could live with her. Angelina slowed her steps. She really, really hated coming here. Grammy would be appalled at her physical appearance.

She signed in at the front desk and then made her way through the halls. Her Nikes squeaked on the shiny, clean linoleum. The nurse, Gail, waved and smiled, her face lighting up with genuine happiness. “She’s having a good day, Angelina. She’ll be happy to see you.”

“Thanks, Gail.” She handed the nurse a small bouquet of daffodils.

“You look great.” Gail lifted the flowers to her nose. “New hair color?”

“Uh, yeah, I added some highlights.” To prep for the support hearing. Gary was being a jerk about paying the career consultant for the testing. Which she wasn’t going to think about right now. Angelina headed down the hallway to Grammy’s room, the other bunch of daffodils clutched in her suddenly sweaty hand. She dreaded these visits.

She wanted her Grammy back. The Grammy who told stories, fixed bread and tomato sandwiches, and let her lie around and read on sweltering summer afternoons. Grammy with the candy drawer, supposedly for the kids, but everyone knew she was the one with the sweet tooth. Grammy always looked perfectly put together, whether she was hanging out in the kitchen all day or going shopping and to lunch. Grammy who tended her flower garden with the care and precision of a general.

Angelina knocked softly, in case she was sleeping.

“Come on in, Angelina,” she called out in a warbled, shaky voice.

“Hi Grammy.” She put the flowers in a fake Waterford vase on her night table and poured in a little of the water from the pitcher. She’d been moved to a private room last month. A plastic bin on the wall held her chart and all the accouterments of a hospital room.

“Come. Sit, sit.”

She eased into the chair next to the bed.

Grammy peered at her, her once vibrant brown pupils lost in a rheumy, watery sea. “Somethin’s different.”

Shouldn’t have worn jeans. Grammy hated them. “I was running late. I didn’t have time to change.”

“I saw the dungarees. But that isn’t it. Somethin’ else.” She reached out her hand, thin with ropy veins and trembling as if she was an alcoholic who had gone without for a few days. Grammy clasped her hand, her skin a papery, frail husk, insubstantial against Angelina’s younger, more resilient skin. Grammy’s fingers curled slightly just like her body curved in to protect her fragile insides from attack.

Her Grammy was an old-fashioned woman. She used to get her hair done once a week, washed, curled and teased into a poufy, yet feminine, cap of curls. To protect those teased curls while she slept, she wrapped her hair in a swath of toilet paper then pinned it closed with metal clips. And in the morning she’d carefully unwrap her ‘do, then fuss with the curls until she was ready for public.

She always wore panty hose. She always wore full make-up: base, blush, eye shadow, mascara, eyebrow pencil and a bold shade of lipstick. Always. In this place, dressing up and cosmetics were long gone, discarded for more pressing concerns like food and medicine. And it broke Angelina’s heart.

“How are you?” Grammy turned her hand over and leaned closer, so close Angelina feared she’d fall out of bed.

“Careful.”

There was a calm satisfaction in Grammy’s movement as she stroked her finger along the strangely shaped sunspot. “How does it feel?”

That damned spot. Just one more reminder that life changed constantly. Her body included. Despair rolled over her in a wave. That spot represented all the things in her life that she couldn’t control. But now was not the time to wallow in self-pity. “How does what feel, Grammy?”

She squeezed Angelina’s wrist right over the spot, then put her hands on her granddaughter’s face, along her cheekbones, and stared into her eyes. “You’ve replaced me.”

“Grammy. No one could replace you.” Angelina smiled uneasily and tried to ease Grammy’s hands away, but her grip was like iron. The intensity of her regard and her unwillingness to let go sent a shiver of premonition scuttling down Angelina’s spine.

“It was meant,” Grammy said firmly. “Meant.”

Angelina was losing her. It happened this way. Sometimes Grammy would be lucid and aware and familiar. Other times, she was lost in the past, lost in some world that only she knew. And sometimes it was a combination of both.

“It’s your turn.”

Angelina’s turn for what? Only Grammy knew. Maybe she thought they were playing a game. “Okay, Grammy. I’ll take my turn.”

“It’s your destiny, Angelina.” Her lips dry, she kissed Angelina on the forehead and Angelina was reminded of when she’d first moved into Grammy’s house as a child after her daddy left. Grammy had always tucked her in with the words, Sleep tight, sugar. I’ll look out for you.

And she had. Grammy had always been there for her. Always looked out for her.

Now it was Angelina’s turn to look out for Grammy. “So much change,” she murmured. How would she ever cope with it? She could have used Grammy’s wisdom, her advice. She was so weary. So weary of holding everything together. Weary of keeping her kids from spiraling down into a self-esteem nightmare. Weary of holding on to her house, her finances and her sanity while Gary frolicked with his new playmate. All she wanted was to be left alone.

Angelina sighed and rested her head on Grammy’s nubby blanket.

“It’s not the change. It’s how you respond to it.” Grammy’s voice was suddenly stronger, more authoritative, as she stroked her head like she’d done when Angelina was ten. “Don’t be scared.”

“I’m not,” She whispered as tears stung her eyes. Her throat jammed with a hot ball of sadness. “I love you, Grammy.”

“I love you too, Angel.” Grammy’s eyelids drifted closed, her face going slack and somehow peaceful. “I can rest now.”

Angelina leaned against the covers. Antiseptic and over-cooked broccoli warred for dominance in the air. The smell assaulted her stomach even as Grammy’s hand rested on her head and gently soothed.

And Angelina wept for all the things she couldn’t change.

 

***

 

Raphael observed Angelina doze next to her grandmother from the foot of the bed. He had a secret. A dangerous secret. In hundreds of years, he’d never once broken the rules. Technically, he still hadn’t.

But he was hanging on to the rules by his fingertips.

While the lessons of the Grigori, the fallen angels, had faded with time, one rule remained constant and absolute. Archangels and humans were not supposed to mate. No sex. It was forbidden. Neither could Archangels and Angels.

It. Was. Not. Done. Because according to history, the consequences would be disastrous.

He understood, now, the incredible lure of the human. Before, he’d assumed the angels who’d mated with humans had been weak. But now he had carnal knowledge. He’d connected with Angelina’s mind, opened his thoughts, his senses to hers, channeled her desires.

The feelings were incredible.

The very first time he’d gone to her in her dreams, her longing, her loneliness had been so acute that he’d been compelled to touch her in comfort. His only thought had been to heal her sadness. But somehow that first touch held none of the healing energy he’d expected. Instead the contact, his hand on her shoulder, a most innocuous and innocent spot, zapped him with a sexual jolt he hadn’t expected.

They sizzled.

Attraction, pure sexual, animal lust had raced through him. The logical and prudent action would have been to back away, but instead of abandoning the incredible emotion and sensations that streamed through him, he’d eased nearer. He’d explored her body. His skin flushed hot as his body responded to the memory of her hands and her mouth skimming over his flesh, renewing him in ways he hadn’t even realized he’d needed.

In her dream, sensations slithered through him, arousal insidious, rolling, roiling in a big ball of heat, streaming through his arms, pouring into his fingertips, as he trailed his fingers along the softest skin, and sensations flared back through his body and down to his erection.

He hadn’t felt anything in so long.

He’d been empty. A vessel without function, destined only to hold all the ills of the human world around him. Eternally lonely and wanting succor, comfort...some intangible.

Until Angelina. She was a gift he’d been bequeathed solely in the dream realm.

However, now she summoned him to her dreams more and more frequently. She drew him in, like a whirlpool he could drown in. Desire swirled through him. He would explore her bounty with his tongue and hands, licking and stroking her flesh.

The taste of her skin was an aphrodisiac of brimstone and gardenia and filled his mouth and flooded his body with the intoxicating elixir of woman. Drunk on her taste, drunk on her essence, he cupped the bounty of her breasts in his palms, exploring, rubbing, and massaging the symbol of her femininity. The balance of the Universe was bound up between their two bodies, the yin and yang of copulation, the symmetry of her channel and his rod, the perfect way they fit together.

Exaltation poured through him. His body throbbed, and his mind filled with her thoughts, her arousal, her longing for love. And he hadn’t had the heart, an emotion he’d thought vanished forever, to deny her surcease from her sadness.

Instead he’d worshiped her. Showered her with reverence. And now, even as he berated himself to resist temptation, the same thing happened every time she summoned him. And the feelings that originally had only been hers were now his as well. He needed to leave these emotions behind and begin her training, before he did something they’d both regret.





FOUR 

Brandt trudged into the house. Poor guy was sicker than a dog. Nothing reduced an ‘almost man’ back to toddlerhood faster than the stomach flu.

“Get your track bag and I’ll wash your clothes.”

“Don’t worry about it, Mom,” he croaked.

Angelina wished he’d let her give him a hug, but they’d moved to the point where hugs, even in private, embarrassed him. Too bad ‘cause she could have really used a hug today. Lately it seemed as if the only place she had any kind of physical contact was in her dreams.

She brushed the buzzed, fuzzy brown hair on his scalp, feeling a little queasy herself, then handed him a plastic serving bowl. “Sorry you don’t feel good. Go ahead and get in bed.” The need to pick him up early from school disrupted everything she had to get done today. She had her final divorce hearing, the car needed an oil change, Lina needed poster board for a project due tomorrow. She supposed she should be happy Lina texted her during the day instead of waiting until eight o’clock tonight but gee, the errand threw a wrench into her already packed schedule.

Then she thought about how awful Brandt looked and knew everything else could go out the window. Her baby needed her. No matter that he topped six foot two and outweighed her by at least sixty pounds. He was still her baby.

Going back to the car, Angelina grabbed Brandt’s track bag and lugged it back into the laundry room. She unzipped the bag gingerly and tried to hold her breath through the awful smell. The stench of unwashed socks and damp, sweaty shorts assaulted her senses.

Gah, he stunk. Teenage boys, gotta love ‘em, because you can’t kill them.

She loaded Brandt’s track clothes in the washing machine, dumped in the detergent, pressed the button and waited for the little ‘dink’ sound to indicate the load had started.

Might as well clean out the whole bag and spray some Windex, her absolute cure all for any cleaning need, inside. She pulled out empty G2 bottles, oops a sock she’d missed, and his sprinting spikes. Tucked into the shoe was a plastic baggy.

Innocuous on its own but, it was plastic. She used wax paper bags for the kids’ lunches. Angelina pressed a hand over her forehead. She didn’t want to look, didn’t want to know. But she had to, right? There was no one else here to take that responsibility for her.

Oh shit. Did she have to deal with this now?

Angelina sank onto the cold linoleum floor of the laundry room. She reached out her hand, hoping there was evidence of food. Maybe someone gave him their peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich and he’d stuffed the baggy in his track bag. But of course, that would be too simple.

The contents didn’t look like a sandwich. It looked like marijuana. But just in case, Brandt had taken some extra herbs to school to throw on a meatball sandwich that she hadn’t packed, she lifted the baggy to her nose and sniffed.

Ding, ding. Give her a gold star. She was correct.

Marijuana. Brandt had pot, weed, whatever you wanted to call it. Drugs. In his bag. She leaned back against the laundry room cabinets, knees bent, arms looped across her knees, and dropped her head down into the cradle of her arms.

She should go confront him right now. But she needed to talk to Gary and see how they should handle it, assuming he would even help.

She was so tired. So tired of being the one to keep everything together.

The kids whose world had changed almost overnight. Her sister who was having a surprisingly hard time with Grammy’s decline in health. The house. The bills. The paperwork. Was the universe so unkind that it decided to give her one big cosmic dump?

Really, what else could go wrong? And how much freaking more could she take without breaking?

Angelina thought about her dream man. She had started to notice little things, the satin strength of his muscles under skin almost sizzling hot, the way his wings seemed less and less substantial as if they were disappearing. How he was careful never to touch certain places on her body. How the dream was changing. He had his eyes open longer, and the disgust was starting to change into desire.

It was unhealthy, this dream. Angelina had so many things she should be focusing on, not sleeping in so she could have a few more minutes with her dream guy. She was crazy. Absolutely crazy.

Her head dipped and startled her awake.

Angelina listened but the washer hadn’t started. No dink. No drum filling with water. Dammit, not now. She couldn’t afford the time or the repair. The stupid washer was only a year old.

She slid up the wall and then checked the washing machine. It hadn’t started. Nothing lit up except the ‘On’ button. She pressed the button on, then off, and fiddled with the other buttons for thirty seconds. Dead. Done. Dammit. When was she going to fit in a trip to the laundromat?

If that wasn’t enough, she had, hopefully, her final divorce hearing in one hour.

Of course that didn’t mean Gary would be gone. She still wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing. Sometimes dealing with life on her own was easier than consulting him.

Angelina wandered into the family room and dropped down onto the sectional sofa, a pretty, soft olive green that usually gave her a soothing little boost. The weight of responsibility, for everything, invaded her arms, her legs, her brain. Everyone needed a piece of her. But she just wanted to sit and be. Everyone seemed determined to keep her ultra-busy, even her friends who with their well-meaning nights out suffocated her with the weight of having to get dressed up and made up and smile and pretend she was doing okay. Pretend that there were days her heart wasn’t breaking for the death of her life before.

Stages of grief. Of course Angelina knew about them but she sure as heck didn’t want to dissect the way her life was falling apart. Did it really matter what the stages were? They were going to happen no matter what.

The only place she had any respite from the crushing responsibility of life these days was in her dreams. Angelina’s eyelids drooped. Even with the dream time she wasn’t getting enough sleep. Too many things kept her up at night. Too many worries, too many heartaches.

She tilted her head onto the soft velour cushion and inhaled softly.

If she could just rest for a little bit. Tired. She was so tired. She inhaled slowly, deeply, then let out her breath and slid gently into slumber and longed for her dream angel.

 

***

 

Rafe’s assistant Nathan stood straight as Gabe’s divining rod. “Archangel Raphael the Healer,” Nathan proclaimed.

Rafe sighed. “Call me Rafe.” They did this dance every Monday morning, month after month, year after year. And since the very moment he’d become Rafe’s assistant, Nathan insisted on formality and stiffly followed protocol, always beginning his report with Rafe’s official title. He was frighteningly efficient.

Rafe slouched in the oversized leather chair with his chin propped in his hand and listened with only a fraction of his attention, while he contemplated the bookshelves full of musty old medical tomes.

“Things in Africa seem to be better.” Angel Melissa Gates had managed to accomplish a lot with her programs. There was no way his Angels on earth could eradicate HIV without destroying themselves. Tragically several had died before Rafe had forbidden them to use their healing gift to control a disease of that magnitude. He’d had to encourage thinking outside the box and have them come up with creative solutions.

Nathan continued to ramble about Antarctica and Europe. Technically the Archangels were supposed to be the guardians and their foot soldiers were the Angels on Earth, but the world had gotten so large, they’d added more Angels in the Third Sphere to help the Archangels and moved responsibilities around. Delegated. So, he spent the bulk of his time in the Realm lab and searched for cures to biological weapons and disease rather than among actual humans.

Nathan scrolled through his overview on Rafe’s area of responsibility, the health of the earth’s inhabitants. “There seems to be a certain dearth of spirit in the Americas. The financial markets continue to bounce like a pogo stick.” Nathan loved similes, especially ones that involved moving parts. “And I think that is contributing to the general malcontent. At this point, the situation might reverse itself but we should definitely keep an eye on the situation.”

The Americas reminded Rafe of Angelina. And her dreams. And the fact that he had not started her training.

“Europe feels out of balance.” Nathan paused, and stared out at the nebula that lit the angelic realm, his blond eyebrows curved downward in a frown. “I sense a disturbance but I can’t seem to find it.”

Rafe forced himself to focus on Nathan. “What kind of disturbance?”

“It seems to be isolated in the more rural areas. Just a flutter of unease, nothing specific.”

Rafe wanted to care. Instead his thoughts drifted back to Angelina. “Should we alert the Virtues?”

“I...don’t think so. I just haven’t encountered this before.” Nathan waved off his unease. “It’s probably nothing.”

But Rafe had to wonder. He hadn’t been paying attention lately. All of the Seven had their own staffs and assistants similar to Nathan. “Any other Archangels report anything out of the ordinary?”

“Good point, sir.” Nathan jotted a quick note in his state of the art PDA. “I’ll check with the other aides. Thank you.”

“Just keep me apprised.” But already his thoughts had returned to Angelina. Once he got started on her transition and he ascended, these problems would be someone else’s. His conscience pricked at him.

And then it started. A tingle began in Rafe’s toes. The mild burning spread upward through his limbs and torso, and heat poured into his heart and then his mind. He knew he should resist the temptation, the sheer fascination, but this contact filled him with a joy that had been missing for a very long time. Every time Angelina initiated contact with him in her dreams, their bond grew stronger and the desire to move beyond the boundaries and rules put in place centuries ago ballooned into a longing he couldn’t ignore or deny. And he had no idea what to do about it.

He knew this was wrong.

He could not have sexual congress with her, a human. Hadn’t the lessons of the Grigori and Nephilim been hammered into them all? If he continued on this path and the Virtues discovered his activity, he could forget about his ascension to the Second Sphere, because he would be fallen.

And yet, he couldn’t deny her.

Her sadness overwhelmed him. Instead of progressing with her training, he’d yet to speak a single word to her. The time was coming. He had to explain, had to begin her education. Once they began her transition, this erotic fantasy would have to stop. Right now, he skated the line but as soon as she was aware of who he was and her role in the Angelic Realm, all physical contact would be strictly forbidden.

He had avoided consummation of their relationship.

Fortunately, it was easy to do once he opened his eyes. The reality of his transgressions struck him with all the might and wrath of the Angelic Realm.

The tingle grew stronger.

“Uh, Nathan, we need to postpone the rest of your report.”

“Sir?”

“I’m being summoned.” And he disintegrated.





FIVE

She knew he would come. Almost as if she had conjured him.

“You’re here.” She sighed.

He looked magnificent. Tall and strong and sure. His shoulders were a place to rest her burden for a little while. His muscles were sleek, his skin hot as she trailed her fingertips from his heavily defined bicep and down to his hands. A smile curved her mouth and her eyelids drifted shut.

He was here. Her own personal stress buster and mood enhancer.

He clasped her hand with his, fingers strong and solid. His other hand cupped her face and his thumb caressed her cheek. His lips brushed hers, and pulled the tension and sadness from her as if he had inhaled the emotions and blown them away.

“Angelina,” he whispered, seductively, like a siren beckoning sailors to the shore.

She blinked. Wait a minute. He hadn’t ever spoken before. And she didn’t want conversation.

Angelina leaned into him, her nipples already aroused from his scent, a mix of herbs and flowers that triggered a rush of hormones. Her breasts brushed the wall of his pectorals as he skimmed his hand over her skin. Her nerves shivered in his wake.

As if she wished away her clothes, Angelina was naked.

She rubbed against him, and ran her free hand around to his hard sleek deltoids, then down to cup his ass. She undulated, and pushed her hips into his to seek relief from the building pressure.

The hard ridge of his erection brushed at her belly.

She swept a hand up his back, distracted at the suppleness of his skin, then slid her hand over his shoulder blades. No wings. Just muscle and bone. As the reality of the muscles in his back registered, she blinked at him in shock. “Your wings are gone.”

“They’re really just for show. It’s what humans expect,” he replied as he gazed at her. “We start out with wings and then as you come into acceptance, we get rid of them.”

Now they would skip straight to the part where he looked at her in horror. She braced for the rejection, and waited for the incredible sense of betrayal that followed his look of shame. Then his words registered. Come into acceptance? What was to accept?

And why did her subconscious pick now to have her dream man talk? She didn’t want talk. She wanted him to worship her.

Angelina’s head dropped back as she looked up at him. His pupils dilated as he held her gaze. Liquid, lost, on fire. She wanted him. She wanted to lick every inch of his body, explore him with her lips and teeth and tongue. Then start all over again.

He curled his arm around her, his palm hot and insistent on her butt. His forearm braced her body to stop her from melting into a puddle of arousal at his feet. As if she’d lost the ability to move, his erection pressed into the cradle between her hip bones.

He twisted her wrist and exposed the weird new sunspot. Or maybe it was an age spot. But, she wasn’t even forty yet.

Gaze still on hers, he brought her wrist to his mouth, and very, very gently, he pressed his lips to the mark. As if he were made of electricity, a current sparked from his mouth into her body. She could tell it wasn’t meant to be sexual. But the sensation was indescribable. Power rushed down her arm and flooded her body, fizzed through her blood, mushroomed into a storm, and sensitized her skin. Her womb clenched. Her breasts swelled. Her whole body trembled on the brink of an incredible orgasm.

Every nerve ending was on fire, on the cusp of imploding and bringing her to her knees.

He frowned at her. Shadows hovered in his slate gray eyes. His face was implacable. No emotion. No horror. But no happiness either.

Their bodies touched, Angelina aroused and on the precipice of falling over that edge. But he never fell with her. Not once in the entire time they’d engaged in this dream had he fallen with her. And suddenly she was pissed.

“How come you never....” She waved her free hand at him.

His gaze shadowed and his face unsmiling, he pressed his erection against her clitoris, right on the sweet spot, and she was drowning. He moaned, low and deep, and the rumble vibrated through his chest and into her.

She shook with the force of her orgasm, coming down from the high with a sudden rush as she realized once again he had not come with her. “Why not?” she asked fiercely.

“It is forbidden.” And he disappeared.





SIX

Her almost ex-husband brought his girlfriend to their divorce hearing.

Angelina’s blood boiled. Thank goodness the kids weren’t with her. She waited for the rush of anguish and the crushing sense of failure that usually accompanied her contact with Gary. As Angelina studied them both, she realized that she really was over Gary. She may have failed her marriage. Likely, she’d failed because of a poor choice. The good news was that even if he wanted her back, she wasn’t interested. Time and distance had given her the perspective she needed.

The family courtroom, devoid of embellishment, was a stark reminder of what she desired. To simplify her life and focus on her children.

That was all she wanted. She didn’t need any more complications or distractions.

She glanced cursorily around then rested her gaze on Gary and his girlfriend. The sad fact was she had hired Candy, yeah that really was her name, the personal fitness trainer, as a Christmas present to help Gary get into shape and into better health. Candy had been excruciatingly thin and muscular, with fake boobs that Gary always said he hated. He started out as an overweight, doughnut-eating, scotch-swilling surgeon, but by the time Candy was done with him, he’d lost his love handles, his gut, and Angelina.

Asshole. Sorry, Brandt.

After Gary moved out, Angelina had been lackluster about her own fitness schedule and now she needed to hire Candy. Except, wait, she couldn’t afford her.

Angelina sat in the austere courtroom beside her lawyer, a very nice woman in a trim, efficient navy suit who was hopefully shark enough to make sure he didn’t steal her legacy from her grandmother, so her kids could go to college and she could keep a house she didn’t want, to maintain some stability for the kids.

Angelina had tried to summon the energy to dress up for the hearing but she’d woken from her nap and barely had time to shower and throw on clothes, a boring black, long-sleeved, scoop neck cable sweater and even more boring black Ann Taylor trousers that were a little too snug thanks to the weight she’d gained. She’d let her hair air dry, never a good move, and only managed to slather on lip gloss she’d left in the car as she rushed over to the court.

Grammy would be appalled.

“Good. You look fantastic,” Zoe, her lawyer, said.

Angelina assumed she was being generous, trying to get her spirits up before the proceeding started. “Thanks.”

“Seriously, you practically glow.” Zoe smoothed a hand over her sleek pageboy. “God, I have the worst headache.”

“I might have some drugs.” Angelina dug through her four-year-old Coach bag in search of a vial of Advil.

“Allergies.” Zoe waved her off. “Don’t worry about it. I have no hope of looking as good as you do today. What have you been doing?”

Angelina flushed as she thought about the nap she’d just taken. Dream sex was a good pick-me-up. Right up until the moment her dream angel had talked.

Gary didn’t make eye contact. He conveniently hunched over his smart phone, and emailed away with his thumbs. Candy gave her a friendly smile edged with triumph. She thought she’d hit the boyfriend jackpot by snagging a doctor. But Angelina would be damned if Candy took away anything from her kids.

“Court is in session,” said the bailiff. “Judge Horatio presiding in Guerisse versus Wheldon.”

The judge nodded to both tables. “Is the paperwork in order?”

Angelina had been in charge of their financial portfolio. She’d set up the accounts, monitored and maintained the records, so Gary hadn’t been able to siphon out funds, like Janine’s first husband had, before he dumped her.

The bad news....

“Your assets were supposed to have been split. Due to market conditions, your assets are listed in the amount of….” Angelina tuned out the judge. She knew to the penny what their assets had been worth and what they were worth now.

In California, equal property state that it was, she’d get half of their joint assets. Sixteen years of marriage, of dedication, love, duty (and infidelity, the pig) boiled down to fifty/fifty. Except their assets were a mess. Gary had wanted a monstrosity of a house and she had given in. Any equity they had in their house was long since gone. But her half of the assets could be substantially depleted if the house were listed at its old value.

Craig Lovell, Gary’s lawyer, and a former friend of theirs, was now firmly in the Gary camp. Friends had split along party lines. That was the truly weird circumstance of divorce. She’d seen it with Janine. No matter how hard you tried to stay friends with both husband and wife, the natural inclination was to take a side.

“Your honor,” Craig began. “I’d like to petition that my client be exempt the cost of the career consultant.” Craig’s emphasis on her court-recommended consultant placed the woman one step up from a streetwalker. The jerk. “My client has already paid for his wife’s home and her living expenses.”

This was where Gary hadn’t been truthful with his lawyer. Although they’d bought the house together, Angelina’s inheritance had paid off Gary’s medical school debts and bought him into his current practice. Gary was here because he had balked at the bill for her paralegal education as well as the career consultant, and he wanted the court to believe he didn’t have the money. Which he might not, but that wasn’t her problem.

After they’d married, she’d dropped out of nursing school at Gary’s request. She’d been on track to get her nursing credential when they’d gotten married and within two months, she’d been pregnant, and that had been the end of her medical career. He’d claimed it would be too difficult for him to finish his surgery residency while she went to school and they tried to take care of a baby at the same time.

So she had no job skills. After she consulted the career counselor, she’d chosen the paralegal field. And if it wasn’t the most fascinating job in the world, so be it. She could get an education and a job within a couple of years.

But she needed Gary to step up and pay for the tuition and the mortgage. At the look on the judge’s face, Angelina slowly curled her shoulders in, and her collarbone bowed toward her hips. He was going to win.

Zoe placed her perfectly manicured hand over her wrist, her fingers curled around Angelina’s sunspot, and she smiled. Energy and power surged through Angelina. Her face and body heated as she took in Zoe’s smile.

It wasn’t a pretty smile. It was a shark smile. And she remembered why she’d hired her.

“Your honor,” Zoe paused delicately and then moved in for the kill.

Angelina straightened in her chair, pushed her shoulders back and relaxed.

Half an hour later, Gary had to pay the mortgage until she was back at work and pay for her rehabilitation back into the workforce. Candy let out a little gasp, probably upset at the loss of income. Angelina couldn’t bring herself to care. Candy and Gary glared from across the aisle. If Candy’s glare were a dagger, Angelina would be dead on the floor, knife between her eyes.

Angelina ignored them, and shook Zoe’s hand. Huh, the lights in here must be really flattering. Zoe’s hair seemed a bit shinier, her skin a little more luminous. “How’s your headache?”

Zoe smiled, her face sparkling with pleasure. “Hey, it’s gone. Must be the thrill of victory.”

Angelina smiled back, but the tension from the negotiations had started a throb right between her eyebrows where she’d imagined Candy’s blade and made worse by Candy’s now strident complaints.

Too bad Ms. Fake Boobs couldn’t get a quick case of food poisoning. Angelina let her imagination run wild, and envisioned Candy as she puked on Gary’s Cole Haans, her abs heaving, those fake breasts not moving, and her face contorted in pain. He hated vomit and had always managed to be somewhere else whenever their kids had the stomach flu.

She let the little fantasy go. She had to focus on her reality. Her headache increased when she realized she still needed to talk to Gary about the pot in Brandt’s bag. She really didn’t want an audience for that one. “I need to talk to you.”

Gary opened his mouth. She shot a quick glance at the woman who’d been the catalyst for today. Of course that wasn’t really fair. It took two. “In private.”

“She can hear whatever you have to say,” Gary said defensively.

Angelina really didn’t want to have Candy listen. But suddenly Candy pressed a hand to her stomach. “Ex-excuse me.” She shoved out of the chair and ran for the courtroom doors but Gary’s lawyer was in the way. Suddenly she bent over and spewed all over Craig’s shoes.

Huh, sometimes the Universe did listen.





SEVEN

Rafe was in trouble.

He’d managed to keep his hands, if not his cock, mostly to himself as he’d transferred more power to Angelina. But he still hadn’t explained her abilities to her.

He had to soon.

She had healed her lawyer without even knowing what she’d done. He’d felt her lift the lawyer’s headache, which fortunately wasn’t too bad. If she healed someone accidentally and they were mortally ill, she could end up dead.

He had to talk to her. Explain her responsibilities. Explain to her how to heal. Except every time they were together, he ended up touching instead of teaching. This last time, he had finally spoken to her but that hadn’t gone well.

Michael, the head Archangel and Rafe’s leader, walked into the workout room where Rafe tried unsuccessfully to eradicate some of the demons that dogged him by benching four hundred pounds. Rafe planted his feet on the floor, braced for the weight, and then heaved the barbell toward the ceiling.

His best friend Uri was on the treadmill, pounding through miles while Linkin Park blasted from his iPod so loudly that Rafe could hear the music across the room. Uri had been dogging him the last few days. He knew something was wrong and he wanted Rafe to spill.

“How’s the promotion?” Michael asked. He was a legend, even among the Seven. His fierce protector spirit was encased in six feet seven inches of pure muscle and badass.

Being an Archangel wasn’t all fun and games. The physical demands could be brutal. All Archangels were required to train every day. Although their warrior skills had not been needed in thousands of years, they maintained readiness. Michael oversaw all of the Archangels and Angels and answered only to the highest in the Angelic Realm, the Seraphim.

Rafe couldn’t tell Michael about his problem. There were rules. Rules that would mean bye-bye ascension and Archangel of Healing, and hello, immediate ‘relocation’ to the Banished Realm.

“I, ah, have to do one more task.”

“Yeah. I know.”

Rafe had to be careful how he phrased this. “It’s an extra annoyance but if that is what the Virtues decree then I’ll accede to their wishes.”

“It’s a good idea,” Michael said. “I knew you wouldn’t be crazy about it.”

“Wait. You put them up to this?”

Michael straddled the weight bench next to Rafe, rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands, before he aimed his laser gaze straight at Rafe. “Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because we’ve all become a little too complacent. Too out of touch with the human realm. The last fifty years or so have gone so well that we lack awareness of the very people we’re supposed to protect.”

“You’re kidding.” Rafe tensed, his body ramped up into fight mode as if he’d encountered a threat. “Couldn’t you have waited until after I ascended to try out your little science experiment?”

“You, of all of us, should understand the human psyche, Rafe.”

Rafe snorted. “I understand them just fine.” They were weak, whiny and always wanted more. They looked out for themselves and destroyed others with their own wants. But Angelina didn’t seem to be like that, so maybe he didn’t really understand them. He understood that Angelina was sad but he couldn’t figure out why. He only knew that when they touched, she had relief from her sorrow.

“Have you felt anything different lately?”

Shit. Could Michael know? Could this conversation be a set up to get him to admit he’d had inappropriate contact with Angelina? In technical terms he had not violated the Law of the Realm, but emotionally he had committed the most grievous sin in the Angelic Realm.

Fear wrapped around his lungs like a boa constrictor. The temperature in the room had risen. Steam and mist swirled around the weight equipment. Uri continued to run at a punishing pace on the treadmill. His feet thumped, the sound reverberated in Rafe’s head. Rafe’s vision tunneled to focus only on Michael.

Did the Council know?

Forget his promotion. He could be Fallen. And although he didn’t want to stay an Archangel, he definitely didn’t want to be fallen. To be banished.

Ba-bump, ba-bump, ba-bump, the percussion of his heart pounded with a heavy counter beat to the hiss and thunk of the weights as he executed a lateral pull-down.

“Different how?”

“I don’t know.” Michael clenched his fists, and his biceps bulged with frustration. “There seems to be some sort of disturbance but I can’t pinpoint a specific cause.”

Could his indiscretion create that kind of ripple in the Cosmos? Reality check, Rafe. The Cosmos would not slip out of balance just because you boinked your transitionee.

“I’ll look into it.” Rafe placated Michael. He wanted Michael gone before Rafe revealed his mistake. The buzz of the lights seemed inordinately loud, almost accusatory as he waited for Michael’s response.

Michael inclined his head and pushed off the weight bench with his powerful thighs. “Don’t be in so much of a hurry to ascend that you forget to do your job.” With that parting shot, he was gone.

Rafe had been so wrapped up in his conversation with Michael that he’d completely missed the fact that Uri had finished his run and now stood in front of Rafe. His skin gleamed with exertion. His chest puffed out, his blond hair was dark with sweat and his bright blue eyes shaded with concern. “What’s doing?”

Rafe was amused. “You trying to intimidate me?”

“Naw. Just trying to figure out what’s wrong.”

“I have a task to complete before I ascend.”

“Yeah. Heard about it.” Uri rubbed a white towel over his hair and face. “But that’s not what’s bothering you.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve known you for seven hundred years, boy chick.” Uri dropped down onto the mat next to the weight bench. “We fought the plague together and survived. And I haven’t ever seen you this unhappy.”

The temptation to confide in Uri was strong. Too strong. “I have...a situation.”

Uri smirked. “What kind of situation?”

“Can’t talk about it.”

“Why not?”

“It has repercussions.”

“Does it affect the fate of the Earth?”

Rafe shook his head. “Ah, probably not.” Just his fate.

“Can I help?”

Rafe knew he couldn’t burden his friend. Uri’s job had been to bind the fallen. If Rafe didn’t get his shit together, Uri might have to contain him. He refused to put his friend in that position. “I wish you could.”

“Let me know if you change your mind.”

As Archangel of Birth and Renewal, Uri’s talents were manipulating fire and promoting peace through brotherhood. Somehow Rafe didn’t think Uri would feel so brotherly if he knew Rafe was on the verge of becoming Fallen.

And if ordered, Uri would bind Rafe in a heartbeat. “You’ll be the first to know.”





EIGHT

How had she let Janine trick her into a visit to this witch doctor?

Okay, okay. Acupuncture and Traditional Chinese Medicine practitioners weren’t really witch doctors. And hadn’t she always been convinced that her own Grammy had a natural healing ability with herbs? A little bell jangled over the doorway as she let herself into the unassuming office located in a set of quaint, old Victorian houses. Three people occupied Asian-inspired chairs that lined walls covered with bamboo wallpaper. A fountain tinkled soothingly on the counter top and mellow flute music floated from a boom box on the floor in the corner.

The chair behind the check-in desk was empty. So Angelina took a seat and tried not to look like she was on the verge of bolting.

She was on the verge of bolting.

Why was she here? And since Angelina let Janine talk her into this visit, why wasn’t Janine here too? Angelina tried to calm down by studying the other patients, who turned out to be an eclectic lot. An old man, older than Grammy, sat in one chair with a cane resting lightly against his leg. In another, a young girl Lina’s age was seated with a bandage wrapped around her knee. And finally, a man who constantly touched the Bluetooth at his ear and thumbed through emails on his smart phone sat in the last chair.

Somehow she’d thought that the clients would be more ‘out there’ in appearance, tie-dye, Birkenstocks, long hair, love beads. Angelina didn’t believe in hocus-pocus, supernatural, metaphysical hooey. She had her feet firmly planted in reality, but also believed in the healing power of herbs. That did not translate to also indulging in woo-woo, think happy thoughts, and find The Secret beliefs. She knew better than to wish for more than she was able to handle.

She waited for almost half an hour. As people came and went, the muscles in her back tightened with every trickle of supposedly soothing water. She knew what was wrong with her. She was depressed and likely pre-menopausal. And that had manifested in some extremely erotic dreams. She sat in this office and listened to the fountain and prayed she wouldn’t fall asleep-- since lately whenever she went to sleep, her sexy dream man appeared.

Wouldn’t that be embarrassing?

Her cell buzzed. She looked at the text display. Janine. “Don’t back out!”

Apprehension clogged her throat when the practitioner finally came for her. He was a small Asian man, possibly Vietnamese, but younger than she’d expected.

“Come in, come in.” He led her down a hallway.

She tried not to focus on the giant mason jars full of dried herbs and mushrooms and--was that a snakeskin? Eeeww. She averted her gaze from other items she didn’t even want to identify. The juxtaposition of modern office and ancient practice was just a bit of an odd disconnect, as if she were trapped between the logic of medicine and the romance of magic and miracles.

Once they were inside a small room that looked like a cross between a doctor’s exam room and a spa room, Peter introduced himself, but didn’t shake her hand. He didn’t even look at the paperwork she had filled out, which was fine since she didn’t have a valid reason for this visit. A few night sweats were nothing. She’d get over her depression. And she certainly wasn’t about to tell him that she dreamed about angels.

The paper crinkled as she hopped up on the exam table. Her palms were sweaty from the unknown.

Then Peter settled down to business. He leaned over, and peered into her ear. Her ear.

She had this moment where she thought she might blurt, “What are you looking for, the Elephant in Horton Hears a Who?”. But laughing at your acupuncturist-slash-Traditional-Chinese-Medicine practitioner was probably not the best way to start the relationship.

Of course, perhaps she should be just a little nicer, since it was the only new relationship she’d had in forever. Unless you counted her dream guy. And wasn’t that pathetic? Good thing she didn’t want a relationship.

“Ah.”

What did ‘ah’ mean?

“I’m going to take your pulse in three places,” he stated matter-of-factly.

So far she was just the tiniest bit underwhelmed. Ears. Pulses. She was supposed to pay for this?

He pressed his fingertips to her right wrist, listened and counted, then he moved to the next place up her wrist. He frowned. “Why did you come here?”

He’d know if he looked at the damn papers. Did she really have to say it out loud?

“I’m starting menopause,” she blurted baldly. And she didn’t like it. Night sweats, weird dreams. “Early.”

“No.” He shook his head emphatically. “No menopause.”

Ha. I think I know my own body. I knew this would be a waste of time.

“I’m having night sweats,” she said. And she didn’t like it. And she was depressed.

“You have had back pain in your lower right side.”

Yes. She had. An old track injury from high school. Too much high jump and not enough padding when she fell. “Used to.” But come to think about it, she hadn’t had much pain recently.

He nodded. “You also had an injury to your left knee some time ago. But it looks fine.”

He was right. She’d hurt her knee on a ski trip about six years back. She hadn’t gone skiing since and the injury had healed.

“You have stress.” He ran his hand along her shoulders.

“Yeah, what parent of teenagers doesn’t?” She quipped. He was like a fortune teller where one could infer meaning from very obscure and not quite cryptic statements.

“No. No. Not regular stress.” He fingered her newly colored hair. “But you don’t look like you have stress. Stick out your tongue.”

She stuck out her tongue and wished everyone would stop. Angelina knew what she looked like, and while she wasn’t complete dog meat, she wouldn’t win any beauty contests either. As far as she was concerned, she felt every single one of her thirty-eight years.

“May I try your other wrist?”

“Sure.” She thrust out her left arm and wondered how she could gracefully extricate herself from Peter’s office. So maybe he’d nailed a few old injuries, fairly impressive given that he’d only looked in her ears and taken her pulse. But face it, this had been a total waste of time. His and hers.

Peter clasped her wrist between his fingertips, just like last time. He jerked back, his gaze shot to hers. “Ah.”

“What?”

He pointed to the sunspot on her other wrist. “You are changing.”

She sighed. Wasn’t that what she had told him? Guess that meant the spot really was an age spot not from the sun. Damn. “Yeah.”

“Night sweats?” he asked.

Hadn’t she already told him that? She nodded.

“How do you feel?”

“Old.” Worn out and down most days. The pressure and the sheer burden of her life oppressed her. It was difficult to get up in the morning difficult. “Tired.”

“This feeling. It will go away soon.”

Great. Because he willed it so?

“As soon as your transition done.” He bobbed his chin again, as if he’d proclaimed it and now it would be so. “Soon.”

Soon. “Okay.” Time to go.

He bowed low and deep. His gaze almost reverent. Wrong word. Reverent made her think of her dream guy. Angel. Whatever. “Congratulation. This is big honor.”

Honor? She didn’t want to argue with the guy, but what the heck? Since when was menopause at thirty-eight an honor? “That’s it?”

“Yes. I cannot do anything for you,” Peter said calmly. “But do you have moment to look, to touch?”

Okay, he had moved from fortune teller straight into la-la land. Was this where Uncle Pervey came out? The office was deserted and suddenly she wished she’d paid more attention in the one stupid self-defense class she’d taken.

“Uh, sure.” As long as it wasn’t his genitals, she’d touch, get the heck out, then go home and yell at Janine for sending her here in the first place.

Peter held out his hand.

“Thank you, Angel.” Guy couldn’t even get her name right for goodness sake. “Thank you for honoring me with your healing.”

This whole adventure had been a waste of time. Disgust made her actions a little jerky. She grabbed his hand. Her wrist throbbed right by the stupid age spot. Light blasted through her, searing her brain and shattering her vision, until she disappeared.

Suddenly she skipped along his veins. His blood was clogged with tiny white globules of cholesterol. She chugged through his body with agonizing slowness. Instinctively she imagined steel wool scraping and collecting up all the tiny bits of fat, and his blood was cleaner, clearer. She had clearly lost her mind.

Kathunk, kathunk, kathunk. Each heartbeat pumped blood faster, and squeezed her throat until her only thought was fight or flight, except she couldn’t move. Breath obstructed, she tried furiously to open up the passage but instead choked and gagged, until her heartbeat swallowed her whole.

Suddenly she was falling.

Shhhhiiiit. What had he done to her?





NINE

A sharp pain speared Rafe’s chest into his heart. And his fourth chakra.

Angelina. She was in trouble. Dammit. She’d tried to heal someone. Attempted an ailment too big for her knowledge and skill set. She probably didn’t even realize what she’d done.

Rafe opened his senses in order to find her, go to her. Explaining his presence might be difficult, but as he felt the pain overwhelm her energy, he knew he had to move fast. She was drowning in confusion and agony. His fault. Every time he’d visited her, he’d released more of her healing power, the Vis Viva, into her body but he’d neglected to tell her how to use the power.

He materialized into some sort of doctor’s office and noted the shelves full of glass jars. She’d come to an alternative healer. An excellent choice. Except she never would have been in this position if he had tutored her properly.

Rafe burst into the examination room. The practitioner, who had been bent over Angelina, jerked up. She lay on an exam table, her face pale and slack.

“Can I help you?” The Asian man stepped between Rafe and Angelina, and blocked her from Rafe’s view. A small smile quirked the man’s lips, not a smirk but not polite either. He dropped his hand into the pocket of his lab coat.

“I was supposed to meet my friend here.” Rafe stepped around the man and went to Angelina. “I became concerned when she didn’t come out.”

“She should be fine in a moment,” the man said softly. “If you want to go back to the front, she’ll be out soon.”

The alternative healer didn’t seem upset over Angelina’s condition, which put Rafe on high alert. The man practically glowed. She had healed him. But how? And why? How did she know what to do?

Rafe listened to the steady beat of her heart, the rhythm strong in his mind as he examined her telepathically, and touched on each of the seven chakras. Crown, brow, throat, heart, solar plexus, navel, and base. All appeared to be fine. Her body had put itself into stasis to recover from the trauma of healing.

Rafe straightened, squared his shoulders, and settled his face into a frown. “What happened?”

The Asian man swallowed nervously. Which he should. Rafe could crush this man with little more than a thought.

“Ah, I was examining her, and she passed out.”

Lie.

“Really?” Rafe waited to see what the man, who was supposed to heal humans, would say. He crossed his arms over his chest and straightened to his full height.

“Her blood sugar is low.” He edged toward the door. “I’ll mix up some herbs to regulate her glycemic levels.”

Angelina moaned. Rafe didn’t want an audience for this meeting. “Leave us.”

“Ah, sure.” The man scuttled toward the door like the cockroach he was. “I’ll just go.”

Angelina moaned again. Rafe strode to the exam table and gently placed his palms over her forehead to monitor her spirit and her health. Her brain seemed to be recovering from the shock of her first major healing. Rafe checked her vital signs. His hands hovered over her still form, and searched for any disturbances in her energy, but she seemed to be fine. He leaned over her, and drew in the unique scent of gardenias and Angelina. While he held her left hand between his palms, he balanced the energy in her body.

Her eyelids fluttered open to reveal her multicolored hazel eyes. A smile curved her lips and her face seemed to glow from within. “You’re here.”

“Angelina.” His voice was low with concern. He could tell she wasn’t quite aware yet, for the last time she’d seen him, she had not been happy.

She lifted her hand to his cheek. Her fingers were cold against the heat of his skin, the gentle touch like a benediction to his weary, battered soul. Her eyes fluttered closed again.

“Stay with me,” Rafe said, uncomfortable with the longing evident in the short simple phrase.

Her eyes popped open. Her feet scrabbled on the table, unable to find purchase on the slippery paper as she snatched her hand away and tried desperately to evade him.

“Who the hell are you?” Her volume rose as she jumped off the table.

Unfortunately her body wasn’t ready for the sudden shift in position and Rafe caught her before she face-planted on the floor. He cradled her in his arms. Her weight was solid and real and so very forbidden.

“You know me,” he countered.

“No. I really don’t.” She shoved ineffectually at his embrace. “I’ve gone ‘round the bend. Completely, absolutely insane. Crazy.”

As soon as she had her feet under her, he let her go. “We must talk.”

“I can’t talk to you. You don’t exist.” She shook her head so hard her streaked blond hair slapped her cheeks.

He frowned. “Of course I exist.”

“Nope. I refuse to believe you’re here. I must be having some sort of illusion brought on by whatever the witch doctor did to me.”

“What did he do to you?” The scowl settled more heavily on his features, and he knew he needed to be less threatening. He was probably scaring her but he wanted answers.

“He--I--I don’t know.” She slumped against the exam table. “One minute I was holding his arm, the next it was like an episode of the Magic School Bus.”

She snapped her fingers. “That’s it. He must have slipped me some magic mushrooms.”

“You will be fine.”

“Of course I will, just like new. As soon as the hallucinogen is out of my system.”

He’d already checked her body. “No hallucinogens.”

“Wrong. If I didn’t have drugs, then I’m crazy.” Angelina swayed and Rafe steadied her again, savoring the forbidden feel of her in his arms.

“You aren’t crazy.” His omission had put this doubt in her mind. He should have told her about her gift long before now. “We must talk.”

“We can’t talk. You’re a dream. One that I liked a lot better when you didn’t speak.” She eyed him suspiciously, then her face flushed as if she realized what she’d admitted. “See? I’m crazy. Give me a few days in a padded room and lots of whatever drugs they give crazy people these days, and maybe I’ll get over it.”

“You aren’t crazy.” Rafe dove right in. “You’re an Angel.”

“I can’t be crazy. I don’t have time. Too many people depend on me.” She dropped her face into her hands. Not tears, please. He did not want to deal with tears.

Her shoulders shook. He didn’t want to touch her. When he touched her, it led to problems and situations he needed to avoid. She lifted her head, her face a mask of laughter and tears. “This cannot be happening.”

“What went down with the alternative healer?”

“You are not here. I’m having some sort of psychotic episode, brought on by stress.” She slipped her purse over her shoulder. “I’ll just walk out of here quietly, calmly. Go home and have a nervous breakdown.”

“We can’t talk here.” Rafe looked around the sterile room. The vibe in the air disturbed him. The healer had been far too smug and Angelina had been unconscious. He had been up to something. Rafe would have to come back later, after he dealt with Angelina. “Why don’t we go to your home and discuss this?”

Her fingers on the door handle, she looked straight at him. Terror and worry mixed in her gaze. “Stay,” she said as if he were a dog. Or a particularly recalcitrant child. 

“I can’t.”

“Yes. You can. You are my imagination I can make you do what ever I want.” She eyed him again and licked her lips. Her gaze skimmed down his body, and stopped at the juncture of his thighs. The gesture aroused him and made him the tiniest bit annoyed. They didn’t have time for this.

“At least I have good aesthetic taste. You are totally hot.”

They were not going there. “I’m not a hallucination.”

“Right, right,” she placated, her smile plastic and vacant. “So if you aren’t a hallucination, what are you?”

Rafe looked at her and sighed. He’d really messed this up.

“My name is Raphael.” He paused and wondered if her grandmother had ever mentioned him. Technically it was forbidden for Angels to speak of their healing gifts. But sometimes among family, especially those who carried the gift within them, the outgoing angel would share some small secret with the incoming.

“Raphael.” She tested his name, slowly.

“Call me Rafe.”

“This is pointless.” She yanked open the door, but Rafe couldn’t let her leave without him. He shoved the door closed and trapped her inside the room.

He needed to talk to her. Her home was difficult with the children there. The Angelic Realm was out. Although humans were allowed there, it happened so rarely the inhabitants made note of it. And the last thing he wanted to do was draw attention to Angelina. Rafe thought about the images that sometimes filled her mind and knew exactly where to go. “You haven’t heard of me?”

“No. Apparently you’re a legend in your own mind.”

“Not a legend.”

She arched her brow in skepticism.

Rafe sighed again. “An Archangel.”





TEN

Suddenly she was on the beach.

Her favorite beach. Situated in a small cove, even in crowded California, it wasn’t very populated. In the distance was the hazy, familiar outline of a wrecked ship with a pier built over the water so beach goers could walk to the half-submerged vessel. The hardy boat not only refused to go quietly but demanded an audience. Waves crashed on the cold wet sand and seagulls squawked as they dipped and swooped in the bright blue sky. Close to shore, a seal’s head popped up from the waves.

“This is impossible,” she whispered. A frigid wind whipped through the corridor created by the cove. Her hair blew across her face and blocked her vision.

She must still be in the acupuncturist’s office having some sort of psychotic episode because Raphael the Archangel was also there. Tall, imposing, and gorgeous. Only suddenly his gorgeousness wasn’t quite as attractive.

He was bigger than she’d realized. And not nearly as gentle. His fingers curled around her bicep in a grip that would be difficult to break although he wasn’t hurting her.

Great. She couldn’t even have an erotic dream without messing it up.

She closed her eyes, squeezed them tight. “Back home.” She wished herself back to her house. To her cozy kitchen. She was pretty sure there was half a bottle of Chardonnay in the fridge and right at this moment, she would trade her soul to chug it down and pretend she hadn’t gone crazy.

“Angelina.”

There he stood, looking more like a Hell’s Angel than an Archangel. He wore ripped jeans, a muscle t-shirt, a worn black leather jacket, and a few days stubble on his chin. Only a do-rag was missing. His eyes were the most unearthly shade of silvery gray. They appeared to glow from within. She guessed the sooner she indulged this fantasy, the sooner she would return to her regular life. “Archangels don’t exist.”

“And yet, here I am,” Rafe the Archangel, hah, said.

They really were here. The cool wind whipped off the ocean and briny salt water scented the air. Her eyes watered and her nose grew cold. She’d never had a dream where the details seemed so real. Except when they were.... She narrowed her gaze. “What kind of Archangel are you?”

“Healer.”

“Well, I don’t need to be healed, so carry on.” She flicked her fingers at him.

“I’m not here to heal you.” Rafe’s lips flattened into an irritated line.

“Then why are you here?”

“To train you.”

To train her? “And what would you train me for?” She looked around. Maybe this was some sort of new television show, a longer, extended version of Punk’d but without the celebrities. Of course that wouldn’t explain how she’d transported to the beach in a blink. Unless she’d been drugged. Maybe that was it. Maybe she was, as she stood here, in a coma somewhere.

“Search inside yourself, Angelina.”

“Oh, don’t go all Obi-Wan on me.” She hated cryptic shit. She wanted a straightforward revelation of the facts.

“Okay. You want it straight.” Rafe began to walk toward the horizon. “You’re descended from a line of healers.”

Healers. Right. She shook her head. “Your research is wrong. I studied nursing years ago. Now I’m going to school to be a paralegal.”

“A waste of your talent.” He turned back to look at her, but she still hadn’t moved. And he was as gorgeous as ever. “Let’s walk. I’ve noticed that you are rarely still.”

He’d noticed? Had those dreams been real? “I’m not a healer.”

“You are.” Raphael’s face was hard and implacable. “Matriarchal line, for the last thousand years. Maybe longer.”

Okay, she was so not buying into this. “Right. You’re telling me you....” Wait. He’d just said that he knew of a thousand years of healers in her family. Not that he was a thousand years old. Phew. Her brain had short-circuited for a second.

Angels.

Yeah, like that in itself wasn’t crazy. “My mother used to faint at the sight of blood.”

Rafe paused and the sun set behind him. “Your grandmother.”

Grammy. Her head swam, and she didn’t see Rafe anymore, but her Grammy lying in that bed as she asked about the change.

The surf seemed to be getting louder. White edged her vision as the blood rushed from her head.

Grammy. Those cryptic little comments.

Rafe watched her steadily but didn’t come any closer. And yeah, she’d said it before but she was willing to say it again. He was a lot more fun when he didn’t speak.

“What happened when you healed the alternative healer?”

Okay, so they were pretending. She’d gotten pretty good at this in the last year or so. Pretend your heart isn’t breaking. Pretend that although your life is completely falling apart that you’re fine with it. More than fine. Great. Couldn’t be better.

Until she arrived home and cried into her pillow in her king-sized bed all alone.

She sank down onto the cold sand, crossed her legs, propped her elbow on her knee and rested her chin on her fist. If she really was here, Angelina might as well enjoy the beach.

“Angelina?” he prompted.

“Um. I felt like I could see his bloodstream. Like I was in it.”

“And what did you see?”

She wrapped her arms around her knees and huddled in on herself. What she’d seen was crazy. She had gone off the deep end. And if she didn’t have her family to worry about she might have stayed there.

“There were globs of what I assumed was cholesterol.”

Rafe sank down beside her. “Okay. Then what?”

“I scooped them all up, but it felt like I was choking or drowning.” Then Rafe had rescued her.

He raised his eyebrows. She tried not to get lost in his brilliant gaze, gleaming silver with the setting sun. “And his blood was clear?”

She shrugged. “Seemed to be.”

He was silent, head cocked, as if he were running scenarios through his mind. “Amazing.”

Whatever.

“Do you realize what an incredible gift you have?” Rafe jumped up and began to pace, kicking up bits of sand and little pieces of driftwood. “Of course you don’t, because I’ve gone about this all wrong.”

The temptation to believe him, to fall into his fantasy was so strong. A healer. Then she would have hope and a purpose. But then reality hit her.

“I don’t have a gift.” She’d given up the dream of becoming a nurse long ago. She didn’t have it in her to go there now. “I don’t want it. Give it to someone else.”

“What?”

She’d surprised the Archangel. Maybe this was what she needed to do. Reject the gift and then she’d be back home.

He worked his jaw for a moment, then narrowed his gaze. “You will be able to accomplish much good.”

“I don’t want it. I have too much responsibility already.” She wrapped her arms around her stomach. “Don’t you get it? I can’t handle one more thing. I’m hanging on by a thread as it is!”

I don’t want it. Take it back and go away. Her plea came out as a whisper. “I just want to go home.”

His hand hovered over her, his bicep bunched under the leather jacket, and his mouth twisted in disgust. “You truly don’t want your gift?”

“Not a gift. Another responsibility.”

Rafe tried to entice her. “You’ll live a longer life. Be free of illness yourself.”

Nope.

“I’ll have to figure this out,” Rafe muttered under his breath. “You truly do not wish to learn how to heal?”

He stood tall and imposing, arms across his chest emphasized an incredible set of pectorals and biceps. She sighed. Being held in those arms was the only peace she’d had lately. And she thought maybe she could keep him but get rid of the ‘gift’.

She shook her head, completely spent. No. “I can’t.”

His expression, so beautiful before, turned menacing. As if the anger on his face filled his body, he seemed to grow larger, harder, and scarier with every heartbeat. He didn’t understand. She couldn’t.

“Damn the Cosmos. Not now.” Rafe shook his head.

“What?”

“I have to go.”

“Fine. Leave. I’ll just sit here on the beach and lose my mind.”

“You’ll have to come with me. I don’t have time to take you home first.” Rafe wrapped his fingers around her bicep. “Hold on.”

And suddenly they were in hell.





ELEVEN

Rafe translocated Angelina with him and into the heart of this new problem. Fire raged around them, flames licked high into the night. He deposited Angelina out of reach of the blaze that thundered nearby.

“Stay here.” Before she could argue, he strode into the fire. Rafe had been summoned by Stanislaus, an elder healer in his mid-fifties. Uri had to be here somewhere. With a blaze of this magnitude, he would be right alongside his Angels attempting to wrestle control of the beast.

The sky was layered with a gray, somber ash. Heat licked at his skin. Rafe erected a molecule shield between his body and the flames automatically as he searched for Stanislaus. The signal Stas had used to summon him just a few moments ago grew weaker.

“Stas.” Rafe yelled into the inferno, and catalogued details as he searched. The fire was consuming some sort of farm. Long rows of hen houses burned out of control, the wood from the old structures a conflagration.

Burnt feathers and chicken meat sent putrid smoke into the air, along with the more acrid scent of scorched human flesh and hair. He tromped around the farm, and found a large pile of incinerated chicken carcasses. Ignoring the animals, he continued to search for humans. Outside the main access doors were two human casualties, their bodies burned beyond any recognition. Their clothes melted to their skin and bits of ash swirled around them.

Rafe strode through the increasing heat, and narrowed in on Stas’s beacon. Suddenly, he could see him, at the end of a row of burning buildings, near the edge of the flames where Rafe had deposited Angelina. Stas hadn’t been there before, so he must have come around the other side.

Stas hobbled away from the flames, hampered by the fireman he carried. He dropped to his knees as the burden in his arms weighted him down. A huge fireball lit the sky as Rafe ran toward the pair. His only thought was to save them, his only hope that their injuries would not be too great to mend.

Rafe skidded to a halt by the two men. He glanced back to ensure Angelina was safe, and saw her watching, shading her eyes with her hand. Stas gently laid one of Uri’s Angels, a firefighter, on the heated ground, and curled over the man as if he could protect him with his own body. Stas’s hand was clenched around a stick. Rafe knelt beside them and held his hands over the body of the fallen firefighter. He wanted to ask what happened but business had to come first. Stas knew he couldn’t save the Angel. Only Rafe, the Archangel of Healing, could heal Angels. Stas should have concentrated on the humans here.

“Status.”

“They’re all dead,” Stas said flatly, his muscles tense.

“Where?”

“On the other side of the farm, you will find them laid out in rows, like the rows of the hen houses.”

“You couldn’t save any?”

“Only one alive when I got here.” Stas spat on the ground, still hunched over, fists bunched. He shifted his chin toward the firefighter. “Can you save Lev?”

The life energy of the Angel faded quickly but not quietly. His body strained against some invisible force, and agony distorted his face and contorted his body. His death would not be easy. These were the ones Rafe hated. The Angels who tried to save the humans from their own greed and stupidity. The waste of a pure life in pursuit of preserving a tainted one always frosted him.

Only one alive. “Where’s the one who’s alive?”

“Gone.” Stas’s breath wheezed in and out.

“Gone where?”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head violently. “Don’t care.”

Rafe sat back on his heels. Stanislaus was a great big bear of a man, one with an easy smile and a desire to heal that used to burst from every pore of his body. His enthusiasm had never waned before, but now he sounded old and broken.

Rafe would have to deal with him after he took care of Lev.

The man’s soul would leave his body soon and Rafe was helpless to stop it. He’d been too late. He could only ease Lev’s suffering. He placed his hand upon Lev’s heart nadis, and slowed the breath and beats of the faithful Angel’s heart. Until the organ pumped no longer.

Uri ran up to the three of them, a hundred pounds of gear on his back, hair tied back in a stub of a ponytail, and sweating enough to put out a fire with just his body fluid. Streaks of soot smeared his face and ash coated his hair. He stared down at the body of his Angel.

Uri dropped the gear unceremoniously. The ground shook with the vibrations from the heavy weight. He knelt beside his fallen firefighter with his head bowed and a soft prayer for the faithful’s soul. “This fire is...wrong. We’re on the brink of....” Uri gestured in frustration. “I don’t know. Change?”

An edge of disquiet bled into Rafe’s mind. The Universe had seemed just a little off for the last few weeks. A strange unease hovered in the air. But he would have to figure out what was going on later.

“How is the fire?”

“I’ve managed to contain the rest. The burn area won’t exceed the perimeter in place.” Uri’s gaze swept the devastation.

“We lost many souls tonight,” Stanislaus whispered from the ground, his body had already begun to fail.

Uri asked Stas, “What happened to Lev?”

Stanislaus glared at them both. “Exactly what happened to me.” He held out his hand and opened it so that Rafe could see what he had clenched so tightly. Blood oozed from the wound. “I was stabbed.”

Stas had been stabbed directly through his angel’s mark. The seemingly innocuous Bic pen protruded from both sides. Shit.

An ancient death blow.

“Don’t judge them,” Stas implored. “Don’t. They are the same as me, just...different.”

Rafe frowned. What the hell did Stas mean? But before he could ask, the old Polish healer fell over. Gone. His heart had just given out. He said a small prayer for the soul of Stanislaus. Tonight was a loss for the entire Angel community.

“What the hell?” Uri said softly.

Rafe said, just in case Uri couldn’t see where Stas was attacked, “He was stabbed through his mark.”

Uri whispered a curse. “Certain death.”

Rafe’s mouth tightened. As far as he knew, no Angel on earth had been killed in this manner since the great flood. His unease heightened. “What in the Cosmos is going on?”

“This is serious.” Uri glanced back at Angelina. “Only one survivor?”

“No, that’s my transitionee.” Rafe ran his fingers through his hair.

“Why is she here?”

“I didn’t have time to get her somewhere else.”

“We’ll get to her later.” Uri swept his arm to gesture towards the destruction. “We need to figure out why Lev and Stas were killed. Because this was deliberate.”

Rafe agreed. “Stas said, don’t judge them.”

“Don’t judge who?” Uri propped his fists on his hips.

“I don’t know.” Rafe said, “We need to take this to the council.” 

“Agreed.” Uri looked at Angelina. “You need to take her home first?”

“Yes.” He could also use this time while they were figuring out what happened to their Angels to figure out how to convince Angelina to become the healer she was meant to be. 

Rafe must have spoken out loud. 

“She needs to be convinced?” Uri snarled.

Rafe was compelled to stick up for Angelina. “She’s had a rough time lately. She has very little joy in her life.” He swallowed. He certainly hadn’t helped.

Joy. Angelina had little. He had none.

“And she can’t find joy in healing others?” Uri shook his head, and sweat flew to the dirt. “I can’t believe Angelina Guerisse’s granddaughter would think that way.”

“The old lady is an exceptional healer.” And her granddaughter Angelina was following in her footsteps. She had instinctively healed a very difficult condition without any training or the correct technique.

Uri continued to extoll the virtues of the old lady. “I still remember right after she first transitioned and she rushed into that building without regard to her own safety to save those people.”

Uri was right. The elder Angelina was an uncommon woman. “The granddaughter is uncommon also.”

Uri snorted in disgust.

“I need a creative solution.”

“Why?” Uri took the towel tucked into the back of his pants and wiped the sweat from his face and neck. “She’s proved your complaint that humans want more, want the next best thing. I would think you’d be happy that she conformed to your expectations.”

Uri had a point. But instead, Rafe was stuck. He could accept her decision. Find a new human to transition. As far as he knew, the Virtues were not monitoring his progress. He was only to report to them after the transition was complete.

But if they knew that she’d rejected the power, the Thrones would take immediate action against Angelina. Her Vis viva would be transferred and she would begin a slow decline into poor health.

“Have you tried to reason with her?”

Their interactions had been brief and he’d been so careful not to touch her since that last dream. “Ah....”

“Did you appeal to her duty to the human race?”

Rafe was silent.

“Did you tell her what would happen if she refused?” Rafe still didn’t answer. He hadn’t told her much. He’d been too busy sticking his tongue down her throat.

“Jeez Rafe. What did you do with her?”

“What do you mean?” Uri couldn’t possibly know that he’d had inappropriate contact with Angelina.

“You haven’t told her anything, you haven’t reasoned with her, you haven’t explained her rights.” Uri wrapped the fire hose, using his hand and his elbow to loop the hose into a tight roll.

“No.” Rafe’s voice was tight with concern but he could no more stop the emotion than he could stop his response to her. He knew what should be done. What had been decreed long ago. But he couldn’t stomach the thought. He would have to wipe her memory and her time on earth would be limited. “I haven’t done a very good job of communication.”

Uri’s smile faded. His tan took on a grayish cast. “I don’t like what I’m thinking right now, Rafe.”

“Yeah, well, don’t think it then.” Avoidance had worked so well for him.

Rafe knew Uri had figured it out. If he was truthful, he wasn’t trying very hard to hide it. He needed a freaking solution.

“You didn’t.” Uri didn’t say the rest out loud for which Rafe was grateful.

“Not technically.”

“How the hell did this happen?” Uri whispered harshly.

Rafe didn’t know how to explain what had happened. He still wasn’t sure exactly why he couldn’t stay away from her. “It’s complicated.”

“It’s more than complicated.” Uri paced back and forth, his gear forgotten. “It’s suicide.”

Rafe nodded. Miserable.

Uri crossed his arms over his chest. “Why did you tell me?”

“You’ll kill me quickly?” Rafe quipped.

“Not funny, my friend.”

“Yeah. I know.” Rafe hesitated. “I need a little time.”

Uri tunneled his fingers through his blond hair and pulled the chin length strands from the rubber band. “I knew you were disenchanted but aren’t there easier ways to quit?”

Rafe heard what he didn’t say. And did you have to use me to do it?

“Help me out.”

“I can’t for very long. The only reason I’m agreeing to this is because you saved my ass and I have a soft spot for the old woman.”

“I understand.”

“I don’t think you do.” Uri shook his head. “This is bad.”

“I know.”

“Yeah but you were done with this life anyway. I love what I do, Rafe. I love my existence. I don’t want to screw it up.”

Rafe’s indiscretion had put more than himself and Angelina in jeopardy. If the Virtues discovered that Uri had covered for him, he could be sanctioned. “I will not let that happen.”

“How much longer does the elder Guerisse have?”

“She’s stable for right now.” But her condition could change. It was her mind that continued to deteriorate, not her body.

“You have a week to figure it out.” Uri gave him a deadline. “After that I can’t keep quiet any longer.”

“Okay.” Rafe had monitored Angelina while they talked. Out of the corner of his eye, Rafe saw someone stalk toward her. From this distance it was difficult to determine whether male or female, friend or foe. Two Angels had been stabbed through their mark. An execution in the old style. The stealthy figure could have a nefarious purpose.

The figure crept up behind her. Because her attention was on Rafe and Uri, she seemed unaware of the looming danger. Rage engulfed him, stronger than the heat of the incendiary flames.

“No!” Rafe roared, and sprinted toward Angelina.





TWELVE

Rafe thundered toward Angelina. Sweat coated his skin. Soot streaked his arms. His muscles bunched and released as he ran flat out toward her. His face was hard, the expression murderous, the lines of concentration so fierce that she jerked back. He launched his body over her head and she finally realized that he hadn’t been screaming at her. He hit the other body with a thud.

Angelina whirled around and scuttled away from the intertwined fighters. They rolled on the ground amid the sickening thunk as fists hit flesh, the crunch as bones broke, and the grunts of mortal combat.

Angelina shook in the presence of such unabashed violence. She swallowed the urge to scream, to cringe in fear and held her emotions inside. The trembling increased with the roar of the fire. The ground shook from the force of the flames. The hen houses fireballed in an incredible display of fury. Heat scorched the ground and seared her through heavy denim. She yelped inadvertently.

Rafe turned his head to check on her and the instant of distraction cost him. His opponent jumped up but didn’t attack, instead he ran away.

Rafe hopped up. His face was a mass of bruises and his shirt had ripped to expose the rippled strength of his stomach. Rafe limped toward Angelina. “Are you okay?” He rasped harshly, as if the smoke that clogged the air had jammed his throat.

She nodded silently.

A trail of blood seeped from a cut underneath his eye and trickled down his cheek. Instinctively, she reached to wipe away the blood and examine his wound. But, Angelina curled her fingers into a fist and lowered her hand to her side. So many questions crowded her mind. Where were they? Who attacked him? What had he done earlier to the man on the ground?

His face had been stoic as he placed his hand upon the man’s chest. She’d watched him. The man on the ground stopped moving, stopped breathing in time with the labored breath of her Archangel. Angelina couldn’t help the thought that popped into her mind. He’d killed that man.

As if he’d read her mind, he glanced back toward the two men, both now prone on the ground.

“I need to get you home.” He reached out his hand, his knuckles bloodied and swollen.

Tentatively Angelina grasped his larger, rougher hand. “Hold on.”

In a blink, they were back in her house. Back in the cozy, sheltered warmth of her kitchen. “Who--” Angelina was disoriented at the abrupt change from the noisy inferno to the quiet of her house.

“I have to go.” Rafe said, “I’ll be back to continue your training.”

Training? “What? Oh no.” She couldn’t. She couldn’t do what he’d just done. That hadn’t looked like healing. It had looked like killing.

Whatever it had been, she wasn’t cut out for the task. He had the wrong woman. He had to be wrong. She couldn’t handle one more responsibility. “I can’t.”

His brows were an angry arch over accusing gray eyes full of utter contempt. “We will discuss it later.” He hesitated then said, “If you need me, call my name.”

“But--”

“Healing comes with a price.” Rafe ignored her protest. “You must keep yourself isolated from people. Remember what happened at the doctor’s office.” His bruised and bloodied hands gripped her shoulders in a ruthless clasp. “Don’t touch anyone.”

And he was gone.





THIRTEEN

Just because her day had taken a whirl down into crazy land didn’t mean she could neglect her responsibilities. Angelina shoved all the confusion about her confrontation with Rafe to the back of her mind. Part of her couldn’t believe he was real, the other part acknowledged that she had been on the beach and then at a fire and then, thankfully, back in her own home. But she would have to deal with all of that later. She had kids to take care of.

Brandt sat on the ladder-back chair at the kitchen table, and looked miserable. He hadn’t thrown up in six hours. She knew that talking about this when he was physically ill was probably not the best time. But the conversation had to take place, now while frustration and worry were hot in her mind.

Gary, of course, had bailed.

She should have known he wouldn’t show. He didn’t like to deal with anything unpleasant. That always fell to her. It had been that way for years. But somehow she’d just realized it.

She dropped down into the chair kitty corner to her almost grown son. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” he croaked.

“You want some chicken noodle soup?”

He thought about it for a second and nodded. “Yeah.”

She used the request as an excuse to postpone the inevitable and gear up her courage. The rote actions, twisting the can opener, listening to the grind of metal against metal, comforted her. Water rushed out from the tap. The starter click-click-clicked as the gas burner caught. The small everyday sounds gave the moment a normalcy that she needed. Then she took a deep breath, dread balling in her stomach.

And she pulled out the baggy.

Just like when he was little and gotten caught in a lie, Brandt’s eyes got really wide, as if he could mesmerize her with the expansion of his pupils and deflect the punishment he knew was coming.

“We have to talk about this.”

He opened his mouth. She could see he was getting ready to play dumb.

“Don’t.” Angelina shook her head. “Don’t go there. It’s yours.”

He sighed. “Yeah. But it’s no big deal. Everyone does it.”

Her blood pressure started to rise. That was so not an excuse in their household. She refrained from the >if everyone jumped off a cliff would you do it too?’ retort. “It’s illegal.”

“Mom. Seriously, weed is minor.”

“Doing something illegal is not minor.” Was this a boy thing? A teenage thing? This compulsion to argue even when they had to know they were wrong, wrong, wrong? Her stomach began the stress grind, and she realized for a few hours the constant ache had been gone.

“It’s just pot.”

She skittered over possibilities, trying to find some argument, some twist that would get through to him. “You can’t do drugs and still run the four hundred.”

He snorted. “You’re kidding right?”

“You took health class.” Why couldn’t he see how bad this was? “Pot is a gateway drug.”

He sighed. “It’s just to take the edge off.”

“The edge?” She heard that hysterical note but she couldn’t stop herself. Was it too much to ask for a simple apology? A simple, ‘you’re right, I’m wrong, thanks, Mom’?

“There are so many worse drugs out there,” he said as if justifying his actions.

She so didn’t want to have this conversation. She was shaking, the depth of her emotions overwhelming her nervous system. She just couldn’t handle one more thing. “Drugs are not the solution.”

“Mom. At least it isn’t Oxy or Meth or Xanax or Valium,” Brandt argued. “I can get any of those at school.”

As if he realized that his statement wasn’t going to make her feel any better, he looked at her and suddenly his gaze seemed so much older. As if maturity had taken hold and taken over. “I’m sorry.”

Oh, she wanted to believe him. And she knew right in this moment he was profoundly sorry. She had no idea if he was sorry he’d done it or sorry he’d gotten caught.

And she didn’t know if sorry would last the next time he was presented with an opportunity to say, yes...rather than no.

“It’s just....” Brandt looked at the rooster clock ticking over the sink, the sheen of tears in his eyes. “You know this whole divorce thing hasn’t been easy.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“And you drink wine.”

She made the decision right then to pour her Chardonnay down the drain. So much for drowning her sorrows. “Yeah. It’s also not illegal.”

He opened his mouth. She thought he was going to argue again. “I’m sorry.”

“I know you are.” But she didn’t want to give in too easily. Threats were always good. “I could always send you to live with Gary and Candy.”

“Please. Not that Mom.” Brandt leaned closer to her. “You ever notice her boobs don’t move?”

“You shouldn’t pay attention to her boobs.”

“You gotta admit they’re kinda hard to ignore.”

Candy had gone for the double D cups which on a bigger woman would have been fine but on her uber-skinny, heavily muscled frame, they stuck out. Literally.

She stifled a snicker. But she must not have been completely successful. Angelina headed for the stove to stir the chicken noodle soup.

“Please don’t make this kind of choice. Go for a run. Read a book. Talk to someone. But not drugs.”

“Okay. Mom. I love you.” Brandt stood up from the table and wrapped his arms around her like he’d done when he was a little kid and rested his head on her shoulder. How precious these moments are now. It was rare that he would allow the contact, stuck in that place between man and child and unable to figure out his attachment to her. She clung to his broad shoulders and ached for the little boy he’d been.

As if she’d been zapped, white light blinded her vision. Her stomach roiled and pitched as she fell into him.

“Mom?”

She reached for the garbage can. Her stomach’s meager contents propelled out as if with claws. She hunched over the can, curled in on herself like prey protecting its vital organs. She still couldn’t see but hoped she hit her target.

When she’d stopped vomiting, Brandt led her over to the table and eased her into the kitchen chair. “You must have caught my flu.”

Holy hell, did Brandt feel this badly? “Shit, shit, shit.” As soon as he let go, she felt marginally better. But her head began to swirl, and pretty colors kaleidescoped through her vision. This wasn’t any flu. This was how she had felt earlier. Unconsciousness rushed toward her like a meaty fist. She had mere seconds. She tried to reassure Brandt but it was too late. “Don’t panic.”

As she tipped toward the hardwood floor, she inanely noticed the finish had finally worn thin under the kitchen table leg. Then she did the only thing she could think of.

“Rafe.”

 

***

 

Rafe translocated into Angelina’s kitchen. Damn it. He’d just left her a few hours ago. How could she have found trouble so quickly?

He had needed to get back to Stanislaus’ family and begin to transition his son Tomasz. Normally he would have left the process to Nathan’s under secretary but Stas’s death troubled him. And Rafe wanted to make sure that his son was well trained. His affection for his old friend compelled him to work this one himself. He should be moving further away from the human realm but oddly he was drawn back into their world because of the last few weeks.

Stas’s last words had stayed with Rafe. Don’t judge them. Don’t judge who? And was it possible that Tomasz would know who Stas meant?

Angelina lay on the floor. A ragged teenager hovered over her. Her son, presumably. 

“What did she do?”

“Who the hell are you?” The boy whirled around and puffed up his chest. His hair was the same color as Angelina’s. His face held the budding maturity of a man and the paucity of the recently sick. “And how did you get in here?”

Rafe held his palms six inches over her prone form and searched for the problem.

He couldn’t tell the kid he’d translocated into the house, so he improvised with a much needed lie. “The front door was open. I knocked...but no one answered.” He hadn’t thought about her family before he’d translocated into the house.

The stench of vomit came from the basket near his shoulder. “Can you move that? It stinks.”

On Earth, the smells were so much more intense. In the Angelic Realm, senses were muted, colors more faded, scents less pungent. Most of the time this was not so great. They missed out on the aroma of a blooming rose and the freshness of ozone during a spring rain. But in certain situations, like now, he could do without the intensity of earthly odors.

“Hey, man. Get away from my mom.” The kid had straightened. His face had already become rosier.

“I want to heal her, not hurt her.” Rafe drew the excess positive energy from her body, and absorbed the illness into his body while he searched for damage. “What was wrong with you?”

“Stomach flu.”

“Did you touch her?”

That would explain the inflammation in her stomach lining. But her body’s reaction was extreme. She’d reacted far too strongly for a minor flu.

“Dude, tell me who you are.” The kid clenched his fists. “Or I’m gonna call the cops.”

“I told you, I’m a friend of your mother’s. Your Grammy knows me, too. My name is Raphael. Did you touch her?”

“Gave her a hug. That wouldn’t give her the flu, not that fast. She must have already had it.” He looked sheepish for a minute.

Angelina hadn’t even had her hands on her son’s heart chakra, the main receptor to perform a healing. Unbelievable. She shouldn’t be unconscious from the small amount of inadvertent healing. Something else was wrong. “How do you feel now?”

The kid blinked and smiled. “A lot better. Hey, I don’t feel sick at all.”

Damn it. She hadn’t just healed him. As Rafe pulled more positive energy from her body, he realized she had to have given Brandt extra energy. Brandt was fine and she was out cold. Without even trying.

What were the odds of that?

“Are you some kind of doctor?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Rafe’s hands hovered over Angelina. “Angelina, wake up.”

The front door slammed. “Hello, my adoring fans, I’m home,” a girl called from the entryway.

The daughter. Great. Maybe Angelina’s sister and ex-husband could show up so the whole family could be here. Rafe shook off worries about an audience and concentrated on Angelina. He examined every vein and connection, all her organs, looking for any reason for her disturbing and continued unconsciousness.

“Who is he?” Lina asked.

Rafe glanced up briefly and noted the girl looked like a younger version of her mother.

“You’ve never seen him either?” Brandt stiffened.

“I’m a friend.” Rafe thought he caught a tainted edge in her bloodstream. “Can you both be quiet?”

He could almost isolate the problem. Could the acupuncturist have given her a drug? At the time he’d discounted her allegations, but now Rafe had to wonder if the acupuncturist had done something more sinister.

Because he’d been so busy not having sex with her, he hadn’t paid attention to the smaller details of her transition. He didn’t have a record of her blood chemistry when she first began. He would like to compare her blood now to an original blood sample, before she started the change. He needed to talk to Angelina.

“Angelina, wake up.” She should already be recovered. But when he leaned over her, he realized she was exhausted. A weariness of spirit coated her even in unconsciousness.

She moaned, low and soft, and lifted her hand to her forehead.

“Who are you?” The girl stood, hands on her hips, mouth pressed in a flat line.

Rafe was going to have to touch Angelina. Carry her to bed, because he couldn’t translocate her in front of the two kids. That was off limits.

He stood, and towered over the petite girl. But she didn’t back down.

“Rafe Azarias.” He held out his hand. “You must be Lina and Brandt.”

“How come we’ve never heard of you?” she asked suspiciously. Brandt stood with his arms folded over his chest.

Rafe used a little guilt to stall their questions. “You don’t usually ask your mom about her day, do you?”

They both had the grace to look uncomfortable.

“I’m an old friend of the family. We reconnected a few weeks ago,” said Rafe. “And we’re just friends. Now I’ll carry her up to bed. I think she’s just exhausted.”

Rafe took in a careful, measured breath before he lifted her into his arms. At least with the children as chaperones their contact couldn’t change into inappropriate touches. She was lighter than air. Her body, limp against his chest, caused a little bubble in his lungs, and for a moment it was difficult to breathe.

“Wow, you must be really strong.” Brandt admired his strength.

Lina eyed Rafe. “Yeah, she’s no lightweight.”

Rafe took the stairs two at a time and strode to her bedroom. He lay Angelina down on the cream satin-trimmed comforter.

From downstairs Lina whispered, “If they’re just friends, how does he know which room is hers?”





FOURTEEN

Rafe closed the door and waited uncomfortably in Angelina’s bedroom. A place he’d avoided for the obvious reasons. But even his attraction to her couldn’t eradicate his worry as he watched her and anticipated her return to consciousness. He’d told her not to touch anyone. And even without training, without proper knowledge she’d done more than heal, she’d given energy.

She was his. He would protect her, but she would become a great healer, whether she wanted to or not. He had no room in his heart for her denial of her gift. He refused to let her quit. And he refused give her up, at least until he ascended. Illogical? Yes. Irrefutable? Yes. Could he change his mind? No.

The downy cushion of her feather top mattress cradled Angelina in an embrace Rafe envied. Candles in lavender and geranium scented the room, feminine gauze draped the canopy and wrapped around the poles like sleek arms around a naked lover.

The ultra-feminine room contrasted her softness with his big, rough hardness. He should have felt out of place and intrusive. Instead he wanted to sink into the fluffy bed, wrap his arms around her, and bury his head in her silky hair and completely ignore the world.

Her body curled toward him. As if she subconsciously sought his presence, her eyelids lifted lazily.

“How do you feel?” He brushed her hair away from her pale face, fingered the caramel strands, and marveled at their softness. Sultry lavender lotion wafted from her skin.

“We have to stop meeting like this.” Her smile was a little loopy. Without volition he stroked his palm down her muscled bicep with a lazy swipe, the swarthy skin of his long hard fingers a sensual contrast to her pale fragile arm. She appeared mesmerized by the languorous movement. Her musky arousal perfumed the air. He drew in a long, slow breath, and savored the knowledge that he did this to her body.

“You try my patience.”

“Why are you here?” Angelina blinked. She shoved up to a seated position and scooted back against the pillows. “What happened?”

The tenderness he’d been feeling snapped at her hostile tone. “We need to talk.”

“Great. Are you here to fix me?”

Fix me? Fix me? It was always me, me, me. The world was crumbling beneath the abundance of self-interest, self-indulgence, and hatred of others. He balled his hands into fists to corral his frustration. “You’re not broken.”

“That’s a matter of interpretation.” She cast her gaze to the cherry bookshelf in the corner.

“Everything okay in there?” Lina asked from behind the closed door.

“I’m fine. Don’t worry. I’ll be out in a second,” she called to Lina. “Make it quick. House rules are that no guests of the opposite sex are allowed upstairs. And the door is never supposed to be closed.”

His brain short-circuited at the word sex. Her meaning was completely different from the pictures in his mind of the two of them twined together in the lush, decadent sheets. But, that was forbidden. And Angelina needed to understand that she had a rare talent for healing.

“You will be a great healer.”

Before he even finished the sentence, she shook her head no.

His heart thundered against his breastbone. He could swear his ribs were about to crack with the force of his concern. His fingers curled with the desire to grab onto her shoulders and shake some sense into her. “You need to understand all the repercussions of saying no.” She couldn’t say no. He wouldn’t allow it.

Angelina tilted her head toward the ceiling. “Oh, super. More problems. Couldn’t one thing in my life go easily? One freaking thing?”

“Why are you so against learning to heal?”

With those words, his anger started to burn. He wanted her so scared that she would give up this foolish desire to renounce her gift and accept her destiny. He curled his fingers around her chin and brought her face level with his, his grip implacable. “There are consequences if you refuse your Angel gift.” Not to mention she was so advanced in her energy levels that he didn’t know what would happen if he tried to transition her power to another.

“What kind of consequences?” Her clear hazel eyes darkened with suspicion.

“Your life span would be shortened significantly.” And he found that he did not want that to happen. The thought of her perishing brought a sweet and poignant ache to his chest.

“No, that’s not right. I have to take care of my family, my kids, my sister, my grandmother.” She pulled away from his touch. “Is that what happens when people refuse?”

“It rarely happens.”

“And when it does?” She wasn’t stupid. Understanding blossomed in her gaze. “How shortened?”

“Very.”

“But the women in my family live a really long time.”

“All healers do.” The Vis viva gave them an extra longevity. Rafe watched her process the emphasis he’d shoved at her.

“What else happens?”

The urge to shelter her in his embrace and soothe her worries was so strong, he jumped up from the bed. Comfort and soothing would not yield the results he wanted. Rafe needed her scared and angry. “If you decide to reject your powers, then next in line will be Lina and she will be transitioned.”

“Wait a minute.” She shoved her hands through her thick tumbled hair. “Would her training be the same as mine? Would you come to her in dreams like you did with me?”

Heat flushed through him. “You and I are an aberration. Our...attraction is not supposed to happen. Ever.” She’d found the one thing to derail his anger. Because this connection between them was strong.

“An aberration.” She curled her shoulders in over her body and reached for the long pillow he had shoved to the end of the bed.

 “The fault is mine.” No matter that their connection didn’t feel wrong. It was forbidden.

Angelina hugged the giant pillow to her breast. “There is no way I will force my daughter to become a healer.”

“Fine.” He moved in for the kill. “Accept the responsibility and sacred duty as an Angel, a healer, then you will live a long and healthy life.”

“And if I don’t.”

Sweet Cosmos, she was stubborn. “How much do you know about physics?”

She shrugged. “Basic stuff.”

“Okay. Think about closed energy systems. Vis viva is the healing energy your family holds within your system. If you choose not to heal, then the energy must be transferred to another woman in your family.”

“Why not my sister?”

“Your sister was not born with the ability to wield the Vis viva. You are the next in line.”

“And if I don’t accept this Vis whatever then it goes to Lina?”

He nodded.

“Why not just transfer it out of our family?”

“It doesn’t work that way.” However, he would never just hand off her power to another.

“And I won’t be healthy.”

“For some reason the energy turns against your immune system and you would deteriorate rather quickly.”

“As in I would die quickly?”

“You wouldn’t die immediately but your life span would be cut very short.”

“How long do I have to make this decision?”

“What choice do you really have?” He knew that was the wrong tack to take yet he’d said it anyway. He needed to hammer home that she had no choice. She must accept him and the power. It was her destiny.

Panic flared, the sudden thump of her heartbeat overly loud to his sensitive ears. He relented, and gave her the space she needed. “As long as your grandmother is alive, you have some time.” Rafe hesitated. He wanted to pressure her to make a decision now, but understood that the illusion of a choice was best. “But you can’t take too long.”

The phone rang. They ignored it.

“Mom?”

“Can it wait, Brandt?”

He burst into the room. Looked curiously at the way Rafe stood clear across the room, the chasm between them far wider than their physical distance indicated. Brandt tossed the phone to her. “It’s the nurse. About Grammy Angel.”





FIFTEEN

After the automatic doors swished closed, Angelina stopped in the entryway, as if not sure where to go next.

Rafe tried not to let the suffering that seeped from the blue walls and checkerboard linoleum tiles overwhelm him but all the silent voices crying psychically was difficult. The people who resided in these places were beyond an angel’s help. No chance of a miracle here. That hopelessness infected all matter in the building’s atmosphere. 

Rafe wasn’t quite sure how he ended up here. He hadn’t wanted Angelina to drive. He could tell himself that was the only reason, except her sorrow had reached out to his soul. Had he ever loved another the way she clearly loved her grandmother? If he had, it had been so long ago that he’d forgotten.

“Mom?” Brandt and Lina had halted behind them.

“Give me a second.” She straightened her suit jacket, pulled a lip gloss from a shiny black purse, and swiped color across her lips. A discreet brush of her fingers took care of any possible tears. Angelina inhaled a deeply, held onto the breath for ten seconds and then slowly released the air. “Let’s go.”

Angelina squared her shoulders like a soldier marching toward certain death and strode toward her grandmother’s room. Then she stood outside the door, her hesitation physical. 

Rafe followed slowly behind their family, watching the interaction between the three. The kids moved slowly, shuffling their feet and casting their gazes downward. Their body language clearly indicated their discomfort, whether because of their great-grandmother’s health, the obvious distress of their mother, or a combination of those two emotional minefields. 

Rafe didn’t know exactly what Angel Guerisse’s condition might be but suddenly he knew that Angelina needed a moment with her grandmother. “Kids, why don’t you go on over to the cafeteria and get a soda.” He held out a five dollar bill. 

“Sounds good.” Brandt snatched the bill, grabbed Lina’s arm, and took off at a near run. “We’ll be right back.”

“But....” Angelina stared after the retreating figures of her children. 

“You need a few minutes without them,” Rafe said. 

“Um, yeah. I guess you’re right.” Still she stood in front of the door. Rafe edged up behind her, his body cocooned her in a haven of warmth, ready to catch her if she fell. 

Angelina reached out slowly, her hand white against the blond wood, and pushed the door gently open. “Grammy?”

The harsh rasp of Angel Guerisse’s breath rattled around the room, overly loud in the stifling atmosphere. She lay in the hospital bed, an oxygen mask strapped to her face, the tubes lead to a machine in the corner. The skin on her face had shrunken toward her skull, her arms stuck out like twigs from a wrinkled cloth gown. Her hair was a gray and straggly cap on her head. Her eyes were closed. A boom box in the corner quietly played classical music. 

Rafe felt a moment of sadness at having to say goodbye to his old friend.

“Grammy?”

But the elder Guerisse didn’t answer. She appeared to be beyond speech. Rafe sensed her life force was near the end.

Angelina swung around to face Rafe, her arms wrapped around her stomach, while tremors shook her body. “I really need a hug but I can’t touch anyone, right?”

Her voice was as broken as her eyes. 

He slid his palms up her arms and around her shoulders, then Rafe tucked her close to his heart. Angelina rested against him as she shivered. She slid her arms around his waist and clung, her palms flat against his shoulder blades, her breasts pillowed against the hard planes of his chest. And he was as bad as the Grigori because, as her grandmother lay dying, lust entered his soul.

Her tears soaked into the cotton of his t-shirt as she rested her head against the steadfast beat of his heart. Her tears fell harder, and bathed him in the wellspring of her love and affection. As if the gentle storm cleansed him, his heart thumped harder and his throat grew tight. 

“Angelina.” The whisper came from the bed. 

Angelina jerked her head away from Rafe’s chest and whirled around. “Grammy?” 

Angel Guerisse had turned her palm over and her hand still lay on the bedcovers. “Come here, sugar.”

Angelina rushed to the bed and leaned over her grandmother. “You’re awake.”

“Not for much longer.” Her smile trembled on her lips, then her gaze cut to Rafe. “Raphael. I’ve missed you.”

“Nice to see you.” Rafe’s voice was deeper than usual as emotion made it difficult to push out the words. 

“You takin’ care of my grandbaby?” 

Rafe inclined his head with respect. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Her Vis viva is strong,” she rasped. “Stronger than mine.”

Angelina jerked at her grandmother’s words.

“Yes.” Angelina was much stronger than her grandmother had ever been, and her grandmother had been one of the strongest.

“Angelina, you listen to Rafe. He’ll teach you all you need to know.” Her brown eyes brightened.

Angelina blinked rapidly and nodded her acquiescence. “Okay, Grammy.”

Rafe curled his fingers around the old woman’s hand. “I’ll take care of her.” A strange and righteous sense of commitment settled in his chest. “I vow it.”

“Good. Then everything is good.”

Angelina questioned to Rafe. “Can I hold her hand?”

He nodded yes. She would be safe if she touched the old woman. She was beyond healing.

Angelina perched on the chair and reached out to clasp her grandmother’s hand. She swallowed once slowly as if she could push down the love and emotion that swam in her eyes. “Love you, Grammy.” 

“Love you too, sugar.” Grammy slid into sleep. Her breath settled into a soft susurrus and the cheerful strings of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons held the somberness at bay.

Angelina looked at Rafe, resolute. “What do we need to do to finish the change?”

Rafe hesitated. He was happy he wouldn’t have to consign Angelina to an early death but he sensed the conflict within her. “Privacy.”

The conditions of her acceptance were not ideal but her transition could be completed. Then she would need to be trained. The completion of her training without the ability to touch her would be an exercise in torture.

“Then let’s go.”

Rafe brushed a kiss over Grammy’s forehead. “We’ll be back tomorrow.”

Angelina noted the affection in his touch. They acted like old friends. Her Grammy trusted Rafe. Angelina refused to let her Grammy die. There was no time to waste. Angelina had to complete her transition and learn what she needed to do to save her grandmother before it was too late.

Just then Brandt and Lina returned from the cafeteria, breaking the moment. Her grandmother opened her eyes and smiled at the kids. “You kids being good for your Mama?”

“Yes, Grammy Angel,” they said in unison.

They stayed another ten minutes or so, but she could see her grandmother was fading. “Time to let Grammy rest guys.”

The kids each kissed Grammy quickly on the cheek and then scuttled toward the door. “Bye Grammy.”

She prayed she was up to the task. Saving her grandmother was too important. Angelina had to try. She had to. Angelina leaned down to air kiss Grammy’s pale cheek.She squeezed Grammy’s hand once more. Grammy squeezed back. An overwhelming urge to get home and start the training nearly blindsided her. If she wanted to heal her grandmother, she needed to learn. Yesterday.





SIXTEEN

She was descended from a matriarchal line of Angels.

Angelina sat at her kitchen table and let that truth sink in. She finally believed him. She didn’t quite understand why she had been able to touch Grammy and not suffer the same reaction that she’d had with Peter or with Brandt but she could question Rafe later. Right now she was thankful that Grammy had perked up enough to chat and to hold her hand.

Obviously Angelina had quite a bit to learn about the healing process. She planned to learn with her grandmother so they could have more time with her.

“The visit was good.” She fidgeted in the ladder-back chair. “Thank you for going with me.”

“I have great affection for your grandmother.”

“She likes you, too.” Angelina smiled wanly. “I could tell.”

One detail bothered her. She didn’t want to bring it up for the sheer ick factor but she also really wanted to know. “Did you and she ever...ah....”

“No. I’ve told you. It’s--”

“Forbidden.” She got that. “Then why...?”

“I don’t know.” Rafe looked out through the panes of glass on the French doors to the backyard. “You want to get started?”

So he wouldn’t answer her. In reality it didn’t matter. What mattered was getting the rest of the power so that she could learn how to heal and then fix her grandmother.

“Transfer of power first.” Rafe still stood by the sink. The overhead light illuminated half his face with an unearthly glow, the other half was etched in shadows. Suddenly those shadows took on a menace. “You need to do exactly what I say.”

“Fine.” She just wanted to get it over with. And still he just stood there. “Don’t you have to be closer?”

Rafe cleared his throat. “Let’s go to your room.”

“I can’t with the kids here,” she reprimanded primly. “It was bad enough you were up there earlier today. I broke the house rule.”

Rafe just waited.

“What about your place?”

His lips quirked.

“Where do you live?”

“Pretty far away.”

Again with the cryptic. “How far?”

“Parallel universe, Angelic Realm, really far.”

“Are humans forbidden there?”

“Not in theory, but so few visit that everyone notices.”

“Well, then where can we go?” Jeez, she felt like a teenager who wanted to make out with her boyfriend. “Car?”

“Too cramped.”

“Park?”

“Too public.”

“Well, where do you suggest, then?” She couldn’t help it. She had to say it. “My parents’ bedroom is out.”

Rafe frowned. “Why would you suggest that?”

“Sorry, it was a joke.” Except that was what it felt like they were doing. An assignation for a secret tryst. Where could they go? And then she had the perfect place.

Angelina led Rafe into the backyard.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this.” She snickered and then laughed. Her stomach hurt she laughed so hard. She had to pause and adjust her grip on the ladder.

“I can’t believe it either.” Rafe didn’t exactly grumble but he definitely wasn’t happy. “I would hate to break these rungs.”

“We had the tree house built to withstand four-hundred-pound adults.”

“Your husband was that good of a carpenter?”

“Our carpenter was that good of a carpenter. Gary wasn’t even home the day the handyman completed it.”

She pulled herself up the last rung and hoped for no spiders. Crawling inside the sturdy redwood house, she waited for Rafe to follow and thought about how absent Gary had been and wondered when she started making excuses for him. Then she wondered if Gary had ever been up here. If she were honest, Candy hadn’t broken up their marriage. It had been broken long ago.

Rafe crammed into the little house, bigger than the inside of her car but not much, the interior dark, intimate, and isolated. His knees were practically up to his ears. She’d forgotten how tall he was. “This is really quite cozy.”

She snorted. He was miserable. “We can go somewhere else.”

“Actually this will work.” Rafe smiled, and his teeth gleamed white in the darkness. 

She forgot she wasn’t supposed to melt. But his silver eyes twinkled with mischief and the light pouring from the windows on the back of the house accented the sharp line of his cheekbones and the sculpted curve of his lips. In the close, intimate atmosphere with its stippled light, she could pretend her Grammy wasn’t deathly ill. Pretend she wasn’t here for a life-altering event. Pretend she hadn’t taken a huge leap of faith in trusting this stranger who said he was an Archangel and seemed to have the miracles to back up the claim.

“What do I do?”

“Close your eyes.” Such a simple request. With a meaningful inhale, she complied.

The silence in the little tree house was absolute. Outside their cocoon, death metal blared from the house next door. Neighbors across the street rolled their garbage cans to the curb. Two male cats growled and screeched as they fought over a female in heat.

As she waited, she identified the citrus smell from the hedge of pittisporum blooming in her yard and the slight hint of charcoal from the people one street over who barbequed year-round no matter the temperature. Somewhere a car door slammed.

And nothing happened.

“Everything okay?”

“You are so beautiful.”

Heat flushed her face. “Ah, well, thank you, I guess.” Still she waited for some sort of sign, some sort of lightening bolt to signify that she now had the power to heal.

She leaned forward, and breathed in his scent, all hot male and some indefinable aroma she would recognize as Rafe.

“Hold up your wrist.”

Angelina complied and the lightest of touches feathered along her skin, and drifted over the new spot. Then he pressed his lips firmly over the mark. A brief flash of sexual awareness zoomed through her as she waited for a jolt of power, some sort of shift in how she felt. But nothing else happened.

“Can I open?”

“Sure.” He sat cross-legged as she leaned forward into his space. 

“It’s done?”

“Yes.”

She rubbed her hands together. “Okay. Great.”

“We must begin your training immediately,” Rafe said. “You are extremely powerful and you need to be able to control your gift.”

“You can teach me how to save my Grammy.”

Rafe blinked, leaned back slightly. “Save her?”

“Yes. Of course, you saw how she perked up tonight. I can save her. I just need you to teach me how.”

The sadness in his silver gaze, stippled by shadows, stopped her. “She wanted to say goodbye.”

“No. I’m going to save her.”

“Angelina,” Rafe sighed. “Not everyone can or should be saved.”

“But my Grammy should be saved.” Panic clawed at Angelina.

“That’s not possible. I thought you understood that.” He said gently, “There must be balance.”

The look on his face scared her. “What? What’s wrong?” Her heart pounded so hard, she thought it would bounce right out of her chest and flop at their feet. She had a bad feeling about what he was going to say next.

“Just because you can save someone doesn’t mean you should.”

“You mean I have to decide who is worthy and who isn’t?” She ignored the twist in her stomach at that thought. The first choice was simple. “Well, that’s easy. My Grammy is worth saving. Even you said she was amazing.”

“You can’t save your grandmother.”

“But I want to.” She had given Angelina everything. Grammy Angel was her compass. 

“It’s not that simple.” Rafe paused. “There are some who are ready to depart. Some whose time to pass on has come. You must be respectful of that. “

“It’s not her time!” She shouted. “I won’t let it be.”

“Angelina.” He looked at her, sorrow in his deep gaze. “It’s too late.” 





SEVENTEEN

Angelina had frozen. She held preternaturally still as if she moved, she would shatter into a thousand pieces.

“I am sorry.”

Strangely, he truly meant the sometimes meaningless words. He was sorry. Sorry for the Guerisse family. Sorry for himself. Angelina Guerisse would not last the night. Her passing meant he only had a limited time to complete Angelina’s training. And then he would ascend away from humans. Away from her.

He would be removed from their difficult, messy and sometimes self-absorbed presence. But he would also be removed from their capacity to love and their joy in the everyday and their childlike wonder of anything remotely magical.

He wanted to reach out and touch her. Maybe he could absorb her sorrow and the incredible beauty of her soul. Her enormous generosity of spirit shone through every pore of her skin.

“Are you saying my Grammy is...gone?”

“No. But she won’t last the night.”

She still hadn’t moved. Not even her gaze had wavered from his face. In the dark, intimate bubble of this tree house, her anguish filled the little room, burst out of the tiny cracks between the walls, and poured through the windows. Her soul cried out in devastating loss.

There was a strange tightness to his chest as he struggled to take in air.

When she finally moved, it was to speak, so low, he had to shift his feet and open his legs to lean forward to hear her. “Did you know?” The last word was almost a whisper.

“Did I know what?”

“Did. You. Know.” Her mouth formed the words with exaggerated precision, low and hard and imbued with some emotion he didn’t understand. She had gone from not moving to trembling so hard he worried she would fall right out of the tree house.

“I don’t--”

Angelina launched herself at him like a Rottweiler on guard duty. “Did you know it would kill her?” Her fists pounded against his shoulders, not hurting him although that was certainly her intent. Her rage and desperation and fear were palpable. She fell into him, tears scoring her face. Her body rocked and her hair flew as she pounded out her grief against his body.

“She is dying.” Rafe tried to comfort her, stroking her hair as he would a child’s. “Transferring the power wouldn’t kill your grandmother.”

“She woke up. She talked to me.” Her fists still pounded against him, ineffectual in her anger.

“To say goodbye.” Finally he captured her clenched fingers and held them in his hands so that she wouldn’t hurt herself. At this moment all he wanted to do was take away her pain. But healers could only heal the physical, not the mental. His only offering was comfort. “She loves you very much.”

As if a dam broke within her, she collapsed onto his chest. Her head thunked against his breastbone, and her body melted into his.

Great giant sobs shook her delicate frame. She shifted from rage to despair. Her body crumpled against his, as her tears soaked into his cotton shirt and her hips pressed up against his. Her head rested against his shoulder and her arms circled his waist.

“I love her.” Her breath caught in her throat. “So much.”

“I know.” She sprawled over him. His left arm cradled her and he stroked her arm. Her skin was so supple and soft. The tactile sensation tingled from her skin to his heart.

She sniffled and rubbed her head under his chin, her breath hot on the bare skin of his neck. Hardly an erogenous zone. Except her breast rested against the hard flex of his pectorals. And suddenly he was aware of her legs tangled with his and her sweetly scented shampoo. He recalled them twined together when she first called him.

And he was excruciatingly aware that her hand was mere inches away from his growing erection.

He stilled his hands, and let her rest against him. He wanted to let her absorb the comfort of his embrace without upping the level of their contact. He longed for that sexual component even though it was wrong.

Time broke down into tiny increments of movement. Her breath. A sigh. Warm air against his neck. Goose bumps on his arms. The delicate moist warmth of her tongue against his skin. The open suction of her mouth against his jaw.

This was a bad idea.

A very, very bad idea. 

And yet, as if directed by an unseen force, he shifted slightly so that their bodies aligned. As if that signaled permission, Angelina skimmed her lips over the curve of his jaw. Her eyelashes brushed against his cheek lighter than the kiss of a butterfly.

She swept her hand over his bicep, and the gentle caress awakened more of his nerve endings. Blood throbbed through his veins, pulsing as his body primed for sexual release. 

Angelina had discarded her suit jacket in the kitchen so her breasts were covered only by a very thin shiny cotton t-shirt that clung so well he could see her budded nipples and lace bra through the fine fabric. He trailed his finger up her waist, frustrated with the material that covered her glorious skin. Her mouth found his just as he closed his hand over her breast, and her nipple stabbed into his palm. Cupping her curves, he squeezed gently, and marveled at the rounded, heavy softness.

But the material was an irritating deterrent. With a frustrated grunt, Rafe shoved the fabric out of the way, and tunneled his hand to cup her breast. Her decadent heat fired his blood. The tight shirt trapped his hand against her body and the urge to taste the ripe bud spiraled through him.

She cupped the rigid length of his erection over the soft fabric of his jeans, and pressed her hand erotically against him. His hips rose, begging for more pressure, begging for the heat and heaviness of her body.

Rafe groaned, low and hoarse, in his throat. He shifted her so she lay atop him. With his hands circling her ribcage, he pushed her up until the V of her sex cradled his erection, and her breasts were even with his mouth.

Their breath was harsh in the quiet night air. A bullfrog croaked somewhere below them and the crickets sang a melody to their primal drumbeat. Finally, finally his mouth closed over her nipple. He rolled the sweet berry on his tongue, then sucked to the pulse in his cock and the thunder of his heart.

He shut out everything and concentrated on Angelina until all he could hear was her breath, as she clutched his head to her breast and rocked her body into his. Her skirt was shoved up around her hips, her panties exposed.

Rafe slid his hands along the back of her thighs, and then over the globes of her bottom. Sheer perfection. He rubbed her clitoris, slick with desire as he ate at her breasts with a ferociousness that startled him. He wanted inside her any way he could get. Coming from behind, he slid his middle finger inside the slick welcoming channel and rubbed his other fingers alongside her swollen lips.

Every muscle in his body was hard and straining to pound into her. To stake his claim and mark her as his. The intense physical need to impale her blasted through him like a tornado that ripped apart his reason and threw away rational thought. He abandoned himself to the sheer explosion of joy rocketing like fireworks through his blood.

He gave himself up to sensation. Her hands around his cock, her breast in his mouth, his fingers inside her, her tongue stabbed into his ear. They were connected and entwined everywhere possible.

Her knees held onto his hips. His arms held her up.

Angelina fumbled with the button of his jeans as she gasped in time to their rocking and whimpered with the need to have him inside her to fill that empty space that had sat vacant, alone for so freaking long.

This felt like a rebirth, like a reconnection with some piece of her that had been shriveled and destroyed when Gary had abandoned her.

“I need you, I need you, I need you,” she panted.

She wanted him buried inside her, filling her and anointing her with passion.

Her hands gripped his thick steel and she rubbed her thumb over the bulbous head, and smeared the drops of his desire along his shaft. Oh, she wanted to inhale him, absorb his essence. “I want to suck you into my mouth.”

Rafe stopped his feast and gazed at her in the moonlight. Her breasts glistened. She lifted her thumb to her lips, and without taking her gaze from his, she sucked the tip into her mouth to communicate her thoughts.

Her head fell back, her hands dropped to his shoulders, and her breasts thrust forward into his face. He rubbed his stubbled cheeks back and forth across her incredibly sensitive nipples. 

With a smoldering look, he squeezed her clitoris and bit down gently on her nipple. Her body convulsed and clamped down on him as blood and arousal thrummed through her. She rocked her hips into his. She moaned as she gave herself up to a sweet, mind-blowing orgasm. And gave herself over to the sexual sensations pouring through her, pulsing and grinding until all was wrung from her.

Neither spoke. To break the erotic silence would be to acknowledge the intimacy that had just taken place.

Rafe should be sorry, but wasn’t.

Her body had blossomed like rose for him, her petals moist with the dew of arousal.

She tilted her head forward, and her hands still rested on his shoulders. He could see she was considering how to go to a place that they shouldn’t. To do so would engender consequences far beyond the two of them.

Rafe slid his fingers from her body. While she gazed down at him, he inhaled the bouquet of her arousal, and pulled her musk into his lungs. And then he deliberately sucked his fingers into his mouth, and drew the essence of her into his body. He penetrated his mouth the way he wanted to penetrate her.

“Let me,” she said huskily.

“We cannot.”

He knew he should be remorseful. He should be concerned with his actions. Although he had not broken the express decree, he had broken the custom.

She eyed him speculatively. “How much trouble would you be in?”

“Too much to contemplate.” But he appreciated the sentiment. “And so would you.” 

He took one last look at her, her naked breasts limned in the moonlight, her face flushed with desire and her skirt up around her hips. Wanton and uninhibited.

As if she realized her disheveled appearance, she tugged her clothes back into place. “I need to go be with my grandmother.”

“Yes.” Rafe felt the familiar buzz at the back of his mind. “Not again.”

He was being summoned. Emergency Archangel Council meeting. Now.





EIGHTEEN

Rafe translocated into the massive Archangel Council chamber. An oval mahogany table dominated the room. Around the table, seven intricately carved chairs represented the Seven and their responsibilities on Earth. 

The other six Archangels lounged around the conference room in their specific chairs, upholstered in the color associated with their title. Rafe’s chair, the green one, was the only empty seat. They met regularly on Sundays, usually followed their meetings with beer, fried chicken and football. An emergency meeting had not been called in decades.

“We have a problem,” Uri said before Rafe even fully assimilated that he was the last to arrive.

Cautiously, Rafe eased into his chair. There was no way Uri could know what he’d just done. No way. And even if he did know, Uri wouldn’t reveal Rafe’s secret this way, would he?

Rafe didn’t want to wait for someone else to ask. Better to go on the offensive. If Uri planned to expose him, Rafe wanted to face his friend directly when he did.

“What kind of problem?” Rafe ignored protocol and asked first.

Michael shifted in his chair, indicating his surprise at Rafe’s actions.

“I just came back from the remnants of the fire in Poland.” Black streaks of soot smeared Uri’s face and sweat slicked his arms, angry with burn welts. Uri was the Bringer of Peace, Birth and Renewal. His weapon was fire but his power was controlling the fire.

“Why are you wasting our time with this?” Zachariel, Archangel of Forgiveness and Cleansing, muttered below his breath.

Uri and Zach fought constantly, their responsibilities at odds. Their weapons, complete opposites. While Uri believed in renewal and rebirth, he also believed in punishment. Zach believed in forgiveness. The only one Zach couldn’t seem to forgive was Uri. Uri always said if Zach was in charge the Grigori and Nephilim would rule the world because we would have ‘forgiven’ them without punishment. Their argument was long standing and boring.

“Someone torched the entire one hundred acres and several dozen humans.” Uri glanced around the table, his gaze touching on each Archangel before he continued. “Two Angels perished last night. Lev, a firefighter and Stanislaus, a healer.” 

“Are you sure it wasn’t an accident?” Zach sniped. “Maybe they got too close to the flames.”

The fatal flaw of some fire starters was their obsession with fire.

“Screw you.” Uri’s eyes glowed bright sky blue in the black streaks of his face.

“Focus, guys,” Gabriel snapped. The worry in his expression stopped Rafe. Gabe was the Announcer. He brought guidance, purity and joy to the world. He was also a gossip and part-time, tongue-in-cheek conspiracy theorist. He didn’t take anything too seriously and yet, he wasn’t laughing. “Tell them the worst part.”

“They were killed in the old way,” Uri said. Stabbed through the Angel’s mark. That form of execution hadn’t been used in thousands of years since the Nephilim had been eradicated from the Earth.

Everyone shut up.

“How did you learn of this?” Michael crossed his massive arms over his chest.

“Rafe and I discovered them last night.” Uri glanced at Rafe.

How could Rafe have forgotten to tell Michael? He’d been so caught up in his issues with Angelina that he’d neglected his responsibilities to the Realm.

“Could the Angels’ death have been an accident?” Zach wondered aloud, sounding subdued.

One, maybe. Two, no way.

“A spike through his Angel’s mark as an accident,” Uri said sarcastically. “Cause yeah, that happens all the time.”

Zach’s face turned a deep red as he made a move to go after Uri. 

“Maybe it was the Rebel Alliance.” Jehudial the Glorifier, Archangel of Illumination and Wisdom, tried to lighten the tension.

Zach growled. “Shut up. How many times do we have to tell you that Tatooine and Skywalker don’t exist.”

“Hey, humans don’t think we exist either,” Jed shot right back. Most of the time Jed’s love of Star Wars amused Rafe but not today.

Michael held his palm upright toward Jed and Zach. “Let’s get back to our problem.”

“Just sayin’,” Jed replied as he fingered his three-pronged whip.

Rafe marveled at how the simple exchange had brought down the raging tension in the room to a healthier level. For a moment, he thought Uri and Zach might start to beat the crap out of each other.

Rafe tried to get the discussion back on track. “Has anyone consulted with the Powers,” the Keepers of History, “about possibilities?”

“It certainly wouldn’t hurt to ask the Powers but ultimately, we handle problems on Earth.” Michael dismissed the question. “We are the Guardians of Earth. We need to discover the truth for ourselves. Then if need be we can bring in Nora and the Thrones for judgment.” 

Rafe thought he was being too protectionist. “You’re the boss.”

“We need boots on the ground for this one,” Michael commanded. “Is the fire completely out?”

“Still smoldering.” Uri raised his chin wearily. “I will continue to monitor the fire and the circumstances around it.”

“Take Zach with you,” Michael ordered.

Uri blanched. Zach bounded out of his chair, fists clenched. Rafe knew neither one of them was thrilled with that command.

Michael waved at Zach. “Your weapon is water.”

Uri opened his mouth to protest and Michael pointed at him. “And you may need the extra help.”

Both Archangels swore.

Samuel, Bringer of Love and Joy, said softly, “When will you two learn that your powers are complimentary?”

Uri groaned. Zach snorted.

“You cannot exist without each other.”

Rafe wondered how the two would ever get along.

Michael broke the tension. “Rafe, heal Uri’s arms before he leaves.” Michael pointed to Jed, who divined the truth. “Jed, go to the Realm Library and look for any text that references how to kill Angels. This is not common knowledge.”

Jed rubbed his hands together at the opportunity to raid the Realm library. 

“Sam and Gabe, you two, monitor the general mood of the Earth. Listen for any disturbance or unusual occurrences. Something is happening. We need to figure out what is going on. Fast.”

As one the Archangels stood. Michael put his fist up to his forehead and the brow chakra, then bowed formally. They returned the gesture.

“No one discuss this with your under secretaries until we have more information.” Michael shot an admonishing look at Gabe. “The last thing we need in the Realm is the angel gossip network letting this get out.”

 

***

 

“What’s really going on?”

Rafe and Uri were in the Great Hall. The others had dispersed to complete their tasks. Rafe held his hands over the red welts on Uri’s arms and concentrated on healing the deep burns.

“I told you.” Uri hissed as his skin knit back together.

“Yeah, well you left something out.”

“Maybe I was holding off on squealing about you.” Uri watched the deep burn seal before their gazes.

“What?”

“You reek of her,” Uri said simply.

Rafe flushed, his swarthy skin deepened in the bright light of the Great Hall. He fought the impulse to breathe in. If Uri could smell Angelina on him, then he was screwed. All that fire usually left him with a diminished sense of smell. “What could that possibly have to do with what happened in Poland?”

“I don’t know but all things are connected. There has been a shift in the realm.” Uri shrugged. “Surely you’ve felt it.”

Rafe had been so checked out lately, he hadn’t been paying attention. His assistant’s words came back to him. “Nathan mentioned some disturbance. Something off,” Rafe said carefully as he finished healing Uri. “I dismissed it, thinking it was probably just the continued fighting in Afghanistan and Pakistan.”

But what if Nathan had uncovered something.

“Gabriel seemed particularly concerned.”

Rafe had noticed that too. After he’d relaxed enough to realize Uri wouldn’t out him in front of the Council. “He certainly seemed to be taking the matter seriously.”

Rafe’s thoughts kept returning to Angelina and her family. There couldn’t be any sort of connection between the events. It was totally improbable.

“Angelina Guerisse will die today,” Rafe said into the deepening silence.

“You need to get your head in the Council’s problems, not with a human who could be your downfall.”

“I know,” Rafe agreed.

“So it’s done?”

Rafe knew what he meant. “The transfer of power is done but she still needs to learn. Her training is not complete.”

“So send her to the Realm compound and give her to your under secretary.”

The thought of turning Angelina over to Nathan stirred something primal within him. He didn’t want the man anywhere near her. He didn’t want anyone near her. She was his. 

He drew up mentally. Good thing he hadn’t voiced those sentiments out loud. Uri would kick his ass into the Banished Realm before he could blink.

“What do you think?”

“I...can’t do that. Victor was very clear. I have to complete the transition and the training.” Even though finishing her training was going to be pure torture. 

“Stupid Virtues,” Uri said in disgust. 

Rafe kept going back to Uri’s statement that everything is connected. “There is something...extraordinary about her healing gift.”

“What do you mean?”

“She is extremely powerful. Much more so than her grandmother.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. Un ange avec le pouvoir déviant.” Rafe paced the marble floor restlessly. “Everything is connected. What if Angelina’s gift has some higher purpose that we can’t see yet?”

“Perhaps you should consult with the Powers. Find out if there is a precedent for her gifts.”

But if he consulted with the Powers, they might be able to see through his flimsy excuses to the truth behind his dedication to train Angelina. And what if they told him an under-secretary could probably handle the rest. “What if her gift is truly important?”

“What if it isn’t and you destroy yourself in the process?” Uri strapped on a new fire retardant suit.

“I won’t destroy myself,” Rafe insisted. But as he protested, he wondered if perhaps Uri was right. He’d already bent the rules. Rules that had been unbroken for hundreds of years.

Uri advised Rafe, “Do yourself a favor and go find one of Sam’s under-angels and screw her blind.”

Rafe knew Uri was right. Except he didn’t want one of Sam’s under-angels. He wanted what he couldn’t have. And no one else would do.

Forbidden.

Uri took one look at him and knew without a word from Rafe what he was thinking.

“Are you willing to risk everything for her?” Uri asked softly. “Are you willing to risk her?”

“I don’t plan to risk anything,” Rafe replied.

Uri sighed. “It may already be too late.”
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Angelina eased the black suit out of its plastic wrap, the crinkle unnaturally loud in the silence. Dust flew off the plastic as she rolled the clear covering into a ball, then tossed the remnants in the garbage.

Her funeral suit. Suddenly just looking at the damn thing was more than she could deal with. She hung the suit on the door handle and went to check on the kids.

“Hey honey, how’s it coming?” 

Lina sat on her bed and frowned at the straight black skirt and plain cap sleeve top. “Why do I have to wear such lame clothes?”

Angelina rested her forehead on the door frame, the edges of the routed wood dug into her skin, the sharp points of pain made her feel just a little more than she wanted. “Please, Lina.”

“They’re lame,” Lina argued.

“They are a sign of respect for your great-grandmother and your mother, who does care what you wear. I am begging you to not argue.” Her breath hitched on the last few words.

“I hate these clothes. But fine.” Lina waited pointedly, silently insisting Angelina leave before she got dressed.

Angelina straightened and left before any more could come out of her mouth.

She was brittle, like the nests of spun sugar that shattered into a thousand pieces with the wrong touch. Her neck had hardened post straight and her shoulders were stuck in an almost military stiffness.

The fear of what would happen if she inadvertently made contact with someone who needed healing weighed on her. Her sorrow over Grammy’s death and her inability to heal her crushed her. Her Grammy was the one person who Angelina would have gladly suffered through the strange and frightening sensations that happened to her body when she did heal. And Angelina hadn’t been allowed to heal her. 

She knocked on Brandt’s door. The knob cold in her hand, she pushed open the door. “How are you?”

Clothes lay strewn all over the floor, the chair, the desk. Papers, candy wrappers, pens, pencils, a few empty Monster cans, various teenage detritus littered the floor. “Your room is disgusting.”

“Do I have to wear this?”

Not Brandt too. “Yes. It’s respectful. Get over it.”

“Don’t get mad at me because your boyfriend disappeared.” He placed the zinger with malice and precision.

Where the hell was Rafe? He’d left two days ago and she hadn’t seen him since.

So much for the ‘we’ve got to start your training right away’. Nothing like coitus disappearus. She hadn’t had sex in over a year and she’d picked a guy who chose to take a hike right afterwards. And she should not be thinking about sex while she stood in her son’s room.

“He isn’t my boyfriend. And he has a life.” In an Angelic Realm, somewhere far from here.

He’d known her grandmother, and she had known him pretty well too. That had been obvious when they’d gone to visit Grammy. There had been genuine and heartfelt affection between them.

Which meant he was older than he looked. On the surface he only looked about forty. Grammy had been eighty-eight. Which meant....

“Please just get dressed.”

“Sorry, Mom.” Brandt waded through the piles of clothes. He had that sly look on his face, the one that told her he thought he was about to get away with something as he grabbed the white dress shirt.

“It’s okay honey.” She practically ran out of the room, as she remembered the last time he’d hugged her.

“Hey Mom, can I go to Ty’s house after?”

“You’re still grounded.” She hadn’t forgotten. His hope, she could tell.

“Aw, Mom.” Brandt pouted. “Can I at least play with him on xBox?”

“Fine.” She wondered if she should be happy with his negotiation skills or disgusted with the way he’d played her.

Yeah, talking to the kids would get her out of her funk. Every second she spent with them reminded her she didn’t have time to be depressed. She had kids who needed her.

She slid on the skirt of the suit. Remarkably, the button fastened without trouble. Nothing like a diet of stress and grief to fit back into snug clothes. The cream colored cotton top hugged her breasts, and reminded her of the tree house. Not the time to go there.

She slipped on the jacket and fastened a string of very old pearls around her neck. She spritzed White Shoulders perfume at her wrists, rubbed them together and then swiped at both sides of her neck.

The sweet gardenia scent reminded her all over again of her Grammy.

Her eyes watered. The lump of sadness in her throat expanded and grew until she didn’t think she could breathe.

She tugged on the nylons. Grammy would be thrilled. But geez she hated nylons. They sucked.

“Moooommmm,” Lina wailed. She hopped into Angelina’s room on one foot, one nylon up to her calf the other only over her toes. “These things suck.” 

“I know.” She giggled. A oddly light sensation floated through her, like helium from a balloon, and filled her with a lightness, a sense of happiness and joy. 

“Grammy hated them too.” She had confided in Angelina once when she was getting ready to go out. She wore them every day. For years and years, she had endured the annoyance of panty hose. Remembering Grammy’s strength, her steadfastness, her sheer determination to get the most out of life, buoyed Angelina until she was brimming with the lessons she’d taught her and the example she’d set.

Angelina had been blessed with her presence.

“Then why do we have to wear them?” Lina asked as she tumbled to her bed.

“Because Grammy would have wanted us to.” Even though she knew they’d struggle through the entire day with them on.

Today was not a day for sadness or moping. Today was a day to celebrate the joy of Grammy’s life, to embrace the beauty of her spirit and to honor the lessons she had taught not only Angelina but passed on to her children as well.

An hour later, Angelina paused in the doorway and hoped she could get through her Grammy’s wake. The cherry casket was surrounded by sprays of gardenias, the entire room perfumed with their scent.

A whisper of perspiration gathered at the nape of her neck. She’d thought about wearing gloves but they would have looked out of place. Besides, when Brandt had hugged her, she hadn’t touched skin and she’d still done a face plant.

Janine floated toward her. Her skin was nearly translucent, but the shadows under her eyes would be noticeable to only Angelina. Everyone else would see the perfectly groomed, composed and competent woman.

Janine eighty-sixed the traditional air kiss and clutched her in a hug. She clung a little too long for the action to be perfunctory. A hint of moisture shimmered in her gaze. “How are you?”

And then Angelina realized she was touching Janine and she was fine. No vertigo, no nausea, no sudden loss of consciousness. Tension flowed from her. She had hugged Janine and been fine.

“I’m fine.” She struggled to figure out this emotional stranger. “You okay?”

Janine stepped back but still grasped Angelina’s shoulders. “I know how close you were.”

This would be okay. “I’m okay. I promise.”

“Excellent.” Janine beamed at Brandt and Lina, the shimmer of tears barely perceptible. “Look at how grown up you two are.”

At that point they squirmed. Lina rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Auntie Janine.”

Angelina surveyed the room. She had drifted through the meetings with the funeral home, and agreed to whatever Janine chose.

Tables, set up along the side of the viewing room, held bite-sized food and glasses for wine and beer. With the exception of the casket, the room looked like a party. Trust her sister to fully plan and accessorize the wake.

Angelina wandered the room, and looked at the pictures of Grammy from various years. She traced her finger along the lines of her face and said her own private goodbye.

The pumps that went with this suit looked great but after a while started to pinch her toes. The lights seemed to buzz brightly and suddenly it occurred to her that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. But the thought of food roiled her stomach.

Guests began to arrive.

With every clasp of hands, every shake or hug, Angelina braced for a shock of power. But she felt nothing. Rafe’s caution before he’d left had been to guard against healing until he could train her. But his instructions had been vague and just the tiniest bit insubstantial, and yes, a little more freaking direction might have been helpful.

As she continued to greet guests, her tension eased. It seemed as if her worry was unfounded. She hadn’t even had a twinge of the sensations that blindsided her the last two times that she’d inadvertently healed someone. Had she somehow lost the gift?

Mrs. Hooper shuffled up to her, leaning heavily on her cane. She’d been neighbor to her Grammy for years until Grammy had moved to the home. “Angelina, so nice to see you.”

In fact, Mrs. Hooper was ten years younger than Grammy, but right now she wasn’t sure who looked worse, Mrs. Hooper or Grammy.

“How are you, Mrs. Hooper?” She held out her hand, pleased to see her and dismayed by the deterioration in her physical condition.

“I’m gettin’ along.”

Crisp white gloves hung loosely on the old woman’s fingers as she held out her hand. As they connected, that sense of falling took over. Angelina locked her knees and held on, because if she fell, she would take this sweet old lady with her.

She let go of Mrs. Hooper’s hand as fast as she could without being rude. Where the hell was Rafe when she needed him?

Mrs. Hooper was sick. Angelina could see her constricted blood vessels. The disease was slowly killing her. As far as she knew, Mrs. Hooper wasn’t diabetic.

“How’s your blood sugar these days?”

“Oh, I sneak a sweet now and then, but I’m fine.”

She wasn’t fine. But maybe she could get her to go see her doctor. “Make sure you have your doctor check next time you go in.”

“I’m dandy.” Mrs. Hooper patted her shoulder, humoring her like the child she’d been when they first met. Angelina didn’t care as long as she asked the doctor to check her blood sugar.

Angelina searched for a plausible excuse. “I just read a very informative article on the subject and it worried me enough that I made an appointment with my doctor.”

“You’re sweet to worry.” She blew off Angelina.

“Do me a favor and check.” Angelina kept her knees locked against the pain of the constricted blood vessels and struggled to stay upright. “Please.”

Angelina’s plea must have convinced Mrs. Hooper. “I have a doctor’s appointment this week, I’ll be sure to ask.”

She grasped her hand one more time. “Thank you.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.” Mrs. Hooper hobbled away as fast as her cane could take her.

“Jeez, Mom, what was up with that?” Lina walked up to her from the opposite side and startled her. Angelina let out a little squeak of distress.

“You okay?” Janine flanked her other side.

She took a deep breath. “Fine.” She glanced at her watch. Only two hours and eighteen more minutes to go.

“Sorry I’m late.” Rafe slid up behind her and placed his hand under her elbow. Almost immediately the pain dissipated. Janine’s gasp effectively covered her sigh of relief.

“Who’s this?” Janine practically purred.

She struggled to focus on the conversation. The pain was gone but she still had that sense of disorientation. Janine just stood there with her hands on her hips, and eyed Rafe, practically beaming at them. Angelina introduced Rafe to Janine, grateful for the effects of his presence as he somehow siphoned away the pain.

“Ange, you really do not look well,” Janine said.

This caused her to get even redder in the face. “I’m fine. Really.”

Rafe leaned in closer. “You sure you’re okay?” His chest was behind her shoulder, the timber of his voice rumbled through her like a whisper.

“I’m fine,” she said faintly.

“Why don’t you take a break?”

“I can’t.”

“No one will miss you for a few minutes. Take a seat and re-power.” Rafe eased slightly closer.

“He’s right, Ange,” Janine agreed.

“Maybe just for a minute.” She backed up and sank into one of the chairs that lined the perimeter of the room. Rafe bent over her protectively, and while his attention was on Angelina, Janine gave her a wink.

“I’ll just man the receiving line.” Janine sauntered away.

“Why are you here?”

He blinked. “To help you.”

“Right. You just disappeared.” After. She flushed again.

“I’m sorry.” Rafe glanced around then leaned forward. “I had a situation. However, I’m ready to continue your training. And right now I’m here to help you get through today.”

“Tell me how you manage to take the pain away so easily.” She moved in closer to him so that no one could overhear their conversation. Heat rolled off his body in waves, the light musk of his unique scent pleased her.

“We have complimentary energy. You’re positive.” Rafe leaned down so that his mouth was near her ear. “I’m negative. My negative draws the positive away from you so you can function.”

She shivered as the warmth of his breath shimmied through her body. “How did you know I needed you?”

He frowned. “I could sense your distress.”

“That was fast.”

“When you touched the old lady, your thoughts came through loud and clear.”

“So you can sense my thoughts?” She thought about what she’d just been imagining. Could he have sensed her sexual thoughts? And how sick was that? She was having sexual thoughts at her Grammy’s wake. Her voice trembled just the tiniest bit with lust or embarrassment. She wasn’t quite sure.

His look turned knowing. “Sometimes, yes.” He’d not only heard, he’d reacted.

“Oh.” Shit.

“Hello, Angelina.”

Oh, shit again. Even bigger shit. She mentally apologized to Brandt for the swearing. And then she faced the new arrival to Grammy’s wake. “Hello, Gary. Candy.”

Her ex and his girlfriend were here.
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“Why are you here?”

Rafe’s eyebrows rose at her hostile tone. But she couldn’t help it. Gary looked good. Better than he had for the last two years of their marriage. And she was the one who’d given him the catalyst to get back in shape.

Candy still looked like a swizzle stick with giant boobs and wrinkled, over-tan skin.

“Just thought we’d pay our respects.”

That was a crock. Gary and Grammy had never gotten along. Grammy had never approved of Gary. He was the only subject she and Grammy had ever disagreed over. Angelina should have listened to her.

“She didn’t have any money,” Angelina said baldly. That was the only reason Gary would be here. He was pissed about the support hearing.

Candy’s botoxed lips tightened, sort of. Her dress was perfect for a cocktail party. It missed the mark as a mourning dress.

Gary smoothed a hand down the front of his conservatively striped tie. “You look....”

She waited for a subtle put down.

“Great,” he said lamely. “Really great.”

At that Candy glared at him.

Rafe inserted himself into the conversation smoothly. “You haven’t introduced us.”

She tilted her head at him. What was he up to? The shock of his presence hit her anew. His six five frame, wide shoulders, small waist, lean muscles. Big and intimidating with a glint in his eye that said he could be dangerous if you pissed him off. But what got her was the wave of black hair that fell over one eyebrow, the knowing smile on his beautiful mouth, and the heat in his silvery gray gaze.

“I guess I had other things on my mind.” She let her gaze linger on the contours of Rafe’s face before she smiled. Then she turned and introduced them.

“Rafe, this is Gary, my ex, and his girlfriend, Candy.” Angelina then said smugly, “This is Rafe. My...friend.”

Candy’s face held priceless shock. And okay, yeah, she was shallow enough that the way Rafe looked next to her tweaked her confidence.

“How long have you known each other?” Gary eyed them speculatively.

“Old friend of the family,” she interjected before Rafe could answer. In an obvious act of dismissal, Angelina turned to greet the next person in the receiving line. She took a thin breath, and hoped Gary wouldn’t notice her relief that they were out of her proximity.

She pasted a smile on her face, but the sudden shift caused a rush of dizziness. Rafe’s arm was around her before she fell.

“When was the last time you ate?”

“Yesterday? Maybe. I’ve been under a little bit of stress.”

“It’s imperative that you eat well and stay healthy.” Rafe sounded like a mother hen. “Your gift will take an incredible amount of personal energy to heal and you must be ready at all times to perform your duties.”

She had to look out for her kids, her sister, the house, the finances, before she took care of herself. The greater good could just get in line. She was pretty sick of the whole gift thing. All these vague suggestions, no concrete action or reaction, no specific rules to follow.

“What the hell do you want from me?” she whispered harshly.

He leaned in closer to her, his breath hot on her face. “Nothing I can have.”

His unique scent assaulted her senses, and flooded her brain with erotic images. She remembered his taste on her tongue the last time they were this close. “Well, you’re driving me crazy.”

“Yeah. Me too.” Rafe leaned up into her until they almost touched. The heat from his body scorched her, and his breath feathered along her neck.

“Ah, Ange?” Janine’s sultry voice came from behind her. “You guys might want to tone it down a little. You’re at Grammy’s wake.”

Her dry comment shocked Angelina back into awareness. She blinked and looked around at all the people who were trying very obviously not to ogle her and Rafe. Even Gary, the man slut, was frowning at her.

“Oh, uh, yeah. Thanks.” Embarrassment flushed her face. “I was a little faint.”

Janine drawled, “That’s not all you were, sugar.”

Suddenly a big blond giant of a man walked in. He had perfectly shaped eyebrows, incredible blue eyes, dirty-blond hair clubbed into a stubby ponytail, cheekbones Rodin would have killed to sculpt, and not a glimmer of friendliness on his face. A blue button-down shirt contained his broad chest. The muscles in his thighs bunched and released beneath crisply pressed khaki pants as he strode toward them.

Rafe swore under his breath.

“You know him?” Her words more breathy than she would have liked.

“Yeah.”

Of course he did. His shape and his swagger looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite place him. “He’s not....”

“Who?” Janine turned around slowly. Angelina could see the exact moment the buff dude’s presence registered on her man-meter. “Oh my.”

“Hey.” The blond giant acknowledged Rafe, with just a hint of an accent, German or Russian? Then he clicked his heels together and executed a slight bow toward Angelina. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

This blond giant seemed aggravated. A certain anger simmered under the surface but Angelina had no idea if the emotion was directed at her or someone else. Then she decided she was being paranoid. She’d never met the guy, it couldn’t be her.

She fell back on etiquette. “Umm, thank you.”

“Angelina, Janine, this is Uri.” Rafe tipped his chin up.

Janine just stood there looking back and forth from Rafe to Uri, blinking as if she couldn’t take it all in. Her eyes rounded although her forehead didn’t move.

Uri was completely oblivious to Janine’s intense perusal. “Your loss is the world’s loss.”

His obvious sorrow disconcerted her. Uri’s gaze bored into Rafe as if he was trying to communicate telepathically. Could they even do that? She didn’t have any idea what Archangels could do.

“You would be wise to prohibit another such loss.”

What the heck did that mean? Another loss? Was he threatening her? Angelina couldn’t get her vocal chords to work. She glanced at Rafe but his attention was focused one hundred percent on Uri.

Rafe shoulders suddenly seemed broader. His face took on the smooth hardness of a statue. She had the thought that if Uri punched Rafe right now he would break his hand on the granite of Rafe’s body. “Not here, my friend.”

The tension in Rafe’s body convinced her they really were friends.

Uri toned down the animosity. “Your grandmother was an amazing woman.”

“You knew Grammy?” Her eyebrows rose and she hoped Janine didn’t catch on to her stress. Should he really have admitted that in front of a--whatever they called people who didn’t know that Angels existed. Janine was too busy drooling over Uri to notice their strange conversation.

“Many years ago.” He paused. “We worked a humanitarian effort together.”

“Sign me up.” Janine sighed.

Angelina stifled a snort of laughter.

Suddenly a warbled cry came from the other side of the room. In slow motion, Mrs. Hooper began to topple to the ground, her head perilously close to the row of folding chairs by the casket.

“Trouble,” Rafe barked.
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As one, Rafe and Uri leaped across the room as chairs fell like dominoes. In unison, they each caught Mrs. Hooper’s arms and torso, and kept her from hitting her head.

Gary pushed his way through the crowd around the frail, unconscious Mrs. Hooper. “I’m a doctor, let me through.”

We need you, Rafe mouthed at her. Now.

“I’d better go check on Mrs. Hooper.” She tossed off to Janine, and then Angelina ran toward them. Angelina was almost to them when it hit her.

The diabetes. Something must have happened.

“She just overheated,” Rafe said to Gary. It was a cool sixty degrees in the viewing room, but Gary nodded in response. Carefully Rafe lifted the older woman. Her body seemed even more fragile in the bulk of his muscular arms. He strode out of the room while Gary trailed behind him like a baby duck after its mama.

She led Rafe to the private room reserved for the family in case they needed a moment to compose themselves.

He laid Mrs. Hooper, still unconscious, on the burgundy velvet chaise that to Angelina looked uncomfortably like the inside of a coffin. Gary attempted to get through to the old woman but Uri blocked his way. Rafe beckoned to her.

She could see the moment the confusion hit Gary. “You need to let me check her.”

Angelina knelt on the floor, her skirt rode up her thighs. Once she was in position, Uri stepped out of the way but stayed in the small room, feet apart, hands clasped in front of him, acting like a bodyguard.

The familiar scent of Chanel No. 5 and bleach hit her senses. She braced then reached for Mrs. Hooper’s hand and curled her fingers around the old woman’s wrist. Before she could put her hand on Mrs. Hooper’s chest, vertigo, shocking and intense, nearly blinded her.

“She doesn’t need someone to hold her hand,” Gary sneered. “Let me through.”

She heard Rafe ask, “Any idea what’s wrong?”

“She has diabetes.”

“How do you know?” Gary asked as he took Mrs. Hooper’s pulse from her other wrist, then lifted her eyelids.

“We discussed her health when she came in.” She gasped as the debilitating pain hammered at her.

“Aspirin,” Gary muttered.

She could hear him as if she were in a wind tunnel and the words blew by at warp speed. Her body was ripping apart, the pieces flying. She focused on getting the words out. “Could be a stroke.”

Electricity ripped through her head like tiny needles poking into her scalp until her hair follicles radiated with excruciating pain. She could visualize the electrical pulses sending dangerous levels of energy through Mrs. Hooper’s brain. Blood tried to push through her blocked and constricted blood vessels. Her head throbbed in time to the deadly rhythm.

“I don’t know what to do.” Her thoughts popped out of her mouth. I can’t do this.

“Just hold her hand and shut up.” Gary dialed his cell as he shoved aspirin into Mrs. Hooper’s mouth.

“Help me,” she whispered to Rafe while Gary was on the phone. “I don’t know what to do.”

What if she made it worse?

Rafe put his hand on her shoulder. “Just open your mind.”

She tried again to open and look into the quantum physics of Mrs. Hooper’s body. “Hurts.” She forced the words out, her throat so closed she could barely suck in any air.

Rafe’s fingers squeezed her shoulder. His touch lessened some of the pain, and drew the energy from her and into his body. “Concentrate,” Rafe encouraged her gently.

“What are the physiological effects of a stroke on the body?” she asked Gary through gritted teeth.

“Now is not the time for a medical lesson,” Gary sniped.

“What can it hurt?” Rafe asked.

“Fine. Blood vessels constrict, limiting oxygen to the brain or completely cutting it off. It can be the result of a blood clot.”

Clot. That was it.

A clot had cut off Mrs. Hooper’s oxygen, which was probably why she couldn’t breathe. Angelina let her mind guide her through Mrs. Hooper’s body. The pain and the inability to breathe began to affect her body functions.

Finally, finally Angelina found the obstruction in Mrs. Hooper’s leg. She imagined the clot breaking into little pieces slowly, very slowly, so that a big chunk didn’t break loose.

She could see the small pieces dissolve and float into the blood. As if the stranglehold on her veins had been loosened, they plumped back up with life-affirming blood. The electricity arcing through Angelina quieted to an imperceptible buzz in her bloodstream.

An ambulance wailed in the background as Gary fussed with whatever he had been doing.

She began to feel the toll from dissolving the clot while she concealed the effort from Gary. Lassitude stole through her body. “She will live.” Her words came out slurred as if she’d been mainlining scotch. She asked Rafe, but Gary took his attention from whatever he’d been doing.

“You sound terrible.” Gary frowned. “Are you okay?”

“Fine.” The word was long and drawn out.

“How much have you had to drink?” He was totally exasperated. “You know you can’t hold your wine.”

“Angelina?” Mrs. Hooper squeezed her hand.

“Hey, Mrs. Hooper.” She squeezed back gently, her strength nearly depleted. “How are you feeling?”

“Why...I feel great,” she rasped. “Thank you, dear.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Ma’am, the ambulance is here.” Gary directed the paramedics over to Mrs. Hooper.

“Oh, but I feel fine.” She smiled serenely.

The paramedics bent down and began to assess her condition. They took her blood pressure, checked her pupils, and hooked her up to the equipment. She pushed up into a sitting position. Gary’s jaw dropped. The paramedics asked her to answer some basic questions, her name, the day. She answered correctly. They asked her to smile which she’d done for Angelina and Rafe. Then they had her lift her arms above her shoulders. She did all of that with no problems.

“I would recommend you go to the hospital for a complete check.” The paramedic said slowly, “But you seem fine.”

“She was fully unconscious.” Gary sputtered. “Unresponsive.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to go get checked out. Maybe have them check my blood sugar this time,” Mrs. Hooper said. “Thank you again, dear.”

“I just held your hand.” Angelina still knelt beside Mrs. Hooper. Angelina wanted to move but she couldn’t have gotten up to save her life.

The paramedics loaded Mrs. Hooper onto the stretcher. Gary watched with a bewildered look on his face as Mrs. Hooper waved before the doors closed. “She was close to death.”

“Maybe it was a miracle,” Rafe said.

“Miracles are a myth,” Gary snapped. “Modern medical science cures people.”

Uri snorted. At least she was pretty sure that it was him. “Could have fooled me.”

Gary scoffed. “No way.”

Rafe extended his hand down to Angelina. She concentrated on lifting her arm, focused on the physical effort, but her arm felt disconnected from her body. Even though her brain was sending signals, nothing happened.

Angelina had questions for Rafe. That had been amazing and scary all at once. She had felt as if her breath was cut off. As if she didn’t clear that clot, she would have passed out. And now she could barely move.

Rafe’s hand touched hers. As if she’d been zapped, energy jolted her. Rafe’s arm snaked around her waist, even though she could stand without the support now.

She smiled a thanks and then turned to her ex-husband.

“You never know.” She shrugged. A few weeks ago, she would have agreed with him. But now she knew better. The world was full of anomalies that could not be explained with logic and science. “Miracles do happen.”

“When did you turn into a fruitcake?” Gary snarled.

Rafe subtly moved to protect her from Gary’s scorn, partially blocking her body. She’d been protecting herself for a long time but his action caused something tender to unfurl within her.

“Maybe it was me all along,” she retorted. “I just waited until you left to express myself.”

She blinked. Gary leaving wasn’t part of the angel healer plan, was it?

Gary just shook his head and wandered off, looking a bit dazed.

“Why didn’t you just heal her?” she asked Rafe softly when Gary was far enough away. 

“I can only heal those in the Angelic Realm and my Angels. I can’t heal humans. However I can offset the healing effects you experience,” Rafe explained, “by balancing your energy after you heal.”

This was why she could function better if he siphoned off the excess energy when she healed someone. Then the truth of his words sunk in.

“You mean....”

“If you hadn’t been here she would be gone.”

Gone. Dead. Deceased.

Her actions had saved Mrs. Hooper. That truly was a miracle. The reality that she had saved a life hit her. It started with little tremors, so small she thought she was the only one who noticed.

“This did emphasize an important fact.”

“What’s that?” To inhibit her teeth from clattering, she clenched her teeth so tightly her molars ground together.

“We have to finish your training quickly.”

“Why?” She wrapped her arms around her waist, and hoped she could hold it together just a little longer. If she gripped hard enough, her arms didn’t shake.

“You are incredibly powerful,” Uri spoke from behind her. She squeaked again. For a big guy he sure moved quietly. “The Universe may have need of your skill.”

Strangely, that sounded ominous.

“Your ex-husband was correct,” Rafe said. “She would have died if you had not fixed the blockage.”

Angelina sensed the open tension between the two men. Angels. Archangels. Whatever. Apparently Archangels could suffer from an overload of testosterone just as easily as humans could. 

“But that power will serve no one if she isn’t trained.”

“Working on it,” Rafe growled.

“Work harder.” Uri assessed her, like a bug pinned to a display board.

Primal heat poured off Rafe’s body, warming her and calming her. She eased closer to Rafe, and drew strength from him.

“Train her, then get rid of her,” Uri said grumpily.

She waited for Rafe to defend her, to defend himself. Instead he responded, “You’re right.”

No way would she be pushed aside quietly. She shoved her fists on her hips. “Hello, I’m right here.”

Uri said quietly, “You are dangerous.” 

“How am I dangerous?” The idea was preposterous. 

“I can see the affection you have for each other. But you must forget this attraction.” Uri cocked his head as if he listened to some inner conscience. “No good can come of it.”

He bowed to her. That little formal click of his heels and dip to his chin. “I must go.”

Rafe put a hand on Uri’s forearm. “What is it?” 

“There is new evidence.” Uri glanced around, nodded again...and disappeared. 

“What does that mean?”

Rafe ignored her question. “You need to learn how to protect yourself against too much healing. And you need to learn how to disengage if the process is too much.”

“Is that why he was so adamant about me finishing?”

“No. He is worried about me,” Rafe finally said.

“Why?”

“We are forbidden.”

Right. Forbidden. Damn but she hated that word.
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“Is it done?” Uri’s voice was hard, unforgiving. 

“Not yet.” Angelina had requested one day to come to terms with her grief and help her sister with the myriad of details associated with burying her grandmother. Rafe had reluctantly granted the request. But they needed to finish her training. And soon.

In the meantime, he had worked on educating Tomasz, Stanislaus’s son. Luckily Stas had already explained some of the process to Tomasz, so Rafe’s job there was less intensive. Rafe had spent the morning working with Tomasz whose power was nowhere near as strong as Angelina’s and still he was grateful for the gift of his power.

“You need to stay away from her.”

“I know.” Rafe ran his fingers through his hair and wished he could pull it out. Wished for a solution to the indefinable attraction he held for her. “You saw how powerful she is.”

Uri sighed. “She is like poison to you.”

“I have this feeling that she is important.” Rafe couldn’t define why or even how, but this sense of destiny had grown stronger with every moment they spent together. She was extremely powerful. And her instinctive ability to heal was incredible.

“You are thinking with the head in your pants.”

“Screw. You.”

“I only speak that which is true.” Uri shook his head sadly. “And you don’t want to screw me, you want to screw her.”

Which only made it worse because Uri was right.

“If it’s any consolation, I see why you want her,” Uri said. “She has a sensualness in her movements that is very appealing.”

Rage rumbled through Rafe. No one touched her. No one.

He shoved Uri up against the marble walls of the Realm Library, his hands were fisted in Uri’s shirt, the veins in his arms purple with rage. Fury caromed through him like a race car on the straightaway, a red mist hazed his vision. “Don’t even think about it.”

“I am not crazy.” Uri held his hands up at his shoulders, his posture one of surrender.

“She is....” Mine. Rafe wanted to shout, he wanted to roar to the entire Angelic Realm. Reality defeated his jealousy. The fight left his hands and arms and mind, instead of head butting him, Rafe dropped his forehead to Uri’s shoulder. “I have a very serious problem.”

“I know, my friend.”

“She is important.”

“You cannot have her. In any sense of the word.” Uri continued to speak softly, barely breathing as Rafe held him pushed up against the wall, “Would you risk your future, your life, for her? And more importantly, would you risk her life?”

Rafe shuddered. “No.”

Uri clapped Rafe on the shoulder. “It’s time for the council meeting.”

Rafe nodded once.

“You need to get it together.” Uri cautioned, “The entire council will be there.”

“Yeah. Let’s go.”

They walked into the conference room together. The big mahogany table was occupied except for Uri and Rafe’s chairs.

“You look like hell,” Michael commented. “What’s wrong with you?” 

“Complications with the transition.”

“Figure it out,” Michael ordered. “We need you for this.”

Rafe slouched in his council chair, one leg thrown over an arm, his shoulders angled toward Michael, and waited for everyone to quiet down. The usual taunts and insults flew across the massive conference table as the Archangels joked with each other. Rafe stayed silent. He just wanted this meeting over.

Michael called the Archangels to order and moved straight to business. “The fact that the Angels were killed in the old way is troubling. How could someone gain that knowledge and why would they use it? Any new information?”

“No information on the death blow. However, I found a symbol in the archives....” Jed, Archangel of Illumination, paused. “I believe it is significant.”

Jed opened the doors on the box on the wall. Behind the doors were a white board and a rack with a multitude of dry erase markers. He drew a symbol that looked a lot like a cursive capital N on the board. “Does anyone know what this is?”

The room fell silent as they all took time to study the symbol. Rafe finally spoke, “I’ve never seen it before.”

“Me either,” Uri said.

A chorus of agreement rang out in the room.

“What makes you think it’s significant?” Gabriel asked the question that bugged them all. 

“It is significant.” Jed’s unearthly eyes glowed almost gold in the evening air. “I just can’t see why.”

“Hate it when he does that Jedi shit,” Uri muttered.

“Yeah, especially when it doesn’t tell us anything,” Rafe replied, frustrated with everything. Angelina’s transition, Stas’s death, the unrest in the Universe, and the rift between him and Uri.

Jed slowly turned to glare at them. His posture was suddenly more menacing and his face an impenetrable mask. “Your strife serves no one. Your friendship must be stronger than a temporary disagreement.”

Rafe flushed with embarrassment and the worry that Jed had noticed that he and Uri were at odds. He couldn’t afford for anyone to question why.

“Do you really think that when I find an object or symbol and know it has meaning, but I have no idea what, is fun for me?” Jed asked.

Michael slammed his palm down, and the impact reverberated through the massive mahogany table. “Knock if off, boys.”

Zach kicked his feet up onto the table. “Yeah, knock it off, boys.”

Uri shoved his chair away from the table and stood. “This is a waste of time.”

Michael pointed at Uri. “Sit down.”

Uri sat, fists clenched, face unhappy.

“What happened between the two of you when you went to make sure the embers were out?” Rafe asked under his breath.

“Jerk left me,” Uri said. “Just disappeared. I haven’t seen him since and frankly I don’t care.”

Rafe didn’t like Zach’s attitude. He also didn’t like the way Zach stared at them. Zach either thought he knew something or he did know something.

“Why not ask ol’ Uri where he went when we got back to the fire site?” Zach sneered. “Maybe that’ll give us a lead.”

What was this? Uri had said Zach left.

Uri didn’t say a word.

Uri was protecting Rafe. He needed to do the same for his bud. “Just spit out what you want to say, Zach.” Rafe strove for patience.

“The Angels were killed but so were humans and the chickens.” Zach tossed a dead chicken onto the table.

Everyone in the room groaned at the smell of partially decomposed animal carcass. “Did you have to do that?”

“That stinks.”

“Ugh, what a crappy smell.”

Uri threw up his hands. “What is the significance of the dead chickens?”

“The fire is not what killed them,” Jed surmised as he wrapped the prongs of his whip around his hand, the leather sliced into his hand, and left tiny cuts on his palm.

“Correct,” Michael said. “The chickens were all dead before the fire was started.”

“How many are we talking?” Gabe asked. Ever since the flood, he’d had a softness for animals. Between him and Noah, they’d saved many species, but he still hated to see animals killed.

“Tens of thousands,” Uri confirmed. “The word in the village is that the owner went crazy. But I don’t buy it.”

“Can we talk to him?” Michael asked.

Uri responded, “No, he perished in the fire.”

“Examine this.” Zach seemed almost defiant as he challenged Rafe.

“Okay.” Rafe leaned over the table and held his hands over the decaying bird. Although humans were their main focus, some angels had the ability to heal animals as well. They tended to become veterinarians.

Rafe submersed in the cell structure of the dead chicken. A virus had killed the chicken. He frowned. He didn’t recognize the strain, the mutation. He hadn’t seen this specific virus before. Although the strain seemed familiar, he’d really need to get into the lab to do the analysis justice.

“Well?” Zach demanded.

“The virus killed the chicken,” Rafe said slowly.

“Avian bird flu?” Shadows darkened Michael’s bright blue eyes.

“I’ve mostly studied biological warfare threats.” Rafe wanted that point clear. “However, I did review the avian flu after the swine flu pandemic. It could be bird flu. But it isn’t typical. It isn’t a variation on the swine flu either. The mutation is different. And there are all sorts of strains of existing bird flu. The worry is when they jump to other species.”

“Explain.”

Rafe launched into a mini-lecture. “There are hundreds of strains of avian influenza A viruses but only four are known to have caused human infections: H5N1, H7N3, H7N7, and H9N2. Usually, human infection with these viruses results in mild symptoms and very few severe illnesses, with one exception, the highly pathogenic H5N1 virus.”

“The Dummies version, please,” Michael commanded.

“This is similar.” Rafe studied the chicken and the mutation. He needed to examine the virus in the lab. If he was right, it was the H7N1, but this virus was different from the H7N1 he had analyzed before. The protein strain was different.

“So it shouldn’t kill humans?”

“It’s similar, but based on what I know about the disease, I don’t believe so.”

Subtly everyone in the room relaxed.

“However, the virus killed the chickens.” He wondered if the virus had somehow jumped species. Could that be why the chickens and the humans had been destroyed? “Maybe the virus did jump to humans. I need to examine the humans in the area.”

Michael nodded.

Rafe let the conversation swirl around him. He would have to deal with this bird flu but he had more distracting problems on his hands. He couldn’t pass off Angelina’s training to anyone else. The Virtues had made it very clear that he needed to be more in touch with humans. Although Rafe didn’t think Victor would be all that thrilled with the ‘touching’ he done so far.

“What about the humans who perished in the fire?” Rafe pushed Angelina to the back of his mind. Now he needed to focus on the problem at hand.

“There was nothing left of their remains,” Uri said shortly.

Michael asked slowly, “Were they dead before the fire?”

“There is no way to tell. They were incinerated,” Uri replied. “But it was definitely deliberate.”

The destruction from the fire just reinforced what Rafe used to think. Humans didn’t have any care for life or for their own actions. It was all about them. Except he knew that wasn’t true. Working with Angelina and Tomasz had reminded him of the indomitable human spirit. He had felt Angelina’s euphoria when she’d saved Mrs. Hooper.

Here was an opportunity to use the argument to ascend now. To spend all his time in the lab and examine this virus. Away from the human condition. Away from their messy lives and even messier deaths.

And yet, Rafe found himself hesitating. Unable to say the words that would take him away from her.

Rafe took a deliberate step away from the Second Sphere and said, “We should have the Virtues look at the chickens, while we focus on the Earth.”
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Rain came down in sheets, blowing sideways and perfectly mirroring Angelina’s mood. A serious let down after the frantic days in the aftermath of Grammy’s death. She and Janine had finished the immediate details of burying their Grammy. She was home alone and recuperating. Janine had taken the kids to her club for dinner.

This was what she wanted, right? To be left alone. She roamed the empty house and searched for peace. Wished for Rafe.

Except, no, she wanted to be alone.

As if she dragged a heavy metal ball behind her, Angelina trudged through the barren rooms. Her sister had taken Grammy’s death very hard and the effects of her anguish and depression had started to take its toll on Angelina as well. She ended up back in her own bedroom. The rumpled and twisted sheets lured her toward oblivion and the possibility of her dream angel.

As if she’d conjured him again, Rafe appeared. His face was set in harsh lines that accented the hard curve of his mouth. She wished he’d just smile or maybe...hold her hand. Because she didn’t know when the healing energy would strike, she had held herself aloof and apart from everyone. The resulting loss of human touch had affected her deeply.

“Time for a lesson.”

“Not yet.” She tilted her chin a little higher and slurped him in. His black polo fit tight enough to mold to his pectorals, his biceps bulged and strained the ribbed trim. He had on worn jeans, the material washed so many times the denim was like very soft velvet, the kind she wanted to stroke just to experience the pleasure of touch.

Her gaze skimmed down the length of his legs, and as if he knew what she was thinking, his sex grew hard, the jeans changed shape and his erection pushed at the zipper.

Desire swelled through her at the thought of that erection and what good use it could be put to. She hadn’t had sex in months. Dream sex didn’t count. Her body reacted to the visual evidence he wanted her and a rush of arousal dampened her panties.

As if he could scent the musk from her body, his muscles hardened even further. “Why not?”

Her body reacted to the soft menace with another rush of liquid and she went boneless. Since when did hardasses turn her on? “My thoughts exactly.”

He processed her words with another long, deliberate blink. The look of longing on his face evaporated. “We can’t.”

If he hadn’t spoken in a weary, disappointed tone, she would have challenged him, but as she looked him over again, she picked up the details she’d missed before. He had circles under his eyes, a beard shadowed his jaw, and his face held a fatigue obvious now that she wasn’t focused on sex. She grabbed his hand, her only thought to comfort him as she’d wanted to be comforted a moment ago. A jolt of pure sizzling attraction spread like lightening and singed them both. He let go faster than she could say, “Burning, smokin’ hot.”

“I’m going crazy.” She fisted her hand as if she considered punching him. “I can’t touch anyone.” She pressed back into the mound of pillows on the bed. This was not the best place for a conversation. Her mind kept going back to sex.

“I need to monitor your energy levels.” Rafe deliberately touched her wrist. Tension slammed into her along with the heavy rush of desire.

“Don’t touch me unless you mean it,” she snarled.

Unless he was willing to penetrate her. The images in her brain were like gasoline on a fire. The temperature inside the room rose as the scent of their pheromones mingled, tantalizing her.

“Look.” Her face flushed bright red, but then she straightened her shoulders and addressed him directly, “I haven’t had sex in months and the past few weeks of dream sex are killing me.”

And if she distracted him with sex then maybe she could forget how completely freaked out she was by this whole situation. No question her experience with Mrs. Hooper had been amazing. But....

“We need to complete your training.”

She held still. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

Rafe began as if they hadn’t just had a standoff. “Healing is a form of energy transfer.” He stroked a rough finger along the smooth cool satin trim, and wished he could access the simple pleasure of learning her skin as easily.

“Okay.”

“Energy flows at all scales, from the quantum level to the biosphere and Cosmos,” Rafe lectured. “So the trick is to push your energy into their bodies even as you take in the negative energy from their ailments.”

“So why did I pass out with the acupuncturist that first time?”

“Because you took in too much negative energy and your system couldn’t handle it.” Rafe explained. “If overloaded, the body shuts down in order to repair itself. Part of the reason Angels can’t cure every ill in the world is your body cannot handle the energy overload.”

She nodded. “Makes sense.”

“Normally, you must touch them in the heart nadis or the fourth chakra in order to facilitate the healing process.”

“Where?”

He brushed his fingers against the silk of her skin over her heavy protective breastbone. Her heart thudded against his fingertips. He jerked away as her nipples beaded under her cotton top. “The root of all healing comes from this center. The center of compassion.”

The compulsion to cup those beautiful globes, to pluck at the symbols of her desire was a near obsession. He yearned to learn every erogenous zone on her body and ply her with sensual touches until she melted.

She looked away from the lust he knew was on his face. “But....”

Rafe slowly curled his hand into a fist and pulled away from the temptation.

“That’s not where I touched Peter, or Brandt, or Mrs. Hooper.”

He froze as her words sank in. He hadn’t paid attention. From the start of their interactions, he’d been distracted, focused on his ascension to the Second Sphere, or on Angelina and sex, rather than on her transition.

A healer who could heal from other nadis or energy points was extremely rare. Un ange avec le pouvoir déviant. An angel with deviant powers. Except in this case, the deviant wasn’t bad. It was very, very good. And very, very rare. In fact, in all of his centuries as Archangel, Rafe had never dealt with one. He had assumed they were a mythical legend rather than real.

“Start with the alternative doctor. Show me where you touched him.” With all of the conflicting emotions that swirled in him, his words came out harsher than he intended.

With deliberation, Angelina held up her own arm and wrapped her fingers around her other wrist. Rafe was mesmerized. With her hand positioned just so, he could visualize her hand wrapped around a different part of his anatomy.

His blood burned a trail of desire through his veins and condensed in a painful rush to his cock. He forced himself to focus on the task at hand, to teach her how to use her healing gift, and not on his body’s betrayal.

This attraction was impossible and ridiculous.

“I need to get laid,” he muttered.

Angelina let go and her gaze dropped to his crotch. She slaughtered him with her laser gaze. “I thought it was against the rules.”

“Just not with humans.”

“So it’s just me?”

Rafe edged closer, so close that their bodies were a mere breath apart, and he whispered, “I would be with you, if I could.” This fierce, protective woman with her pride and her capacity to care for all humans, touched his protective instincts.

His one goal had been to remove himself from the human race, yet suddenly he was drawn to the very being he thought he despised.

“It’s just sex.” But her gaze shifted away from him.

Maybe that was all she could handle. He’d seen the pressure she was under to care for everyone. Perhaps that was all she thought she wanted, but it didn’t matter.

“It isn’t just sex,” Rafe denied. “It’s a shift in the energy of the Universe.”

“I think you place too much importance on one little act of fornication.” She snorted with disgust.

Part of the problem was he felt more alive in her presence than he had in a very long time. He needed to train her and get away from her. Because temptation was slowly eroding his resolve and if they had sex, it would destroy them both. “It is impossible.”

“Why?”

“Thousands of years ago the Grigori were ordinary citizens of the Angelic Realm but then they mated with humans.”

“Oh the horror, half-breeds?” she mocked. “Come on, Rafe. We’re a global, mixed race society now.”

Rafe understood her disbelief but history bore out that inhabitants of the Angelic Realm and humans should not mate. “The products of those matings were the Nephilim.”

“Fancy names. Who cares?”

“The Nephilim perpetrated horrific crimes on the human population and tried to destroy the Earth.”

She leaned toward him. “What kind of crimes?”

“Plagues, tsunamis, monsoons, locusts.”

“So where are the Nephilim now?”

“Wiped out.”

“How?”

“In the flood when Noah saved the animals.” Rafe had a faraway look on his face. “Gabriel warned Noah but that was it.”

“I thought that was just a story.”

“No. The great flood was conjured by Gabriel to destroy the Nephilim on earth.” 

Angelina impulsively grabbed his arm. The electricity of his energy arced into her. The sensations were unbearably erotic. With her hand on him, she could literally see the sexual energy he suppressed. She dropped his arm as if burned.

“But other people survived, isn’t it possible that some of the Nephilim survived as well?” 

“It is possible,” Rafe conceded. “But not probable.”

“If they did survive.” She pressed. “Would they still try to destroy the Earth and humans?”

He finally answered, “It’s believed they would try to wreak their havoc upon this realm again.”

“What about the Grigori? What happened to them?”

“They became Fallen. Bound and sent to the Banished Realm.”

“They aren’t part of your...?”

“Sphere. No.”

“You think the Grigori could escape and try to destroy humans again?”

The look on his face was contemplative. “I would be extremely unhappy if the Grigori were to succeed in taking over the Earth.”

“You sound surprised.”

“A few weeks ago I would not have answered the question the same way.” His silvery gray eyes shone with an unearthly light.

“So something changed your mind.”

“Someone.”

He meant her. She had changed his opinion about the survival of the Earth. A swell of pleasure rolled over her. But why had she changed his mind? Maybe he hadn’t been around humans very much. “How often do you have contact with humans?”

“As little as possible.”

“Why?”

“The times I am in the human realm, usually there is some great tragedy or disaster. Before I began your training, I spent several days in Afghanistan helping the healers with the after effects of an improvised explosive device.”

Angelina saw the pain as he remembered, and her heart ached for the unnecessary destruction.

His disgust returned. “Humans have the capacity to destroy the earth without the aide of the Nephilim.”

“So are you a Grigori?”

“What?”

“I had to ask.” Because of their situation. She couldn’t bring herself to say the words out loud. But the truth was he lusted after her. The energy was there, shimmering in the air around them.

His gaze held misery. He didn’t want to be attracted to her. At all. “No. I am not Grigori.”

That must be truth. If he were Grigori, sex with her would not be discouraged. It would probably be encouraged.

He really couldn’t have sex with her. And the pain of that blow whirled through her.

Just her luck.
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The vast chamber of the Angelic Powers Laboratory was silent except for the hum of power that emanated from the walls and the bank of computers along the far wall. Behind Rafe were lab tables with concrete counter tops set up with microscopes and Bunsen burners. The refrigerators were sectioned off according to the various kinds of pathogens that threatened human destruction. Animal borne viruses, H1N1, salmonella, aids, and cancer were on the left, and biological weapons, bio-terrorism, anthrax, Sarin gas, and other human-engineered pathogens were on the right.

The huge library of medical journals from the AMA and WHO vied for space with scientific texts on the history and development of biological weapons as well as ancient texts on Ayurveda and herbal remedies. Yards of bookshelves stretched across the frescoed walls and rose towards the three-story ceiling.

Before he’d been tasked with her transition, Rafe had spent most of his time here, searching for cures to naturally occurring diseases, and antidotes to the ever-increasing biological warfare threats. He bent over the microscope and stared at the mutated virus under magnification. The strain was definitely H7N1 but the protein enzyme chain was unusual.

What he really needed to do was to go to the village and examine the human population.

His eyelids drooped, rough and irritating against his eyeballs. The grating sensation should have been enough to keep him awake. Although he needed little sleep, he’d been awake for over sixty hours straight. The constant stimulus had finally begun to affect his awareness.

He’d left Angelina while she worked on visualizations to help her control the Vis viva. He had needed to leave her presence. He acknowledged her hurt and, though it was for the best, he hadn’t liked the feelings that came over him. He was a healer who couldn’t fix her sadness, and that didn’t sit well with him. She deserved better from him.

Something else bothered him. He’d overlooked the worry because he’d been so busy fighting his attraction to her.

He was so tired. His head bobbed again, and he fell into the abyss. Oblivion welcomed him with open arms as he tumbled into unconsciousness and the much-needed respite from his problems.

Peripherally he could feel the hard surface of the chair beneath his butt and the cool tabletop under his cheek. He knew he should lift his head and get back to work, but his eyes refused to open and his body began to drift on a sea of exhaustion.

The sweet scent of gardenia perfumed the air and heralded Angelina. Rafe’s mouth curled in welcome.

He’d hurt her. He’d seen the distress in her gaze as her shoulders curved in. But she didn’t hurt now. Air flowed like a brush along his skin, the musky scent of aroused woman reached his senses. Not just any aroused woman. Angelina. Her nearness triggered his desire and flooded him with feral attraction. Before he could even move, he sensed her behind him, could feel the gentle movement of air as her hand fluttered over the muscles in his back.

Rafe stood and turned slowly as if trudging through the humid wet heat of a southern afternoon. She trailed her fingertips light as a feather over his bare shoulder and along his collarbone. The touch should have been barely noticeable. Instead desire shimmied through him like a jolt of electricity.

“I’m sorry.” Here in the dream, he could apologize.

He drank in the sight of her nude body. Her lushly rounded hips. The gentle dip in her waist. The full globes of her breasts. Nipples the color of warmed peaches. He dreamed of lapping at the peaks. He could almost feel the nub in his mouth as he tongued the hard bud and sucked her sweet femininity. Worshiped her as he couldn’t when awake.

And she began to caress him. He memorized the rosy skin of her breasts, the flush of desire high on her cheekbones, and the languorous sensuality in her hazel eyes, as she explored his body. His cock pulsed with sensation as she plucked at his nipples with a lazy stroke.

Blood engorged his erection as he stood unmoving. She stepped closer. Heat poured off her body and warmed his soul. She slid her right hand toward his cock and paused at the curls that surrounded his swollen, eager sex. Finally she slid her hand home and curled around him. She stepped even closer, her nipples brushed his chest, and her tongue traced a wet trail up the side of his neck.

The veins in his arms stood out as he held himself rigid against her sensual exploration. She left no inch of his skin untouched as she lovingly laved him with her mouth and explored his body with her hands. Even as he knew this was a dream, he could not let go of his control.

But she tested him as she sank down the length of his body. Her breasts brushed against his stomach, and her palms trailed down his back until she rested on her knees. Her hands kneaded his butt as she licked her way closer to his rock hard erection. When her tongue flicked over the head of his sex, he groaned, low and deep in his throat. The sound ripped from him as if he could not contain the desire that roared through him.

Angelina hummed softly and pulled him closer. She sucked the just the tip of his erection into the warm cavern of her mouth and flattened her tongue over the sensitive head. She devoured him, practically inhaled him.

With all of his considerable control, he forced his hands and arms to hang at his sides. She sucked him further into her mouth and began to mimic the sex act. Her nipples rubbed against his thighs, and her arms wrapped around his hips to urge him further until he was loving her mouth with the roughness of an untried youth.

He watched his cock disappear between her lips. Her eyes were closed and her face held a look of sheer bliss as she sucked rhythmically. She moaned low and deep in her throat and he could feel the vibration in his balls.

His body responded to the slight sensation and he went off like a rocket, his orgasm radiated out in a starburst, and sent erotic pulses down to the soles of his feet and up through the top of his head.

Blood rushed to his genitals and his vision disintegrated as he swayed on his feet. Her throat constricted as she swallowed the come that jetted out of his body. The act was so dissatisfactory. Even in a dream, he wished for the completion of full penetration and the surcease to bury himself into her welcoming heat.

Languidly, Angelina slithered up his body. Her fingers skimmed the furrow of his spine. Her mouth plump and rosy from the love play, she nipped his chin with her teeth and licked at his mouth until he opened.

He wanted to inhale her. He took her mouth, swept his tongue as he searched for her distinct essence, and wondered at the vivid explicitness of his dream. He registered the salty taste of his semen at the same moment he acknowledged the solid weight of her breasts against his chest and the already re-burgeoning length of his erection against the soft skin of her stomach.

His dream wasn’t a dream. She was here. In the flesh. A solid corporeal form in his arms as she rubbed against him with an eagerness that would lead to other forbidden acts.

But how was this possible?

As if she felt his hesitation, she opened her eyes. He ripped his mouth from hers. Awareness flooded her and she stiffened as she too realized the import of this situation. Confusion filled her face as she looked down at their naked bodies then ran her tongue along her lips, licked once, then licked again. “Where am I?”

She shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be here. They shouldn’t be here.

“In the Third Sphere of the Angelic Realm.”

“Your Angelic Realm?” she asked. “How did I get here?”

Rather than deal with the more serious complications of their problems, he skirted her questions. “My realm. The Realm has three spheres composed of three Angel hierarchies. Each sphere exists on a different plane than the earth.”

“And I am really here?”

“Yes.”

She pulled away from him, crossed her arms over her naked body, and tried futilely to cover herself as she realized the import of their contact. “This isn’t a dream.”

“No.” Rafe stepped back, making no attempt to cover his semi-aroused body.

Her horrified expression said it all. She shouldn’t be here. “How did this happen?”

Then he realized that she hadn’t pulled him into her dreams this time. Rafe had summoned Angelina while asleep. Incomprehensible. Impossible.

And yet, here she was. What had he done? And how could he protect her if he couldn’t control his unconscious mind?

They stood there, the scent of sex heavy in the sterile air of the lab, and neither spoke. Angelina couldn’t leave until he translocated her back to the human realm.

“Yo, Rafe,” Uri strode into the laboratory, as he studied a document in his hand.

Angelina’s face shifted into horror as she grabbed for the jacket draped over the back of the giant chair.

He needed to get her out of here. Rafe lunged forward to block Uri’s view of Angelina’s nude body, but it was too late.

“I need you to--holy shit.” Uri stopped dead. “Why is she here?”
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Rafe mouthed to Angelina, Don’t say a word.

She nodded okay, her body curled in embarrassment and some other emotion he couldn’t quite place.

“Are you freaking kidding me?” Uri whispered.

“I can explain.” Sort of. Rafe wondered how. Even he wasn’t exactly sure how this happened.

Angelina clutched the lapels of Rafe’s leather jacket tightly together. Still silent.

“Give me a minute.” Rafe had to get Angelina home.

“Yeah.” Uri paced around the lab. “This is how you get rid of her?”

Angelina stiffened. But thankfully, she still didn’t speak.

“You bring her to the realm and, and, and....” Uri waved his hands wildly in the air.

“I just--”

“Don’t.” Uri covered his eyes with his hand. “Don’t tell me any more. I don’t hear, I don’t see, and I don’t know anything, so therefore I don’t have to turn you in.”

“Fine.” With a wave of his hand, Rafe dressed Angelina in her workout clothes from earlier, and then confessed, “I have a problem.”

Uri turned around to face Rafe, his face a mask of frustration. “You have more than one.” 

“Is there a way to control our subconscious?”

Uri raised his blond eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

“I didn’t bring her here consciously.”

“You have a serious problem.”

“I know. It’s getting worse.” Rafe hesitated. He should feel badly, but instead he was fiercely happy that she was here. With him. As if the fog cleared, he could finally see her greater purpose. Angelina wasn’t just a healer. She was un ange avec le pouvoir déviant. “She needs to go with me to Poland.”

“What?” Angelina finally spoke.

“That’s not a good idea.” Uri shook his head.

“No shit. But I need her help.” Rafe gestured to the microscope. “Between the two of us we should be able to see if this virus is infecting the human population.”

“Virus?” Her voice rose.

“We can go snoop around the village near the farm. See if we can find any more occurrences of the virus. Maybe get some answers.”

Angelina protested, “I can’t go to Poland.”

“You seriously want to dangle that temptation in front of yourself?” Uri asked.

Angelina looked back and forth between the two of them. Probably deciding who to slap first. Angelina’s natural exuberance had reasserted itself.

“She should leave,” Uri said at the exact same time Angelina said, “She’s standing right here.”

“I think we...need her,” Rafe said.

“That is suicide.” Uri stepped closer to Rafe as if trying to impress on him his worry. His expression chilled Rafe. “You’ll be banished.”

He held very still. “Are you threatening me?”

“No, you idiot.” Uri was vehement. “But if she hangs around, someone else will figure out what I don’t know and didn’t see. You feel me?”

“Why are you here?” Rafe asked suddenly. Uri never came into the lab.

Uri strode over to the refrigerator unit with the virus samples. “I have a question about the dead chickens.”

“There were dead people, too,” Angelina said. She straightened her shoulders and pressed her mouth together. “There weren’t just dead chickens.”

“You’re right,” Uri said thoughtfully.

Uri’s sudden interest in Angelina made Rafe uncomfortable. Among the laboratory instruments and specimens, she should have looked delicate, out of place and fragile. Instead, her shoulders went back and her chin came out as if she owned the whole damn place.

Rafe said, “True. Which means there might be more sick.”

Uri remained silent.

“I cannot heal humans.” Rafe wanted to make the point even though Uri already knew it.

Uri studied Angelina as if he’d never seen her before, his expression speculative. “So she might be able to heal this?”

“Heal what?” Angelina crossed her arms over her stomach and hunched her shoulders slightly.

Uri gestured to the microscope and pad. “That disease.”

Angelina stared at the notes on the pad next to the microscope. “Bird flu?”

“Wait, seriously. You can read that?” Uri’s demeanor took on an assessing quality. “That’s great. But how?”

“I helped my husband study for his Boards,” Angelina replied absently. “Is that why someone burned the farm?”

“Maybe.” Rafe hesitated.

 “What about the threat to Angels?” Uri asked softly as he glanced between Rafe and Angelina.

“I will protect her.” Rafe inhaled, his body readied for a fight. They’d have to go through him to get to Angelina and failure wasn’t an option. “I need her.”

He flushed at the double meaning but hoped Uri hadn’t caught that slip.

No luck.

Uri gave him the evil eye. “I can go, too.”

Rafe nodded. “That’s probably a good idea.” Someone needed to save him.

Of course, going to Poland to look at a decimated chicken ranch, to search for the elusive virus that may or may not be infecting humans, should be distraction enough to forget his attraction to Angelina.

He hoped.

 

***

 

“What the hell am I doing?” Planning on going to another continent with Rafe. Leaving her children, her sister, her responsibilities back in this house that no longer seemed to fit her.

“Is everything okay honey?” Janine called from the hallway.

“Fine, thanks.” Her sister had jumped all over the idea of taking the kids for a few days. And the kids had defected to Auntie’s camp without a fight.

“Have I been that difficult lately?” she wondered, since they had jumped on the idea to leave her.

“You look...incredible,” Janine said with awe, after stopping in the doorway of Angelina’s bedroom.

Angelina looked down at the simple blue jeans and white cotton shirt. An outfit that would normally garner a lecture on always looking your best when leaving the house. “Thanks, Sis.”

Odd.

“We’re just finishing up the last bit of packing then we’ll be out of your hair.” Janine traipsed out to supervise Lina and Brandt.

Angelina looked in the mirror. She was practically glowing. Her skin gleamed clear and translucent. Her streaked hair was glossy and silky looking. An attractive flush pinked her cheeks and her eyes were bright. But she hadn’t put on any makeup. None.

What was going on?

Could there be some sort of residual effect of the healing gifts that she instinctively healed herself without knowing it?

“We’re off,” Janine called from downstairs.

“Bye Mom,” Lina and Brandt singsonged from the steps.

“Wait!” She ran down the stairs. She wrapped her arms around Brandt hugging him to her, her face smashed against his thin teenage chest. Lina circled her arms around both of them. Lifting her right arm, she snuck underneath so they were entwined together.

“Group hug.” They both giggled.

Love balled and exploded in her chest like a hot comet bursting through space.

“C’mere, Auntie.” Lina beckoned.

And shock of all shocks, her sister joined their little group.

“I love you so much,” Angelina said fiercely.

“Jeez, Mom. We’re only going to be gone for the weekend,” Brandt teased. “It’s not like we’re leaving forever.”

The lump congealed in her throat. “Take care of my babies.” Angelina’s voice trembled.

“Don’t worry about a thing.” Her sister’s palm was soft and gentle on her hair. “We’ll be fine.”

“Yeah. Auntie and I are going shopping,” Lina boasted.

Brandt put in. “And we’re going to Nike Town.”

“And we’re having tea at the St. Francis,” Janine said triumphantly. To which both kids groaned. “Now come on it’s good for you to learn these things.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they chorused and clambered out the door. 

The house was silent and morose without them. What had she done? What had she agreed to? Was she crazy? She couldn’t go to Poland on a whim. She couldn’t leave her children. She wanted to run after them except her feet were stuck to the floor, held in place by a sudden inability to move.

She needed to be staying away from Rafe, not going away with him. This was her life. Her children were her priority. What was she thinking to even consider going to Poland with Rafe and Uri? What if something happened?
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Rafe surveyed the destruction.

Even the soil was scorched. Little piles still steamed, lazy trails of gray smoke slithered up to the sky like a snake from a charmer’s basket. The stench of charred carcasses, wood, grass, and some indefinable odor clogged air still thick with smoke and ash.

Someone had not wanted anything to survive. But why?

“Do you smell that?” Rafe scented out the unusual odor.

“Death,” Uri said starkly.

Angelina gagged and bent over. She pulled a scarf from a giant hobo bag and held the vibrant pink fabric to her nose and mouth.

“Are you okay?” Rafe hesitantly pulled her hair back from her face.

“I’ll be fine.”

Rafe searched for energy patterns. All the buildings had been destroyed. The burn area covered miles, with the farm dead center of the destruction. Past the burnt area, rolling hills, green and lush from spring rain, spread for miles. The farm was isolated and remote.

“Do you sense any evidence of the virus here?” Uri banged his palm against his thigh.

“How could we see anything?” Angelina remarked.

“You need to use your other senses.” Rafe walked closer to the remains of large-scale chicken operation. Scattered through the yard, tangles of melted chicken wire lay in twisted metal sculptures. Angelina and Uri followed behind him.

He paused when they reached the place where Lev and Stas had perished. “Rest in peace, old friends.”

Uri knelt down and scraped the scorched dirt with a stick. He sniffed. “Smell it?”

Rafe finally identified the smell. “Ethanol.” The chemical residue from ethanol floated in the air.

Angelina frowned. “I thought ethanol didn’t have an odor.”

“For humans.”

“Your senses should be slightly more enhanced now,” Rafe said. “See if you can smell it.”

Angelina tentatively removed the scarf from her nose and mouth and tried to inhale but the stench was too much and she jammed the cloth back over her face. Gah, it stunk.

“While the gas burned you wouldn’t even see the flames until it hit the wood and animals,” Uri said absently as he studied the soil. “This confirms our original conclusion. This fire was deliberate. But we only have assumptions as to why.”

“And no idea who?” Angelina said with a heavy heart, “What senseless destruction.”

“Not all fire is destructive,” Uri countered.

“What does that mean?” Because this seemed pretty damn destructive to her.

“I am the Archangel of the resurrection flame. I bring renewal, rebirth and rejuvenation.”

Suspicion took root her thoughts. Uri could have set this fire. Although, why? “So this is the kind of fire you approve of?”

“Yes,” Uri spoke softly. “This is a perfect example of a fire that could be my handiwork. After all, fire is both destroyer and creator.”

“Yeah. But we know you didn’t set this. And we have to figure out who did.” Rafe dismissed the unspoken accusation.

“Your girlfriend here isn’t sure,” Uri sneered.

Angelina confronted him. “You said yourself that this looks like your handiwork.”

“Children.” Rafe stepped between the two of them. By the Cosmos, this did not make him happy. “Don’t fight. She’s got a point.”

“Great, thanks.” Uri puffed up his chest, as fists clenched and muscles readied for an attack. “You prick.”

Angelina stepped in front of Rafe as if to protect him. Which was silly. These two Archangels could probably crush her with little more than a thought. Uri could incinerate her where she stood, but she couldn’t let them degenerate into squabbling.

“Shut up and listen.” Rafe gestured to the destruction. “Look around you. If you weren’t you, who would you think set this fire?”

Uri turned in a circle to check all the ignition points. “No burn pattern–that’s a significant factor from an Angel burn, rather than an accelerant-based pattern. She is right, dammit.”

“Someone purposely set this so that we would suspect you.” Rafe snapped his fingers. “Zach. That’s why he was so pissed. He thought you set the damn fire.”

“Why didn’t he talk to me?”

“Uh, maybe it’s your ultra approachable personality,” Angelina said sweetly.

Rafe let out a bark of laughter. And then, he stopped and held still.

Uri looked as if Rafe had birthed a chicken. “I haven’t heard you laugh in....”

Forever. They left the word unspoken.

“Yeah,” Rafe said quietly. “Let’s focus on the site again. Someone tried to set you up. We need to reverse engineer the crime so we can figure out how they torched the place. And then we need to figure out why they wanted to implicate you.”

Angelina tiptoed gingerly over to the far side of the decimated coop. “So the chickens had bird flu?” So it made sense that they burned the chickens.

“Yes. But why torch the entire farm and a dozen people?” Rafe kicked at a pile of embers. “Exactly why I’m sick of mankind.”

Angelina persisted. “Except that whoever did this wasn’t just human.” Because they had known to implicate Uri in a way that most humans wouldn’t even recognize. She hadn’t understood the significance of the burned area.

“She’s right,” Uri agreed. “Plus a regular human wouldn’t know about the Angel’s mark.”

“What about it?” Angelina rubbed at the mark that signified she was an Angel.

Uri and Rafe shared a look.

“Tell me,” she demanded. A sliver of fear pricked her. “What does the Angel mark have to do with this fire?”

“The night we were here. You saw the two Angels?” Rafe traced her Angel’s mark with a light finger. “Someone stabbed them in their mark.”

He was leaving something out. Something big. “And?”

“It killed them,” Uri said shortly.

Rafe exuded anger as he snarled at Uri, “That’s enough.”

“She needed to be told.”

Angelina shivered. “So, they killed the chicken, the humans and your Angels.” Nausea roiled in her stomach. She had agreed to be a simple healer like her Grammy. No one had mentioned bird flu and fire and death through Angel marks.

“This feels like more than a simple fire,” she whispered as fear slithered through her. As if a catastrophe of epic proportions was bearing down on her like a tidal wave. “I have children to raise.”

Rafe rubbed her back. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

As she thought of her children, she thought of the evil offspring wiped out by the flood. Or so everyone thought. “What if the Nephilim are back?”

Uri was incredulous. “You told her about the Nephilim?”

“It was supposed to be a deterrent.”

“Yeah, that’s working real well for you.” Uri shook his head.

“Let’s just focus on the problem at hand,” Angelina said calmly. “What do you think?”

“There haven’t been Nephilim for thousands of years,” Rafe refuted.

“They could have been dormant,” Uri said thoughtfully. “Waiting for the right time to make their move.”

Angelina talked through the scarf. “But how would they know about Uri? And why make this look like he set the fire?”

“To distract the Archangel Council,” Rafe speculated. “If we were concentrating on a tribunal to judge you we wouldn’t spend time worrying about why you set the chickens on fire.”

“It couldn’t just be about implicating me,” Uri said. “Could it?”

“This would be considered a deliberate and aggressive act against the human race.” Rafe said softly, “Punishable by banishment.”

“Looks like we could be going together,” Uri quipped.

The sick pit in Angelina’s stomach revolted again. She couldn’t be responsible for Rafe’s downfall. She refused.

“Something else bothers me,” Rafe said.

“What’s that?”

“How did we learn about the fire?”

“I got the news late.”

“From Lev?”

“No.” Uri frowned. “Not Lev. And by the time I arrived, the fire was already too far gone. It was hopeless. Containment was the only response.”

“Who told you about the fire?”

“Zach.”

“Who is Zach?” Uri sure didn’t sound pleased about him whoever he was.

“He’s the Archangel of Forgiveness whose weapon is water. The exact opposite of Uri and the one most likely to go after Uri because of their acrimonious relationship.”

Uri sifted through a pile of ash, oblivious to the heat. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

“You think he set the fire?” Angelina asked.

“I’ll bind him,” Uri said furiously.

“Calm down. It doesn’t make any sense,” Rafe argued.

“Not only does he hate my guts but he was supposed to help put out the fire and he disappeared,” Uri growled.

“But what if they purposely used the two of you to play off one another?” Angelina theorized. “My kids try that all the time.”

“Is there any reason Zach would have killed the Angels?” Rafe wondered aloud.

“Zach doesn’t have a reason to kill them. He has enough guilt over the deaths in the Caribbean,” Uri said softly. “I can’t believe I just defended him. As much as part of me would like to think so, I don’t see it.”

And finally reason took over. “Let’s focus on the virus for now,” Rafe said.

“Should we check out the town, you know, investigate?” Angelina asked slowly. The puzzle of the fire and the virus had sparked her imagination. The feud between Uri and Zach only escalated the growing questions about this fire. Nothing about it was simple. And maybe she could help.

“There have been some reports of illness,” Uri said thoughtfully. “Maybe we can find out about that and hear if any strangers have been hanging around.”

“I had planned to observe the townspeople to see if any had the virus.” They needed all the evidence they could get to support their idea. Rafe surveyed the barren earth.

“We may be able to gather intelligence about the origination of the fire as well.”

That would only leave the mystery of who killed the two Angels. Angelina rubbed her mark again. As if he knew what she was thinking, Rafe said fiercely, “Stas served the Earth and people faithfully for years. Caring for the human population. He did not deserved his death.”

“Maybe whoever hurt them is still here,” Angelina said.

“We will find them and make them pay.” The expression on Rafe’s face made Angelina realize that he was more than just a healer. He was a warrior. And crossing him was a very, very bad idea.
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She didn’t want to ask where Uri procured the transportation.

The old truck rumbled into the parking lot. The bass from the music inside the bar rattled the windows. Crammed between the two Archangels, she watched the windshield shimmy, and could only pray that the glass was solid.

As if she didn’t have bigger problems.

The heat from both of their bodies surrounded her. She would have thought that the testosterone combo would be distracting, except that her hormones had zeroed in on Rafe and no one else would sway them. With every shift in his shoulder or hip, pleasure zipped through her.

“What is this place?”

“Local dive,” Uri answered. “Farmers hang out here.”

“Won’t we stick out?”

As he shifted the gear stick into park, the muscles in his forearm rippled. She should be drooling. The guy was seriously gorgeous and built. Where Rafe had that lean, lanky look, Uri was ripped.

Nothin’. 

As if all her hormones were sucked out and Uri was completely asexual. She guessed the good news was her pheromones only intended to completely screw up one Archangel’s life.

Hooray for her.

There was a swift brush of air and suddenly their clothes were far more appropriate for a rural bar. Both the guys wore overalls and faded shirts with the sleeves ripped off to reveal bare arms.

She still had on her blue jeans, but her top was sleeveless, faded denim buttoned up the front, the shirt a little tight, so her breasts plumped together and created significant cleavage. A red bandana covered her streaked hair. Clunky old work boots protected her feet.

“How do you do that?”

“Has to do with laws of matter.”

“What law?”

“In closed systems, matter is not created or destroyed. It just changes forms.”

“I thought that was like liquid to steam or solid to liquid.”

“In your limited brains yes,” Uri said offhandedly. “We just manipulate the molecules to the images in our brains.”

“Huh. Cool.” She hunched her shoulders stiffly. “Could you manipulate just a little looser? I’m bigger than you thought.”

“Nope. I know exactly how big you are.” Uri grinned, his teeth white as dusk deepened. “That was on purpose.”

Rafe shifted closer to Angelina and shot Uri a dirty look.

“Relax, Romeo.” Uri slung an arm around her shoulders and maneuvered her toward the entrance. “She’s our distraction, so I can listen to the gossip and you can scan for the virus.”

“If she’s ours, why is your arm around her?”

“Because if you have your arm around her no one else will come near her,” Uri chided. “They’d be able to sense your possessiveness from across the room.”

Rafe scowled.

“You’d better cut it out.” Uri’s warning hung in the air between the two men.

They stood outside the halo of the single light. Uri held her so tightly against his side she couldn’t move even if she’d wanted to. His embrace felt strange, off. He wasn’t Rafe. Tension crawled over her skin and settled in the base of her neck.

She held immobile.

“Let’s go.” Rafe put his hand on Uri’s shoulder. “But, she’s with me.”

“Rafe....” Uri shrugged off Rafe’s hand.

“I don’t care,” Rafe said through clenched teeth.

“Okay, okay. But tone down the ‘if you touch my woman I’ll have to kill you’ vibe.” Uri released her shoulder and suddenly she felt much better.

Rafe picked up her hand and threaded his fingers with hers. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

Angelina melted at Rafe’s touch. The tension in her neck dissolved into a puddle. Everything felt right.

Uri shook his head and headed for the door. Jon Bon Jovi belted out, ‘We’ve Got It Goin’ On’, the music boomed through the open windows along with the clink of glassware and the roar of conversation. Cigarette smoke haloed the roof of the single story building. The rancid odor of fry grease and spilled beer belched out in a gust as Uri opened the door.

“Uri,” the entire bar called out as he entered.

“Kopsnij piątkę.” Uri strode in arms spread wide as if he was welcoming the entire population into his own home.

Angelina blinked.

Rafe shrugged. “Uri has that effect on people.”

Huh. “Not on me.”

“Yeah, I noticed.” He nuzzled his face into the fall of her hair, but she felt his smile. His body was suddenly warmer and, as if a switch had been thrown, her body responded to his heat.

“Put on some more American music for our good friend,” the bartender yelled across the noisy bar.

“Everyone, this is my cousin Rafe and his friend, Angelina.” Uri pointed them out, and the patrons called out greetings to them in a mix of Polish and English.

Someone shoved a table toward them and four chairs appeared. At the bar, Uri squeezed in beside a barrel-chested man with a green John Deere cap perched over a grizzled face and a buxom blond in tight, ripped Levi’s and a t-shirt two sizes too small. The smile she gave Uri indicated she’d be willing to let him plow her fields.

Several people, men and women, waved hello but left her and Rafe to their table.

A brawny arm slammed down three drafts in ornate glass mugs. “Welcome.” A bear of a man straddled a chair that looked ready to break under his generous bulk. He scooted up to the table. He was probably in his mid-twenties, with shoulder length blond hair, freckles, bulging muscles of a well-worked body, and an attitude that said he probably flirted with anyone who didn’t have a penis.

That could be very good for the ego.

“Hi.” Angelina smiled at him. His gruff demeanor and the mischievous grin reminded her of Brandt.

“Ah, good I will practice my English on you.”

Rafe shifted in his seat. Surreptitiously she laid a hand on his upper thigh to restrain him. 

“Practice away.” She smiled a little wider. “What’s your name?”

“Kasimierz.” He executed a mock bow. “But call me Kaz.”

She grabbed a mug before she could offer his hand for a shake, and lifted the glass as if to toast him. “Nice to meet you.”

“It is pleasure to meet you also.” He smiled at her, his sharp gaze rested on her wrist, then flit away. But his demeanor struck her as off. His smile seemed strained as if it were a chore to keep his lips curved.

Out of the corner of her eye, she kept some attention on Uri. 

The rumblings in the bar had started soon after they entered. Everyone was talking about the illness plaguing several families. The jovial response to Uri’s entrance had settled back down into somber conversations between the locals.

Angelina hoped Rafe was listening. She splintered her attention between Uri at the bar, Rafe beside her, and this guy Kaz. But Kaz was her immediate focus. That made it difficult to listen to the other conversations.

“So what kind of farming do you do, Kaz?”

“Soybeans, mostly.” Kaz gulped down a giant swallow of beer. “The crop of the future. I raise chickens, too.”

“Oh, we drove by a farm with a giant burnt patch, I hope that wasn’t yours,” she flirted lightly.

Rafe shifted next to her, and then lifted his mug to his mouth and swallowed long and hard, the strong column of his throat momentarily stealing her attention. Rafe set down his mug on the edge of the table and smiled tightly at her.

“No, no.” Kaz drew her attention back to him. “That was sad, very sad.”

“What happened?”

There was a slight hesitation as he looked away and coughed. 

“The owner, he went, how do you say, cuckoo?” Kaz twirled a finger around by his ear. “And pfft, he burned the whole thing.”

“That’s terrible.”

“Yes.” His gazed sidled away and then he focused his solemn brown eyes back on her. “But let us not talk of sad things. What brings you to our little village?”

“Uri offered to show us the local sights while we’re visiting the country.”

“And what do you think?”

“It’s beautiful,” she told him honestly. “I am very happy that we were able to see this area.”

“Will you be here long?”

“No,” she made a little pouty moue, “unfortunately we are leaving.”

Although nothing moved on his face, she sensed a sudden tiredness within him. As if he’d used up all his energy to be charming. “Ah, this is too bad. I would show you around our little town.” His smile was just on the edge of exhausted.

“Maybe next time.”

He put one scraped and nicked hand to his chest. There were red, recent cuts. “Ah, I hold hope in my heart.”

Rafe scowled at Kaz.

“Your Rafe, he is not happy with me.”

“Don’t be silly, he and I have no future together,” she said the words to remind herself as much as Rafe. And with that proclamation, her mood turned glum. She dropped the mug on the scarred wooden table.

“Well, you will forgive me, I must depart.” Kaz shoved back his chair, and exhaustion fairly oozed from him. He wasn’t just tired. He was sick. “Cześé. Good bye.”

Rafe wasn’t paying attention to either of them. Suddenly Angelina didn’t want to let Kaz leave without a touch to find out what was wrong with him. The compulsion was too strong to ignore. And Rafe was right by her side. She nudged Rafe under the table with her foot and hoped he got the message. She wished they had thought ahead and come up with a signal.

“It was a pleasure.” Before he could stand, Angelina grabbed his hand and began to shake it.

She free-fell into the healing and leaned against Rafe. Vaguely she felt his heat at her back. Thick coagulated blood slugged through her. Cholesterol choked her veins even further. And something else, a virus, mutated and changed his chemistry as she sat there. Poison chugged through Kaz’s veins. Luckily, Rafe mitigated the absolute devastation of the illnesses clamoring for her healing touch.

Her power was working on three levels. She had to limit the flow of her energy so she didn’t take too much of his negative into her body so she blocked the urge to clean the cholesterol from his blood. Sickly blobs clogged his bloodstream, but she ignored them. She couldn’t heal everything.

She poured energy into his body to stop the virus from mutating further. By visualizing the reproducing cells moving backwards, she returned his chemistry to a healthy state. Then she imagined his blood thinning, flowing more freely through his veins.

Finally, Angelina concentrated on severing their connection. She’d stopped the mutation. It was too risky to pull that poison into her bloodstream, but the effort to avoid it was debilitating. She pushed back the energy as hard as she could, and finally broke free. Her hand dropped weakly to the table.

Rafe was behind her, his arms around her middle. His body absorbed the sickly energy and pumped fresh energy back into her. With each rotation, her body calmed and strengthened. “Honey, you know you shouldn’t drink beer. Knocks you right on your butt.”

With effort she raised her eyelids to smile weakly at Kaz. “Goes straight to my head.” She fluttered her hand rather than use the energy to speak. Kaz’s focus zeroed in on her Angel’s mark.

“I--I--” he stuttered to a halt and stretched out his arm to reveal a strange tattoo, like a stylized N on the inside of his elbow. “My thanks.”





TWENTY-EIGHT

“That went well.” Rafe wanted to punch someone. Preferably Kaz. Angelina could barely walk.

Uri shrugged as he opened the door to the truck. “I had a hunch about Kaz when I saw him.”

“You could have freaking shared it with us.”

“Yeah, but if you’d known, you’d have reacted differently when he approached you.” Uri hopped into the ancient truck and slammed his door shut. “Instead you just had the pissed off boyfriend thing working.”

“Even before I touched him, I knew he was off,” Angelina said weakly. Rafe had wedged her in the cab of the truck, her entire body pressed up against his.

“How?” Rafe had thought so too, but he wondered what Angelina had picked up.

“Everyone else just waved and said hello.” Her body trembled with the excess of energy. “He sat down to find out why we were there and how long we were staying.”

“If there is a pretty woman anywhere around, Kaz follows.”

“It didn’t have anything to do with me.”

“You don’t give yourself enough credit.” Rafe ogled her amply displayed cleavage, then shifted closer.

Angelina shivered. Rafe circled his arm around her and tried to warm her up. She moved so that her head rested against his shoulder, her nose buried in his neck. He’d be content if she stayed just like that for the rest of eternity.

Whoa. Where had that thought come from?

“So what happened?” Uri demanded, breaking up Rafe’s bizarre little fantasy where he and Angelina stayed entwined forever.

“His blood was swimming with a virus. He also had the same cholesterol problem as my acupuncturist.”

“What?” Rafe knew he should move. They shouldn’t get comfortable in this position. They’d have to sleep soon. Unless he took a stay-awake aid so that he didn’t summon her in his dreams. Shit. That was a pretty damn big problem.

“Is it coincidence that Kaz and Peter had the same goopy cholesterol chugging through their blood?”

“Explain.” Uri gripped the steering wheel.

“The first time I healed someone it was my local TCM and acupuncturist. He had a boatload of cholesterol in his blood.”

“Just so we’re clear, chronic conditions like that are the most difficult, and she cleaned his by touching his wrist. She doesn’t even need contact with the heart nadis.”

“This is unusual?”

“It’s an anomaly.” Rafe hesitated.

“I don’t have much control. I was pretty sure I couldn’t stop the virus and clean Kaz’s blood. The last time I cleared up the cholesterol I passed out. Thanks to Rafe I was able to work on the virus and ignore the cholesterol.” Her hand trembled as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “He knew I was a healer.”

“You really think so?”

“Or he suspected.” Angelina said, “I saw him stare at the mark on my wrist before I healed him. I healed him!”

He could hear her excitement and visibly see the animation on her face. He had the insane urge to lean over and press his mouth to hers. When was the last time he’d seen such enthusiasm for healing?

“You did,” Rafe responded, doing none of the physical acts that flit through his mind. 

“Did you see that tattoo he had?”

“What tattoo?” Uri asked.

“No, I was looking at you.” Rafe said, “What did it look like?”

“You know tattoos, they’re all different. This looked a little like an N written in cursive.”

Rafe and Uri exchanged a glance. The symbol. “Jed was right.” Rafe felt a moment of guilt. Jed had known and they’d brushed off his prediction because he could only see part of the puzzle. Just like Rafe and Uri struggled to make sense of the events in this town.

“You guys know what it means?”

“No. But we’re going to find out,” Uri said grimly.

Angelina said, “You think it’s significant.”

“We need to talk to Kaz.” Rafe said, “But we’ve got bigger problems right now.”

Angelina asked softly, “You heard the talk in the bar, too?”

“Yeah. Half the village is sick.”

“When you drew away the energy from my body did you see the virus in his blood?” 

Concern swelled through him. He’d seen the virus, worried that she was attempting too much, and then did everything he could to make sure she was okay. No one needed to know that for one second, he’d panicked. “Yes.”

“So?” Uri asked urgently.

Taking a level breath and focusing on what had happened, instead of Angelina, he replayed the draw down of energy from her body. The virus was the same as the chicken.

“It’s the same.”

They had torched an entire farm to get rid of the virus. People had potentially been infected too. But the strain shouldn’t kill humans. The protein strain wasn’t right.

“What do we do now?” Angelina asked.

Rafe and Uri looked at each other, then glanced away.

“It’s risky,” Rafe finally said.

Angelina asked, “What?”

“World Health Organization,” Uri said slowly.

“What about them?” She frowned.

Uri spread his arms wide. “Meet the new super-secret branch.”

“We need to clear it through the council first. We also need to tell them about that tattoo.”

“Yeah. I would have liked to gather more evidence but we have a problem.”

“What?” Angelina asked.

Rafe said grimly, “We’re out of time.”

“We’re being summoned.” Uri held out his palm in a classic stop gesture. “And she needs to come too, although you will have to get rid of the protective boyfriend shit.”

“You’re sure.” Rafe didn’t want her anywhere near the Council.

“She’s the only one who understands this virus besides you.” Uri said urgently, “And she healed it.”

Rafe stared at Angelina. He needed to get away from her, not spend more time with her. On the other hand, that virus was centered where two Angels had been harmed. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

“We need to go now.” Rafe still wasn’t totally on board with the plan but at this point, he didn’t have a choice.

Uri looked away from the two of them. “You haven’t uh, ahem.” He cleared his throat. “Done the deed have you?”

“No!” they both practically shouted.

“Good. ‘Cause Sam the Lover would know,” Uri said drily.

Great. One more thing to worry about.





TWENTY-NINE

Angelina stood outside massive mahogany doors carved with cherubs and banners and weapons, spears, swords, fire, a bow and arrow, divining rod, waterfall, and--a whip? Her life had certainly spiraled in a new and crazy direction. Sometimes she wondered if she’d actually had a nervous breakdown and was in a padded cell somewhere. The only reason she didn’t run with that was because of her children.

Muted masculine laughter rang out from behind the oiled and polished doors. Angelina straightened her shoulders as the doors swung open without the touch of a hand. No one opened the door?

Oh yeah, she should remember, immortal beings with matter-shifting powers.

Opening a door was nothing.

Angelina took a deep breath and inhaled Rafe’s comforting scent. She relaxed before walking into the large room.

A giant conference table dominated the room. Eight throne-like chairs, each with a different colored back, were turned toward the head of the table. There a massive man sat in the blue-backed chair. She’d thought Uri was big but this Archangel at the head of the table was huge. Even his blue chair loomed just a little larger than all the rest.

The giant chair barely contained his shoulders. He had a shocking mane of silvery white hair and eyes a blue so pale that they were almost clear. He stood slowly and she nearly gasped. He must be at least six-foot-seven.

Her gaze skimmed around the room, and tripped over Rafe. Determined not to betray her feelings for him, she didn’t want to get him in trouble, she drew in a deep breath and studied the other Archangels.

The Archangel Council didn’t intimidate her. Much.

Rafe had requested she wear this white robe. But it was just a little long for her, so she had to walk carefully into the room and make extra sure not to trip.

“I am Michael, Guardian and leader of the Archangels.” The giant man put his fist between his eyebrows and bowed. “Welcome.”

As one, the rest of the men stood. Then, fist to their forehead, they bowed and murmured, “Welcome.”

With a flick of Michael’s hand, the black chair slid out from the table. “Have a seat.”

Angelina sank into the chair, as seven very intense, very masculine men focused on her.

All men. Before she could get irate about it, a tall, ethereal woman with a waterfall of stunning blond hair materialized behind Michael’s chair. Every male in the room straightened in his chair but no one said a word. Her white robe accented her features, and the large bell sleeves hid her hands, crossed at her waist.

“Hello, guardians.” Melodious and smoother than clear, crisp water, the sound filled the room effortlessly.

“Nora,” Uri murmured.

Who was this woman? Angelina dared a glance at Rafe for a clue. The skin around Rafe’s eyes tightened. It was his only gesture, but the small movement indicated his displeasure. Why? Was Nora dangerous? She so serene and beautiful that it was hard to imagine she posed a threat, but Rafe’s signal was clear. Angelina stiffened her spine, and prepared for the worst. Whatever that might be.

The man who sat in the purple chair shoved back with an angry push. “I’d like to initiate the challenge.”

“Patience, Zachariel.”

So that was Zach. The guy was handsome, if a girl liked that bad boy image with a three-day beard and hair unkempt as if he’d just rolled out of bed and off a woman.

“We all know Uri is guilty.” Zach fisted his hands at his side. 

Uri pushed back his chair. “Screw you, pal.”

Angelina’s gaze widened. They believed the evidence.

“Guardians.” Nora’s tone did not waver, calmer than the still water of a placid lake as she curled her fingers over the back of Michael’s chair.

The two Archangels glared at each other. Neither sat down, as if the force of their personalities could leap across the table and tear each other into tiny little Archangel pieces. 

“What’s going on?” Rafe finally asked.

“Uriel is accused of harming the humans.”

But this was exactly what they had discussed on the farm. They were falling into the trap set for them. Angelina opened her mouth to speak, but some instinct made her glance at Rafe. He gave a small shake of his head.

“What say you, Uriel?”

“What specifically am I charged with?” Uri’s voice was deceptively soft.

“The destruction of a farm on Earth and the willful extermination of two Angels.”

“I would not and I could not perpetrate harm against humans. My divine task is to promote brotherhood.”

Angelina didn’t understand why Uri wasn’t explaining what they had already figured out. Instead he seemed really pissed at the woman.

Zach snorted.

“Ah yes, Uriel, however, you recently orated that Archangels must make war for the binding of the fallen angels.” Nora’s tone had not changed one iota but something gave her away. Angelina could sense she was in agony by the way her shoulders tightened, almost as though she would hunch in on herself. Instead, she subtly pushed back her shoulders to stand even taller.

Uri jerked back as if she had burned him. Contempt branded his gaze. “As a matter of fact, I did. I referred to historical context and the calling of the flood.”

“Witnesses place you at the farm at the time of the fire.”

“Yeah, the witness, was also there.” Uri snarled. “Did he mention that?”

“Two Angels were killed,” she said slowly.

“Madame Throne, if I may,” Rafe interrupted, “I fought off an attack against my Angel transitionee. The attacker was not Uri.”

The room erupted in chaos.

Angelina hoped no one else noticed the slight emphasis on my. All the while, Nora’s serene expression didn’t waver.

“This is bull.” Zach threw up his arms. “They’re friends. Of course he’s going to claim evidence that exonerates his buddy.”

Nora aimed a chastising look at him and Zach dropped into the purple chair.

Rafe gestured to Angelina who tried very hard to become invisible. She did not want to be drawn into this fight. Nora gazed at Angelina. She felt as if the woman could see clear through to her soul.

What would she see?

Angelina stood as a measure of respect and, placing her fist between her eyebrows, she bowed slowly.

“And who are you, child?”

Rafe stepped in to explain before Angelina could open her mouth. “This is--”

Nora stopped Rafe with sharp shake of her head. “Let her speak. I would know who she is in her own words.”

“Angelina Guerisse. I’m a...healer. Newly transitioned.” Angelina hesitated.

“There is more to this situation,” Rafe said calmly. “In addition to the fire and the dead Angels, the village is sick with a strain of virus I’ve never seen before.”

Nora inclined her chin regally. “Do you know what it is?”

“Well, we haven’t figured that out yet,” Angelina answered slowly.

“Of course they haven’t. It doesn’t exist,” Zach snarled.

Nora aimed a stern look at Zach who subsided back into his chair. A cold swept through the room and blew across the faces of the Archangels.

“What say you, Rafe?”

“Someone tried to cover up the destruction and in the process killed two Angels. The fact that the virus exists in the same village where the Angels died cannot be coincidence.”

“I’ll accept that logic,” Nora said. “But you still need evidence to support it.”

“What if some entity were trying to create discord among the Council? Setting a fire that harms humans and killing Angels and making it look like Uri’s handiwork would be an excellent start. Our attention and our resources would be split.”

“An excellent observation.” Nora glided around the room. She paused at the back of each chair and ran a long finger with a blood-red nail across the intricate wood carvings. “But that would presuppose that this entity knew about the Archangel council.”

Zach smirked.

He really was odious. Angelina could see why Uri didn’t like him.

“Which would mean...?” She paused behind Zach’s chair.

“A traitor,” Rafe said reluctantly.

Zach scoffed, “What entity?”

“A traitor who knew of the enmity between Zach and Uri, perhaps?” Nora asked.

The smile slipped from Zach’s face. “You don’t actually believe this crap, do you?”

“You will take care to address me properly.” Nora finished her circuit around the table to stop again behind Michael’s chair.

“I’m sorry, Madame Throne.” Zach bowed his head in deference but his words issued through tightly clenched teeth.

“Uri, what say you?”

“Hell, no.”

Nora’s brows lowered.

“I am not guilty of the charges leveled against me.” Uri’s stare seemed to send daggers, not at Zach, but at Nora.

She inclined her head. Angelina must be imagining the torment emanating from her. Her face stayed as calm and placid as ever and her mouth held still in that little half smile that seemed more melancholy than a moment ago.

“Based on the testimony of Raphael and his human,” Nora paused. “I will grant a reprieve for now.”

Angelina wondered if anyone else heard Nora’s slight hesitation before the word human. Could the Throne know what had happened between Rafe and her? Angelina refused to look at Rafe and kept her gaze on the beautiful woman at the head of the table.

“You must put aside your animosity and unite to find your common enemy,” Nora advised. “There is no room for your egos.”

The emphasis on ego caught Angelina. She had a feeling Nora spoke to one particular Archangel.

“I think Uri should be imprisoned,” Michael made the pronouncement in the suddenly quiet room.

A gasp escaped from Nora before she quickly suppressed it.

Angelina didn’t see that one coming. If the purpose of the fire had been to create tension among the Council whoever their enemy was had succeeded. She had a feeling that Michael didn’t normally have the authority to override Nora.

Uri jumped up, fist clenched, ready to protest. “I have done nothing wrong.”

Nora paled even further.

“I know that.” Michael took a moment to meet the gaze of each Archangel. “But it may be in our best interest to make our enemy believe you are in prison.”

A hesitant hush fell over the Council as they waited for Uri’s reaction.

“You have a point,” Uri conceded.

Michael said somberly, “We must discover the identity of the entity who perpetrated the crimes against our Angels and the humans and animals on the farm. They hold the key.”

“Yeah. I’d appreciate it if you’d hurry.” Uri broke the tension as a few of the Archangels laughed.

“Rafe, you and the human will continue to work together on the origin and spread of this virus,” Michael directed.

Only Angelina noticed Rafe’s sudden tension but he nodded.

“Zach, after apologizing to Uri, you will work to uncover the traitor. Someone with intimate knowledge of the council, and your relationship with Uri, initiated this deception. We need to fix it yesterday.”

Everyone sat still at the table. Zach’s face was hard and unforgiving. Uri’s brows were arched down, fists clenched as if he wanted to rip someone’s head off. But Angelina wasn’t sure he was gunning for Zach’s head.

“No one sleeps until this situation is wrapped up,” Michael commanded. “If whoever is behind this had succeeded we would be in complete disarray.”

Silence greeted his proclamation.

“Dismissed. Rafe? You and the human stay.”

Rafe hoped the order to stay wasn’t significant.

“Is she an Angel queen?” Angelina moved closer to him, and the scent of gardenia drifted across his senses.

“Ah, no.” He could see how Angelina might think Nora was royalty. She carried herself with a regal bearing. “More like an angel Sandra Day O’Connor or Elena Kagan.”

“Got it,” Angelina said. “She’s a judge with high authority.”

Nora still stood behind Michael’s chair. “Rafe, is your Angel in danger from our enemy?”

Rafe considered the evidence they had so far. “Maybe.”

Michael nodded. “Then you need to stay with her in the human realm. Can she heal the humans already infected with this virus?”

“She has extraordinary power.” Rafe hesitated. They needed to understand Angelina’s gift was inherently unusual in case there was any question later about what happened between them. “She is un ange avec le pouvoir déviant.”

“Truly?” Nora’s face filled with wonder. “It has been centuries.”

“When she is completely transitioned, you are ascending, correct?” Michael broke into Nora’s exclamation.

“Correct.” But Rafe realized he’d hesitated a fraction too long. Both Michael and Nora had noticed his pause. “Assuming the Virtues agree.”

Again, he’d made a critical mistake. At this point, he’d followed their requests. Why wouldn’t they agree? Rafe wanted their speculation away from Angelina. “Did you show Nora the symbol?”

“What symbol?” Nora asked.

“Jed looked through all the ancient tomes and could not find any reference to this symbol.” Michael drew a stylized N on the table.

“And Angelina saw it again as a tattoo on one of the villagers.”

Michael blinked. “So Jed was correct. The symbol is significant.”

Nora’s blanched to the color of alabaster.

“What is it, Madame Throne?”

“Where exactly did you see the symbol?” Nora had lost her calm.

Everyone looked at Angelina.

“Kaz,” Angelina paused. “The guy I just healed had that symbol on the inside of his arm.” 

Nora sank down in to Uri’s chair, and rubbed the soft velvet like a lover. “Is it possible?”

Angelina wanted answers. “What does it mean?” Obviously Nora knew the symbol and was distressed by its appearance.

Rafe looked at Michael, who shook his head. “Can you tell us what it is?”

“It’s the symbol for the Nephilim,” she whispered. “They’re back.”





THIRTY

“The Nephilim?” Rafe couldn’t keep the incredulity out of his voice.

Nora’s hand skimmed over the carved wooden arms. “Sit, sit.” She gestured toward the other chairs.

Rafe propped his elbows on the giant mahogany table and leaned forward. “If you know that is the symbol for the Nephilim, why couldn’t Jed find any reference to that symbol in the archives?”

“Raphael, you know as well as any that it is the victor who commissions the recording of history.”

“Yeah, well, whoever commissioned ours should have left us some knowledge of the Nephilim.” Then perhaps the Archangels wouldn’t feel like they were one step behind.

“Does this mean all the Nephilim were not wiped out?” Michael asked.

Rafe said, as worry twisted in his stomach, “Or the Grigori have escaped.”

“It isn’t possible,” Nora whispered, but the misery in her eyes belied the denial.

“I’d say if this symbol is any indication, it’s not only possible, it’s happened,” Rafe snapped. And his first thought was that Grigori and Nephilim in the human realm would bring back all of the negatives of Archangel and human matings.

“You know what this means?” Michael asked.

“They’ve infiltrated the Archangel’s realm.” Nora’s words hung in the still air.

Michael slammed his fist into his palm. “We’ve become lax in our patrol of the Universe.”

“How could this happen without anyone realizing it?” Nora gripped the intricately carved arms of the chair so tightly, blood beaded on her fingers.

“No one’s been looking for them,” Rafe said. “If Angelina hadn’t healed one, we might still be unaware of their presence.”

“Human,” Nora pronounced regally. “We owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“Ah, you’re welcome.” Angelina shifted in the chair. She didn’t want a debt of gratitude. She wanted to be insignificant. Inauspicious. Unnoticed.

“If you have need of anything, please ask.”

Angelina cleared the worry from her throat. “Thank you, Madame. But I what I would really like is protection for my children.”

“Consider it done.”

“Why do their offspring turn violent?” Rafe asked. 

“It was the belief that the offspring were bred by the fallen angels to be violent so they could take more of Earth’s realm for themselves.”

“Were all hybrids violent?” Angelina asked.

“It happened so long ago. It is hard to say whether they all displayed violent tendencies or if genocide was performed on the entire race without regard for their behavior.” Nora’s gaze was unfocused as if she tried to remember some particularly vague memory. “This has troubled me greatly.”

“So what you’re saying is, the decision was made to wipe them out without knowing if you were killing thousands of innocent people?” Angelina’s temper flared.

“Tens of thousands,” Nora corrected softly.

Rafe put his hard palm on Angelina’s forearm but she shrugged his hand off. “What gave you the right?”

“I was but a member of the Throne council when the decision was made.” Nora bowed her head. “However I will accept that the decision could have warranted more discussion.”

“Uh, yeah. I’d say so,” Angelina replied.

“We need to collect more data. And then act swiftly.” Michael vibrated with tension. “And you two need to stop the virus from spreading.”

“Me?” Angelina asked softly.

That sounded like a lot of responsibility. She didn’t need any more responsibilities. She had too many already. 

And yet, they were placing a lot of trust in her ability to heal. That trust was a balm to her soul. She knew trust was a fragile emotion. The possibility of a chance to make a difference blossomed within her, luring her toward acceptance of all the responsibility that went with the job.

“You will have no problems.” Nora smiled gently. “I recognize your healing glow.”

“A glow?”

“Yes.” Nora commented. “It is very apparent that you enjoy extreme good health and satisfaction.”

A heat spread through Angelina, but she very carefully didn’t look at Rafe. They could not afford for either Michael or Nora to suspect that her healthy glow had to do with his sensual attention.

“You need to go back to the human realm and find out everything you can about these Nephilim.” Michael had taken a dagger from an ornately forged scabbard. He tipped the blade end over end. “And control the spread of the virus. The last thing we need is a pandemic.”

“Fine,” Rafe agreed. “But we should leave Angelina out of it.”

“No. Didn’t you just tell us she is a healer of extraordinary power?” Nora denied his request. “She must be a part of the process. We need everyone from all Spheres in pursuit.”

“Respectfully, I don’t believe that is a good idea.”

His words stabbed her confidence, deflating the anticipation to be a part of something bigger than herself.

“Why?” Nora and Michael said in unison.

“She is newly transitioned. Not even fully comfortable or able to control her gift,” Rafe argued.

“That’s why you need to be there with her.” Michael flipped the blade and caught the ornate hilt after two rotations through the air. “You will be there to protect her and learn what you can.”

Rafe opened his mouth to protest again.

“Your objections are noted.” Michael pulled the Designated Ruler card. “But overruled.”

So they wanted her with Rafe. Fine but she had precious children to protect. Slowly she turned to Madame Throne. 

“So you will keep my family safe.” Angelina’s voice shook with worry. “My sister, my daughter and my son.”

Nora’s gaze was rife with sympathy and understanding. “Consider it done.”

She turned to Rafe. “Let’s go kick that virus’s ass.” Sorry, Brandt. 





THIRTY-ONE

They had set up camp on a remote farm twenty miles outside of the town. Before he went to jail, Uri sent word to the barkeep to let people know they could come for a check up. As a result, Angelina and Rafe had been busy all day long. In order to keep word of the virus from spreading and causing panic, only the two of them were assigned to the small village.

Their hostess, Greta, seemed to know Rafe but there was a sadness that surrounded her like a cloud.

The makeshift tent was sweltering. Angelina brushed a wisp of hair away from her face. Sweat shimmered over her skin.

They’d developed a system to check each villager by sampling their blood. Angelina posed as a nurse and held their hand while Rafe took the blood sample. The action gave Angelina the chance to work on perfecting the skill of diagnosing without actually healing. 

So far, while many were infected, the infection was not life threatening. The cases they’d seen were all curable through modern medicine. A bottle of prescription strength medicine similar to Tamiflu would eradicate the virus. She had taken to heart Rafe’s admonishment that she couldn’t heal everyone. The patients were told to come back if their condition worsened.

They were still striving to identify patient zero, the patient who had first become sick from the virus. But at least they had identified the virus as a mutation of the H7N1 infection, a strain of bird flu that had never before been identified in humans.

Many of the patients had the mark of the Nephilim on their bodies. But not all. Angelina wondered if there was a connection between the people infected and the Nephilim. The relatively small village certainly had a high percentage of the hybrid angel/humans.

“Have a care.” As the older woman eased down from the inoculation chair, Angelina patted her on the shoulder gently.

“Dziękujemy.” The woman gripped Angelina’s hands with surprising strength for all the frailty of her bones.

The virus seemed to run in families. They needed to examine the blood samples to look for commonality among the sick. In this particular town, the locals had all been here for hundreds of years. Their bloodlines were mingled from centuries of intermarriage.

Angelina asked, “Are any others in your family sick?”

The old woman shook her head, the movement a lumbering side-to-side sway. “Martwe.”

Dead? Angelina’s heart constricted. “Where?”

“Požar.” The old woman mumbled, tears sheened her pale blue eyes.

“They all perished in the fire. All sick. All dead,” Rafe said softly.

“I’m so sorry for your loss.” Angelina clasped the woman’s hands, arthritic knuckles gnarled and red, and gently squeezed. The knobby, twisted fingers reminded her of her Grammy, the loss a physical ache in her chest. “Will you be okay?”

“Tak.” The old woman shuffled towards the tent opening. She turned, the watery light streamed through the wide slit, her pale blue eyes ageless and wise. “Thank you.”

Angelina blinked back tears after the old woman was gone. At least they’d been able to help everyone today.

Rafe frowned at her. “We should stop for the day.”

“One more.” Angelina swayed on her feet. “Just one more.”

“You can barely stand.”

“I haven’t even healed anyone.” She shook her head and the world swirled around her. “Whoops. Head rush.”

He put a steadying hand under her elbow. “Sit.”

Angelina glanced around the temporary canvas tent. The conditions were less than ideal. In addition to the blood-drawing chair, they had a file cabinet, two refrigerators, a TV-dinner tray table and a cot in the corner.

One refrigerator was stocked with precautionary doses of the prescription-strength prophylactic. The other contained blood samples taken from the steady stream of villagers who had visited.

“Have you noticed any commonality between them?” Angelina leaned her forehead against the cool metal file cabinet where they kept the very rudimentary records.

“There’s something in their blood stream. The virus attaches to a specific strand of DNA.” He gestured to the microscope on the tray table. “The virus is definitely a genetic mutation. Until I can do more research I’m not exactly sure what it is.”

Most of the people they had seen were in the beginning stages of the illness. A few hadn’t even had any symptoms.

A shaking hand pushed open the canvas door to the tent. A haggard young woman, barely out of her teens, staggered inside and a little girl trailed behind her. The pair stumbled to a halt. The woman’s face was pale, sweat sheened her gray skin, and her eyes were sunken in. Her lips trembled.

The little girl smiled shyly at Angelina as she held onto her mother’s hand. She peered around the folds of her mother’s skirt, her thumb in her mouth and her fingers curled around the arm of a very well-loved fabric doll.

The mother patted the girl’s head tremulously, then nudged her toward the chair. In a near whisper, she begged them to look at her daughter.

Angelina glanced at Rafe. The daughter seemed fine.

The mother was very ill.

Rafe spoke to her in perfect Polish. “We’ll look at your daughter but then we’d like to look at you.”

“Daughter.” The young woman lifted the girl onto the stool. She staggered under the healthy weight of the little girl, and her arms shook with exertion. As if the effort strained something inside, the woman barked a cough, then struggled to hold in the sound.

Angelina and Rafe made short work of the daughter. They needed to get to the mother. The darling little girl with the skinny arms, gamin face and a brush of dirt across her cheek clutched the doll and shook her head violently at the needle in Rafe’s hand.

Angelina wasn’t crazy about needles. She’d made Rafe take the blood samples. As she clasped the little girl’s hand, she brushed a stray lock of hair from the girl’s face and took a quick peek at her blood and found...nothing wrong. She was healthy.

The mother coughed again.

Tension coiled low in Angelina’s belly as she realized that she might be called upon to heal this woman. All day she’d played at the healing process, held their hands and worked to control the flow of Vis viva but hadn’t used her power.

But this woman was sick. With a capital S.

“She’s fine,” Angelina said softly to the mother. “Good.” 

As if she’d been held up by an invisible string, the mother folded in on herself and collapsed in a macabre mimicry of the little girl’s rag doll. Rafe caught the woman before she hit the dirt floor and carried her gently to the cot in the corner.

The girl cried out, “Mama.” And ran for the bed.

Rafe plucked the little girl up from a dead run and tucked her head into his neck. She squirmed to get down but he held her fast. “You need to see how bad it is,” he murmured to Angelina.

Rafe called for Greta. She appeared almost instantly in the doorway to the tent. As if she’d been waiting just outside. The elder woman’s gaze shot to the bed, her face blanched.

Angelina knelt next to the woman, and assessed her gaunt features, the lines of strain around her mouth and eyes. Even unconscious, she looked very, very ill.

“Over the heart.” Rafe tried to hand the girl off to Greta, but she wiggled and kicked. “There’s no time to waste.”

Angelina hesitated. What if she couldn’t heal her?

“Do it,” Rafe commanded, his attention split between Angelina, Greta, and the little girl who didn’t want to leave her mother. Rafe struggled with the girl but his attention was on Angelina. “Do it.”

Angelina placed her palm over the erratic, thready beat of the young woman’s heart. Sensation rushed through her, swallowed her, suffocated her as the sickly miasma of the virus overwhelmed the woman’s blood and Angelina. The virus crawled and doubled as Angelina watched in horrified fascination. Cells split, and split, and split.

Dimly she heard Greta leave, begging for news as soon as Rafe knew anything. 

“What do I do?” Angelina cried.

Angelina’s body folded into a kneel, rooted to the ground, frozen in rictus as the virus mutated and grew. White blood cells disappeared. Weakness invaded her legs and her arms. Staying upright was suddenly too much. She slumped awkwardly against the metal frame of the cot. Her hands were still glued to the heart nadis of the mother.

Energy pulsed in a slow, somnolent beat.

Angelina’s body grew sluggish and heavy, her thoughts blurry and insubstantial. She was supposed to do something. But what, eluded her grasp.

The virus started to overtake her. She struggled against the lethargy that stole through her veins, the urge to lie down and surrender, the lassitude a living presence within her. A small cough forced its way through her lungs, through her constricted throat.

Before when she’d healed, she had zoomed through the bloodstream to find the source of the problem and visualize how to fix it. But this time, the virus crushed her, each division of cells crowded, cramped, squeezed until breath became difficult.

She tried to breathe in but there was no room, no room in her blood, no room in her lungs, but for short bursts of breath.

“Angelina. Open your eyes.” Someone yanked her hand hard, and pulled her away from the woman’s body.

Angelina lay on her side wheezing, desperate for more oxygen. She breathed in tandem with the young woman next to her.

“Breathe.” Rafe’s command was harsh in the still air of the tent. His fingers curled around her hand, placing her palm over the frantic staccato of his heart.

As Angelina’s breath slowed, she could hear the shorter and shorter pants of the woman on the cot. She tried to open her eyes, but nothing on her body cooperated. Sweat poured down her face. The air in the small tent suddenly viscous and frightening, as if she waded through the humid air with chains around her ankles. The sharp cool metal of the bed frame cut into her cheek, but she couldn’t move.

The woman’s breaths grew shorter and shorter. As if with every inhalation, Angelina stole the air the sick woman was trying to breathe.

She needed to put her hand back on the woman’s chest. But she couldn’t move, couldn’t make her body obey the commands her brain tried to send. Finally as Rafe poured his healing energy back into her, Angelina was able to pry open her eyelids.

The rattle of the woman’s breath stopped abruptly, sharp and tragic.

She had failed. The woman was gone.

A sharp wail pierced the canvas walls of the somber, silent tent. The little girl outside cried for her mother. The devastating sound of fear echoed around Angelina, throbbed inside like a physical ache. A sweeping sense of failure roared through her.

She had failed. The poor little girl was left without a mother. 

The euphoria of her first healing had been heady. This failure battered her like a fist. The sense of responsibility was crushing. God, she couldn’t do this. What had she been thinking to agree to this. She couldn’t take on the weight of one more responsibility. She was spread too thin as it was. How could he ask her to be responsible for the lives of more people?

Angelina shut down. She shut out the sounds of the little girl’s sobbing. Shut out the terrible wailing in her own head. She knew what it was like to grow up without a mother. And she had just condemned this girl to a similar fate.





THIRTY-TWO

Rafe shoved the panic away.

He needed to focus on the logical tasks at hand rather than on the terrifying moment when he’d realized the virus was overtaking Angelina. His panic had been like fire whipping through him as if infused with oxygen. When she hadn’t been able to obey his command, for just an instant, his heart had stopped.

He couldn’t bear a world without her in it.

Concentrate on the job at hand. Concentrate on the details of the virus. And not the pistoning beat of his own heart.

He needed a sample of the woman’s blood before they gave her to the undertaker. The virus had attacked her system viciously, at a much faster rate than any of the other patients. He’d been able to see the rate of mutation when he connected with Angelina for those few moments.

He needed to find the cure so that nothing like what just happened to Angelina could ever happen again. There was something odd about the virus and its effect on the humans.

“I can’t do this,” she repeated again.

Suddenly Angelina’s words penetrated. 

“Do what?” He drew the blood from the woman quickly. They didn’t have much time. If only he could figure out what about this mutation was different. It was almost as if the reason stared him in the face.

Angelina hunched in the middle of the tent, her arms wrapped around her stomach. Her caramel hair fell around her face in curly tendrils from the dense humidity. Her cotton shirt was wrinkled and stained from the hard day’s work. What stopped him was her defeated posture.

“How could I have let her die?” Her words were stark in the twilight.

“The virus acted very aggressively against her body.” Rafe needed to get back in the lab to compare her blood and the other samples under the microscope and the data on prior occurrences of the virus. He really needed microscope time to compare the samples. The answer was there, somehow just out of reach.

With the blow of wind, shadows writhed on the darkening canvas walls. “Doesn’t matter. I let her die.”

They really didn’t have time to talk about this now. They had to get the woman to the morgue before the cadaver bugs began to feast. And he wasn’t ready to discuss the fact that he’d almost lost her.

“Snap out of it,” Rafe said with sympathy. With compassion.

As if the heavens were crying, a rumble of thunder groaned from the sky, and the clouds opened up. Rain pounded down with a ferocity as if the skies wept for the sorrow of the child and of Angelina. The noise became so loud, the deluge drowned out any hope of conversation. Ozone scented the air.

Rafe knew they would have to talk about what just happened. But not yet. Angelina swayed as if the slightest puff of air would have her horizontal and unconscious. She needed rest. She glanced around the tent blankly, as if her brain searched for what she needed to do. But he noticed she avoided the cot in the corner where death hovered.

“I failed,” she said almost inaudibly. “Failed.”

He needed her focus to shift from the dead to the living. Get her to think about something else. It was working for him. Sort of. “Angelina. I need you to go talk to Greta about the little girl. Hold her, comfort her. We need to find out where she will go, who else has responsibility for the child.” At least the little girl was healthy. “And we need to know if anyone else in their household is sick.”

He needed her to focus on something and someone else. Otherwise, she would continue to mourn the woman and what she considered her own failure. But she didn’t move, just stood there.

“Greta,” Rafe called to Stas’s widow. She had been married to Stas as long as the man had been a healer. Rafe needed her assistance and her family’s silence to carry out this makeshift clinic.

Greta peered into the shadowed recesses of the tent, the girl finally asleep on her shoulder. “Tak?”

“We need to find the girl’s family,” Rafe said.

“There is no need.” Lines grooved deeply around Greta’s mouth and eyes.

“Why?”

“She is my granddaughter.”

Before she could say more, the doorway to the tent ripped open. Stas’s son, Tomasz, crashed inside, water poured down his face. His hair, clothes, and shoes were soaked. His face whitened in a rush as he saw the corpse of his wife. He ran to the cot and fell to his knees as if his body could no longer support him.

“No.” He speared his gaze toward Rafe, his palms flat against his wife’s heart nadis. “Help me save her.”

The absolute pain in the man’s gaze stabbed something hot and uncomfortable in Rafe’s stomach. “It doesn’t work that way.”

With trembling fingers he brushed the matted strands of hair from her still face. “Please.”

“I can’t.” A hot ball of regret hovered in the region of his heart. “No one could save her.”

“She is my life.” Tomasz’s voice broke but he never took his gaze from her as if she would disappear if he looked away. He grasped her hands in his and rocked back and forth.

“Beloved,” he whispered over and over again as he brushed his lips softly over her forehead as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “She wasn’t sick this morning when I left for work. How could this happen?”

Rafe didn’t know. The virulence of her case was particularly disturbing. In a normal avian flu the incubation period was six to eight days.

“She’s gone,” Rafe said quietly.

The man’s grief howled out into the tiny canvas tent, and swirled through the air with near physical force. Raw emotion poured from him like hot lava over cooled magma, burning everything, melting the foundation of his life.

“I’m sorry.” Angelina sat still as a stone in the chair by the little tray table, her eyes tortured as she stared at the man and his dead wife, her voice less than a murmur.

Greta ignored Rafe and Angelina, gliding toward her son, and placed her hand on his shoulder. But he didn’t move. He knelt next to the cot with his head down, grief in every rigid line of his body.

“Come, Tomasz. We must be strong for your daughter,” his mother spoke softly, the lines in her face more pronounced in grief. But her words were clipped and resolved. She would take care of her son and her granddaughter.

Rafe said gently, “I need to take her.”

“No.” Tomasz rose to his feet swiftly. “I will take her.”

Rafe’s gaze cut to Angelina, still sitting in the chair as if carved from sandstone. Unmoving. Trying to heal the woman had depleted her energy reserves. If he hadn’t been so focused on handing off the little girl to get her out of the tent, he would have made Angelina wait until he was beside her to help draw the excess energy from her.

He’d known the woman was sick. But even he hadn’t realized how ill she was until Angelina collapsed next to her. Angelina didn’t have control of her own abilities yet. He should have been there to make sure she didn’t overload her own system.

As he took in the hunched curve of Angelina’s body, he knew he had made a terrible mistake.

Tomasz rubbed at the woman’s arm, then caressed the soft inside of the woman’s elbow. “Is this why you didn’t save her?” Tomasz spat.

“Shhh.” Greta shushed. “Never you mind.”

Rafe expanded his body with breath, filled his lungs with air, bulked up his shoulders to stand to his full height until he towered over the younger man. “What are you talking about?”

“You wanted her to die.” Tomasz charged toward Rafe, fists clenched, face set in a mask of hatred.

“Why would I want her to die?” Rafe countered calmly in the face of Tomasz’s rage. “My purpose is to save humans.”

“Exactly,” Tomasz snarled. He strode back to his wife, grabbed the dead woman’s arm and lifted the limb toward Rafe. He could finally see what Tomasz had been rubbing. “But not these humans, right?”

The mark of the Nephilim.

Rafe’s first thought was danger. Threat. Enemy of humans. The Nephilim were responsible for thousands of years of misery before they were supposedly eradicated. Rafe’s body readied for action. His muscles hardened, his vision lasered to the perceived threat, the enemy of the human realm. His blood pulsed with adrenaline, a need for action, an overwhelming compulsion to attack. “She is Nephilim?”

“Tomasz, what have you done?” Greta whispered, her gaze shooting to the child asleep in her arms.

The tent was full of shocked silence. As if no one could believe Tomasz would blatantly admit to harboring a Nephilim. The Nephilim really were back.

Rain beat mercilessly against the canvas. Water had begun to saturate the ground. The trampled grass beneath their feet squished with the amount of liquid rapidly building up in the dirt.

And no one moved.

He remembered Angelina’s defense of the Nephilim. Could the Realm have been wrong when they tried to eliminate the entire race? He needed more information. Stas’s words came back to him. Right before he’d passed, he’d said, “Don’t judge them. They are the same as me, just different.” Suddenly his words made much more sense.

Rafe gave Greta a hard look. “We will speak of this later.” And she scuttled away with the little girl.

His body relaxed slightly and he assessed Tomasz’s anger and grief in the tense atmosphere. And the still, silent truth of a race thought long dead.

His gaze went back to the young woman. A threat to no one any longer.

He thought about her insistence that they treat her daughter first. She had been no enemy to humans. The virus had aggressively attacked her body. Could the virus be attacking Nephilim? For that information he’d need to know who was Nephilim and who wasn’t. But suddenly the fact that the virus ran in families made that possibility more likely. What the hell was going on?

Tomasz snatched up his wife’s body and carried her toward the door. “She never hurt anyone. She didn’t deserve to die.”

“I agree.” But Rafe still had to adjust to the idea that Nephilim were not bad.

Just as Tomasz needed to care for his wife, Rafe needed to attend to Angelina. After her last outburst, she was far too quiet. A quick glance to Angelina confirmed her safety, still mute, remote in the corner, unaware of the tableau of drama. She was fine. Safe. For now.





THIRTY-THREE

Sweat coated her skin. The dark humid night wrapped around her like a blanket, and yet, she was so very cold. With her back against the cool file cabinet, she huddled in the darkness, barely breathing. Failure chained her down, her arms and legs anchored by invisible links that kept her prisoner.

Her heart beat in a slow dirge, and she wondered how, why, hers still beat when that poor woman’s was silent.

Nothing touched her. Not the slowly soaking walls of the tent. Not Greta, not Rafe. Not the anguished stare of the woman’s husband, a healer himself. She had seen his mark when he’d so tenderly brushed his dead wife’s hair away from her face.

She needed to stay numb. Needed to stay in that frozen wasteland because if she let herself start to feel, she would fall apart. She blinked back tears, not ready to go there.

However frozen her body was, her mind moved at the speed of light. Images of her childhood flashed like a strobe, and revealed a new snapshot each time, alternating between her life as it was and thinking about the girl who had lost her mother. She visualized all the times the girl would need a mother who wasn’t there. Each flash suppressed more of her ability to breathe until her lungs barely inflated before shoving the air back out again. As if she were unworthy of the oxygen.

She couldn’t bring herself to turn her head. To look at him. To watch him leave. She waited for the brush of the tent door, for the sound of him walking away. And she stared blankly ahead.

Angelina sensed him before she heard him. The air rustled next to her. “Angelina,” Rafe’s whisper was soft in her ear.

“Angelina.” He gently twined his strong, hard, capable fingers through hers, and his warm, solid palm tethered them together.

And still she didn’t move, her body leaden and unresponsive.

“You’re freezing.” Rafe lifted his other hand to run his palm over her bare shoulder and skim along her forearm. Heat from his hand scorched along her nerve endings, and awoke her from the numbness. She didn’t want to feel. It was cowardly, but she needed to stay frozen, to stay in this stasis, because if she warmed up enough to feel, Angelina wasn’t certain what would happen to her.

“Go away,” She ground the words out, past the strangling grip of failure. Don’t drag this out. Don’t give me hope. Just leave.

“I can’t.” He lifted her into his arms effortlessly. 

The heat from his body seeped into hers, and warmed her up, but she didn’t want to be warm. She couldn’t allow any feelings in or she would shatter into a thousand pieces. 

“I need to get out of here.” Angelina struggled in his arms. Her prior lethargy was replaced with a frenzied urgency. She had to get out of this tent.

“It’s pouring.”

“I don’t care.” She was nearly frantic. “I need to get out of here.”

Panic, sharp and urgent, struck her. She couldn’t stay in this tomb one more moment. Not with the spirit of the dead woman and her husband. His anguish hovered in the tent like a specter. To be loved like that. To love someone that deeply. To feel the ache of loss in every pore. That would be a gift.

“Okay. Okay.” Rafe finally seemed to understand she was about to lose it. “I’ll get you out of here.”

And in that moment she realized it was too late. She would shatter when he left. As much as she’d tried to keep herself apart, tried desperately not to get used to his presence, she understood now that loving him was inevitable.

And just as inevitable was the knowledge that they were doomed.

To think she could protect her heart and her soul had been laughable. How she ever thought she could was beyond her.

“Now. Please.” She clung to his shoulders, needing his strength, needing him, for however long he would be with her. “Please.”

With a one handed grab, he snatched a slicker from the center pole that held up the tent. The wind had picked up until it ripped at the canvas walls as if trying to pry out the emotions and wrestle them from the air around them.

Rafe ran through the pounding rain toward the house. Toward safety. The sharp stinging drops pummeled her face, and she lifted her head up toward the sky. She wanted the punishment. Wanted the pain. And knew it was miniscule next to what was coming.

 

***

 

Rafe burst through the back door of the farmhouse, and paused inside the mudroom. He gently set Angelina down on the colorful braided rug and snagged a towel from the hook inside the doorway.

She shivered uncontrollably, her entire body was chilled. Rafe rubbed the towel over her soaking wet hair to dry her off. Rafe rubbed at her streaked hair. Goose bumps stood out in sharp relief on her forearms, and her nipples were hard points through her wet cotton shirt.

Concentrate, Rafe.

She just stood there. Her arms hung limply by her side as if she didn’t care that her body temperature had dropped. The air was hot and humid and though the rain was cool, she shouldn’t be this cold.

“Carus. We need to get you warmed up.” Rafe led her to the bedroom that Greta had prepared for them. After he opened the door, he catalogued the double bed and the cot in the corner. He needed to wrap her up to stay the shivers that wracked her body.

“You need to get out of those wet clothes.” It was already too hot in the house to turn on the heat.

Rafe left Angelina standing beside the four-poster bed and went in search of a thick, heavy blanket. But when he returned, she hadn’t moved. She stood in the same spot, and if anything, her shaking was worse.

“You have to get warm.”

She looked at him with bruised eyes, her stare uncomprehending, as if her psyche had taken too much and couldn’t bear anymore. In that moment, Rafe understood that Angelina had too much compassion. She cared too much for her patients. Her brain had just shut down, shut out the trauma of the last hour.

Rafe began to strip off her sopping clothes. He lifted the white cotton long-sleeve shirt over her head, tried to ignore the expanse of soft, pale skin. Goose bumps covered her torso and spread down her flat stomach while her nipples poked through her simple cotton racer-back bra.

Hesitantly, he reached for the button of her jeans. The smooth skin of her abdomen contracted, reacting to the light brush of his fingers. The rasp of the zipper was overly loud in the silent room. Rafe’s heartbeat picked up its rhythm as he slid the wet fabric down her hips and over her thighs to puddle at her feet.

“Come on, Carus.” Rafe knelt and gently lifted her foot from one pant leg and then the other. Her movements were jerky and uncoordinated. The need to give comfort was strong. Stronger than it had ever been. Her sorrow, the emotion that had first drawn him to her in her dreams, pulled even stronger now that he knew her.

But Angelina continued to stand there as if cemented to the floor. Using the towel, he rubbed at her body. He was worried about her. Subtly he examined her, and searched for any of the virus, for any illness or energy that needed to be converted.

But shockingly, she had managed to replenish her own stores without Rafe giving her extra energy. With every use of her Vis viva, she grew stronger and her power fed her ability.

Angelina continued to shiver in the hot night air. He had to get her out of the wet bra and panties. Sweat beaded on his brow as thoughts of undressing her painted an erotic picture in his mind. Roughly he yanked open a dresser drawer, and hoped for warm, dry clothes for her to wear.

Right on top was a pure white, near virginal nightgown.

Carefully Rafe slid the nightgown over her head as she waited passively. Lace adorned the neckline along her delicate collarbone. He had to take off her underwear.

With shaking hands, he reached inside the keyhole neckline of the soft worn cotton to flick open the front clasp of her bra. Careful not to actually touch her body, he slid the straps off her shoulders and down the cool skin of her arms. But she didn’t react. Not at all.

“Can you take off your underwear, Carus?”

She just stared at him blankly.

This must be some sort of test. The Universe wanted to make sure he was committed to obeying the rules that the Thrones had lain down centuries before. What else could it be?

He knelt before her, the cold wet fabric of his jeans chafed as his knees rested on the scarred hardwood. He lifted the hem of the old-fashioned lace nightie, and wondered what he’d done lately to be subjected to this intimate torture.

Her plain white panties rode high on her hips and hit her bellybutton. The serviceable cotton was not remotely sexy and still his body reacted as if she wore a corset and garter.

All day he managed to keep his carnal thoughts at bay. The puzzle of the virus and the steady influx of patients left little time for distraction. But here in this intimate room with the bed beside him, the lustful feelings that had become harder and harder to fight wove their way insidiously through his mind.

And the fear that had gripped him when she’d refused to release from Tomasz’s dying wife finally found an outlet.

Not the right time, Rafe.

There was no way he could get her underwear off without contact. With exquisite care, he cupped her hips, hooked his fingers in the sides of the damp cotton, and tried carefully not to have his hands stray to the rounded globes of her butt.

A rush of desire flushed his skin, filled his member. His cock expanded painfully against the cold wet denim.

He shouldn’t be turned on. Damn, he was one sick Archangel. Without volition, his palms skimmed the muscles of her legs as he eased her underwear down her still shivering body. 

“I need to examine you.” He needed to find what was wrong and fix it.

“Knock yourself out.” Listlessly, she stared straight ahead at the intricately painted wooden cuckoo clock, the ticking loud in the still and silent bedroom.

With a quiet efficiency, Rafe ran his hands above her body. What was wrong with her?

He held his hands above her, and started at her fingertips. He slowly moved his hands over her body, searched for any illness. Could the virus have somehow transmitted to Angelina? Because of her Angel status, it was nearly impossible for her to get sick. And yet, her breath was shallow. An odd sensation whispered over his heart as he concentrated. A shadow of panic flitted in his mind. What was wrong with her?

“Where does it hurt?” He had reached her shoulders, and hovered, undecided which way to go next. Her breath was still shallow, so he concentrated on her lungs. That was where the virus seemed to be centered in the people who had died so far. The airborne disease spread to the population invisibly.

He held his hands over her lungs and searched carefully for any change in her energy vibration. She was fine. She was exhausted, more from the heat and the sheer number of patients examined today than from any kind of illness.

Rafe felt the subtle tension in his body ease. But as his worry eased, a new energy took its place. How could an attraction this pure be bad?

Wrong. Forbidden. Love. But he couldn’t see how the feelings between them were wrong. Which meant there should be no wrong in the love of Tomasz and his dead wife.

Rafe’s hands were directly over her breasts. And he had pinned her between the hard straining muscles of his body and the solid unmoving bulk of the old-fashioned, four-poster bed. Her peach nipples shadowed the worn white cotton.

Angelina’s breath caught as she noticed the position of his hands. The hard berries stiffened further, her arousal heightened by the heat of his palms.

The air in the room turned sultry. Desire swirled around them. He couldn’t look away from those stiff little points. Blood pooled low in his groin, his erection grew heavy with his seed. For her.

He should back off. Give her some room. Leave her to recover in peace. Instead, he curled his hand around her jaw and tilted her mouth up to his.

Just once.

Just one time. To taste her. To find their connection in the lush recesses of her mouth. 

Rafe brushed his lips against hers. Her lips were cool against his heat. He rubbed his nose against the curve of hers. Her eyelashes fluttered against his cheek, the touch soft and tentative. Her silky hair taunted his cheek and her lush breasts were cushioned by the hard bunch of his pectorals.

Rafe slanted his head and edged closer to take her mouth. With a firm lick of his tongue against her sweet soft lips, she opened for him. He sipped at her lips as if they were the sweetest of nectar, and learned her taste and her texture. Then she kissed him back. Her lips pressed just a little more insistently. Her breasts were crushed against the hard planes of his chest and their thighs aligned like the planets.

But they had to stop.

Rafe inhaled slowly. He wanted to hold this exact moment in time within him before he pushed her away. He wanted to touch her. To heal her. To make her his. Before he regained his sanity. And they moved back to their roles of teacher and pupil. Archangel and human. Taboo.

Her skin still held that unique scent that was strictly Angelina and laced with gardenia and brimstone. 

Except that as he inhaled her sweet and sultry essence, he realized that it was the scent of them together.

When he realized that, he was lost. 
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Angelina knew he was going to pull away.

She could feel his intent in the bunch of his muscles, the soft sigh of his breath against her forehead. Pain struck her heart. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t expected him to go.

She’d known this moment was inevitable from the first time he’d told her this was forbidden. But she’d be damned if he would leave now.

Not while her nipples ached for his mouth and her body was slick with desire. Her legs tingled from the brush of his hands against her thighs. His face was a dark pleasure as she stared into his gray, tormented gaze. Dark with desire but ready to deny them both. Even though his erection was heavy and strained the bounds of his jeans, he planned to turn her away.

Not this time. She was determined to reach out and take what she wanted, consequences be damned. Because she already was.

Deliberately, she clasped his hands. Rough calluses marked his palms. She marveled at the contrast of his darker, masculine skin against her pale white hands as she carefully pressed his palms to her aching nipples.

“Heal. Me.”

She stepped closer to Rafe and cupped him through his wet jeans. Heat burned through the cold. He was on fire. For her.

A groan rumbled through his body. His hips instinctively pushed against the hard pressure. “We cannot.”

Angelina unsnapped the button on his Levi’s and slowly lowered the zipper with difficulty. “Please.” She pulled his mouth down to hers.

As if with the action she had snapped his control, Rafe surrendered to her demands. With a groan, he wrapped his arms around her back and slid his palms down to cup her buttocks, pulled her harder into the throbbing length of his manhood, and held her as if he’d never let her go. Her breasts rubbed against his chest, and suddenly she was desperate to feel him. Everywhere. All over her body, inside her.

She needed him. Now.

Angelina pulled him down to the bed with her, his wet clothes a cool contrast to the heat burning up her skin. His rain-soaked clothes dampened the simple cotton gown from her breasts, to the hard ridge of her pubis bone, to the muscles of her thighs.

Angelina was determined to take this moment for herself.

There would be time for regrets later.

She savored the smell of crisp ozone, the soft give of the mattress at her back and the hard, strong length of his muscular body. His bulk was solid, reassuring, there.

The hard rod of his erection pressed into her concave belly like a hot brand through the thin cotton nightgown.

Angelina arched up into his chest, and tugged at the plain white t-shirt still wet from their dash to the house. With a fierce move, she ripped it over his head and flung the shirt to the floor. As Rafe pulled the old gown up from her ankles, the material dragged against the hypersensitive skin of her back.

Angelina shivered. She had been lost for a little while. But as she came back into her body, she found herself in the arms of her dream angel. His fingertips skimmed along her arm, tingling with awareness, as he learned her body, and caressed her curves.

His heart thudded in his chest as her hand rested over his broad pectoral.

Angelina closed her eyes. She didn’t want reality to intrude.

The soft sheets, faint with the scent of bleach, rustled against her bare skin and sensitized her nerve endings. He made love to her mouth, his lips clung to hers as if he was drowning and only she could save him. She shivered as the rough pads of his fingers caressed the sensitive skin of her breast, then cupped her.

She needed his acceptance, needed this.

He gathered her hands, still chilled from the cold downpour, and rubbed gently along her arms. His motions soft and soothing until he blew lightly on her mark.

The air brushed across her wrist and swirled along her Angel’s mark, his breath unbearably erotic. As if the almost-touch gave her body permission to come alive, sensation caromed through her bloodstream, arced to her core, and washed over her in a dark rush of liquid desire.

Angelina opened her eyes and stared into Rafe’s silver eyes. His gray gaze glowed with lust. His body caged hers. Her hands were captive in his, the rough pad of his thumb stroked along the mark, and shot bolts of sensation through her body. Every innocent caress zinged her core. Her womb clenched in demand for him.

As each stroke lengthened, her breath shortened.

She was trapped beneath him, her movement limited by the press of his weight holding her down. She was desperate to feel his satin skin stretched tight over his muscles, to find relief from the ache of unfulfilled desire and the crushing weight of failure.

This wasn’t a dream. He was here. In this room with her. Dim light filtered through the lace curtains at the window.

She stared at him mutely, afraid to speak and break the spell of silence. Afraid to tip the balance the wrong way, afraid he’d realize that it wasn’t a dream. They were here together in this bed, surrounded by symbols of tradition. A virginal white gown, a white ticking bedspread, the maple turned bedposts, scarred and faded from generations of use, and a cross-stitched family tree on the wall above Battenberg lace shams. Tradition seeped from every pore of this room, decorated for a lifetime. But she knew they only had this moment, for her feelings could not be permanent. And their time together wouldn’t be forever.

His erection rubbed against the heat building at the junction of her thighs. His chest, thick and roped with muscle, pressed down against her softer, fuller breasts, his skin hot, burning with a passion he could no longer hide.

Angelina wanted this. Wanted him.

She knew their time together was almost at an end. And she refused to waste a moment of it. Angelina ran her palms over his heavily muscled shoulders and over his naked back and down to the hard contours of his butt. His erection pressed against her stomach. And oh, she wanted him naked and inside her.

“Please.”

“We cannot.” He nudged her with his erection. “This is forbidden.”

She didn’t want to be responsible right now. And even as disappointment washed over her, Rafe skimmed his hard, callused hand down her body.

“But I would give you this.” He slid his finger along her wet sex. Even as her mind cried out for more, for all of him, her body began to move against his hand. Rafe entered her with one thick finger, then two and even as she clutched against him, trying desperately to pull him inside her, her body betrayed her. Her core burst in orgasm, lit up her body with flame, and blew her mind with pleasure.

Rafe muffled a shout as he spurt his seed over her stomach.

Angelina held on to sensations crowding her. The thud of his heart against her breast. The slick skim of his weight on top of her. The solid bulk of his hips cradled in hers. The soft sough of his labored breath against her neck.

If she could stay right here, in this moment forever, she would chose not to leave this bed. She would hold onto the sense of euphoria and belonging as long as she could.

But of course the moment was too perfect to last.

Rafe lifted his head from the curve of her shoulder. He stiffened and rolled away from her. She mourned the loss of his weight but realized she couldn’t stay here even if she wanted to. Her life was full of responsibilities and commitments. But someplace deep inside where she needed, just for a little while, to be free, her hopes crumbled into dust.

Rafe grabbed the damp towel from the floor and lovingly cleaned her stomach. Then he dropped the towel and pulled her into his arms. Angelina curled around Rafe intimately, and savored the solid support of his ribcage and the hard contours of his chest. Maybe if she distracted him they could stay in this bed just a little longer.

He turned her shoulders so she faced him, which forced her to look at him. She pressed her eyelids closed, deliberately refusing. Like a little kid who knew punishment was imminent. 

This was it. She was destined to be fired from healing. She’d held a kernel of hope in her heart which had blossomed with each successful time she’d put her hands on someone. And then it had been suddenly smashed under the dead woman’s body, crushed under the force of the little girl’s tears.

Mrs. Hooper was likely a fluke. An aberration. Maybe Gary had actually been the one to save her and somehow Angelina just got caught in the wake of his expertise.

“What’s wrong?”

Apparently Archangels didn’t have the same filters about the after part of sex. Mere men never wanted to talk. And conversation was not exactly what she had expected. As if all the resistance fled in a single breath, she sighed. “I didn’t save her.”
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“The mother?”

Rafe tried to get his head around her statement. But it was difficult. His heart still pounded as if he’d run a four-minute mile and his body still throbbed from the most explosive sexual encounter he’d ever had. And they hadn’t even consummated their passion. 

But Rafe forced himself to focus on the misery in Angelina’s gaze.

The mother had been beyond help. Angelina needed to understand that the mother’s death had not been her fault. They needed to discuss this. And he needed to teach her how to hold herself in reserve.

“Her death was not your fault.” If anything, it was Rafe’s fault. Angelina was still in training. Under normal circumstances, he would never have put a newly transitioned Angel in that position. Trying to diagnose and heal an unknown and sometimes virulent disease was not a job for a newbie.

But they didn’t have the luxury of waiting. The Council had decreed she had to be a part of this investigation, so her training had to be on the job.

“She died,” Angelina said flatly.

The mother. Tomasz’s wife. A Nephilim.

“She was beyond help.” But Rafe’s thoughts returned to that mark.

“I grew up without a mother.” Angelina cleared her throat as if the words had stuck there.

He knew her grandmother had raised her, but he didn’t know why. “What happened?”

“She took off.” Angelina shook herself as if coming out of the trance. “My dad left when I was a month old. Then mom couldn’t handle two little girls on her own so she dropped us on my Grammy’s doorstep and just left.”

“It’s hardly the same.”

“The girl’s mother is gone.”

“But she didn’t leave, she was sick,” Rafe argued.

“The end result is the same.” Angelina stared at cross-stitched sampler of a family tree on the wall next to the bed. “The loss will change her life. Change her view of herself.”

The rain stopped as suddenly as it had started. Weak sunlight snuck through the curtains to cast late evening rays over the bed. As if the sun was drawn to her, the rays gently bathed her face in a pure soft light.

His chest grew tight at her stunning beauty and haunted eyes.

“Is that what happened to you?” He really wanted to know. She seemed to have so little confidence in her own abilities. Rafe understood now that before when she refused the gift of healing it had less to do with rejecting the gift and more to do with her belief in her own worthiness.

She shrugged and tucked her head under his chin, effectively blocking her gaze from his.

As he stared down at the delicate curve of her neck, he finally understood. “I’m sorry.”

She blinked. “What?”

“I know this is difficult.”

“Right.” She laughed, the sound a harsh bark in the dim room. “Do you want to do it now?”

Do it? His thoughts went immediately to the wrong place. Suddenly Rafe was violently aware of the fact that they were still ensconced in the cozy bed. Her lush body pressed against his side, her leg thrown over his thighs and her soft, wet curls flirted with the tense muscles of his thigh.

And he might have thought that was what she meant, except her sorrow permeated every corner of the room, and weighted her down. He could literally see her despondence. Worse than when he’d first invaded her dreams.

Her gaze was dead. “I failed.”

“Wrong.” He grabbed her hand and held her palm against his beating heart.

“She died.”

“Angelina, she couldn’t be saved.”

But she just shook her head, a look of devastation on her face. No matter what he said. “Look, you must learn how to protect yourself.”

“Why?”

“You need to know when you’ve had enough. If you keep healing when your energy stores are depleted, or if you take in too much excess energy, the Vis Viva will overwhelm your body and you will die.”

She lifted her head, and the movement pressed her breast to his chest. “You mean....”

Her pulse beat in her neck and hope shone from her gaze as he waited for her to finish her sentence.

“You are not sending me back?”

“Of course not. Why would you think that? You have already recovered from an attempt that would have killed most healers. Your gift is extraordinary.” This conversation was important. She needed to understand her role and her duty.

“Extraordinary?” She blinked, as if trying to process his assertion.

“Yes.”

Angelina shifted slightly, and the sheet that covered her breasts dipped, the edge caught on the hard point of her nipple. “How do I protect myself?”

Her hand rested over his heart as the organ boomed in his chest. He only partly paid attention as her succulent areola played peek-a-boo with the old white sheet.

“Time.” Rafe gently brushed a stray hair from her cheek. “Give yourself a few minutes between healings.”

“Time?”

“Although you may not need too much. You are uncommonly strong.” 

She nodded.

“You really are extraordinary.” The sheet finally gave up the fight, and slipped to reveal her rounded, female form. The temptation was too much to ignore, so he lowered his head. 

“Okay,” she answered breathlessly.

“But if you get overwhelmed, you can always call me.” He sipped and worshiped her breast, marveling at the soft skin and supple roundness.

“How are you able to find me?”

“Every healer is connected to my consciousness. If you call me, I will come.”

“Any time?”

Rafe lifted his head to stare into her eyes and pledged, “I vow it to be so.”

She nodded. But he could still see the hesitation in her.

“You must embrace your destiny.” He gave in to the impulse to stroke the inside of her arm, and trace her blue veins. He was reminded of Tomasz and how he’d stroked the arm of his dead wife. The Nephilim. Dead from the disease.

Many of the sick were Nephilim.

The Nephilim. Rafe needed to think more about the significance. Suddenly he realized what nagged at him. Had all of the people who contracted the disease had Nephilim blood? Was that the connector between why certain people fell ill, while others were perfectly fine? 
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The lonely crow of a rooster jerked him out of his thoughts. He needed to get to the lab to compare the blood samples they had taken against the analysis from the dead chicken. 

“Rafe?” He glanced down at Angelina, wrapped in his arms. Her breath tickled his neck as he inhaled her gardenia scent. He hated to break this connection. For a few moments, he lay in the comforting embrace of the old saggy mattress and savored their closeness.

But the lull was fleeting and the clock was ticking.

“We need to go to the Angelic Realm.” Rafe gently ran his hand down her soft skin and meshed his fingers with hers. “Now.”

Angelina rolled away, the worn sheets wrapped around her body, as a flush spread over her pale skin, she stretched her arms over her head. “What for?”

“We need to go to the lab.”

“Okay.”

Within a few minutes they were back in the laboratory where he’d first subconsciously drawn her to him. Rafe stared at the table where she’d loved him with her mouth. Angelina flushed when she noticed his attention on the table. They had to focus.

Rafe worked to compare the blood samples.

“Can I help?” Angelina peered over his shoulder. “I may not have gotten my degree but I aced chem.”

They worked together efficiently. Rafe observed the various slides under the microscopes, and dictated his thoughts to Angelina. She interjected with points he’d overlooked or not connected.

Once they made the correlation between the sick chickens and the sick people the rest had come together. He still wasn’t sure how or why the chickens first contracted the disease. And when he ran the computer analysis, he finally found what had been bothering him. The chickens had a strain of Archangel DNA within them. That meant someone had genetically modified the chickens to produce a hybrid animal. Just like frost resistant strawberries had arctic fish DNA injected into their strawberry seeds, the sick chickens had Archangel DNA.

That meant the DNA could only have come from the Third Sphere. This was huge. 

Rafe requested an urgent audience with Nora.

“Raphael.” She shimmered into the room, pristine, as always, in her long white gown. 

She brought Victor with her. He nodded prissily at Rafe and then eyed Angelina speculatively. Thank goodness Sam, the Archangel of Love, wasn’t here.

“We found the connection, but there is a problem.”

“What kind of problem?” But Victor stared at Angelina as if he could see through to her soul. “Beyond the obvious.”

Okay. So Victor knew of Rafe’s attraction to Angelina. But he hadn’t broken the law. 

Yet.

But it also meant he’d be Banished in a heartbeat if he ever did consummate his relationship with Angelina. “First off, the Nephilim are definitely alive.”

Nora started.

Rafe thought back to Stas’s assertion. Then thought of Tomasz and his wife. “Maybe they aren’t all bad.”

Victor said, “Perhaps not. We cannot know.” Victor’s gaze catalogued Angelina’s tumbled hair and the beard burn on her neck. “And based on your recent activities, you are less than impartial about the subject.”

“They haven’t shown any aggression.” Angelina moved to defend the Nephilim.

“Is she always this bold?” Victor sniffed.

“She has a mind of her own,” Nora said firmly. Her approval was a welcome surprise for Rafe. Pride in Angelina’s guts, in her sheer determination, swept through Rafe.

He was so struck by the fact that she commanded Nora’s respect, he only noticed Victor’s actions in his peripheral vision at the last minute. Victor extended his left hand toward Angelina’s forehead and Rafe thought he knew what Victor intended.

“No.” Rafe lunged across the table, knocked Victor’s hand away from Angelina’s face, and shoved him back against his chair. “No.”

Victor said to Rafe, “You certainly have changed your attitude toward humans.” His tone was snide, his demeanor nasty.

“You will not,” Rafe commanded.

“What was that about?” Angelina’s eyes were wide as she looked from Rafe to Victor.

“He was about to remove your Khafi, your spirit from your body.” Rafe’s chest heaved as he fought to control the rage that threatened to blow off the top of his head.

This was done usually after the body was dead. To remove the spirit while the Angel was still alive was horrifically painful.

Angelina crouched into a fighting stance. “Just try it.”

“She is to be protected,” Rafe said fiercely. “We need her in this war.”

“Of course.” Victor raised one eyebrow into an inquisitive arch. “You jumped to a rather vicious conclusion. I merely wanted to ward her spirit so the Latifa could not be performed against her.”

“Your promise, you will not harm her.” Rafe stood with his shoulders back, hands fisted into weapons and a scowl on his face.

“Raphael, I am aware of her importance,” Victor chastised. “Perhaps you would do well to leave me to do my job.”

“And what’s that?” Angelina asked.

“I am a Virtue. The Virtues inhabit the Second Sphere and must ensure the Cosmos remain in order. By any means necessary.” His threat was clear. Anything or anyone in the way of that goal was toast.

Angelina opened her mouth as if to argue, and Rafe shook his head sharply. Each sphere has a hierarchal structure. The Virtues are the warriors of the Second Sphere. The conscience and the protectors of the Universe. They did not need to invoke the wrath of the Virtues by arguing with Victor.

“I suppose I should have asked,” Victor allowed. “May I?”

“What exactly does this do?”

“It prohibits any entity from taking your spirit before you die.”

Angelina glanced to Rafe in question. He couldn’t see any downside and nodded okay.

Victor sidled closer, so close that Rafe was about to protest.

He noted the flare of his nostrils as Victor took in Angelina’s scent, then his surprised gaze shot to Rafe. Victor pressed his palm over Angelina’s forehead. 

“Cosmos protéger ce serviteur.” Cosmos protect this servant. Victor crowded closer to Angelina, so close that Rafe could see her discomfort, but she held her ground and didn’t move. After he repeated the protection chant two more times, Victor withdrew his hand from her forehead with a subtle caress along her brow line.

“It is done.”

And now they could get back to the problem at hand.

Quickly Rafe outlined what he knew of the virus, which only seemed to attack Nephilim, people with Archangel DNA. He told them of the fact that the chickens themselves were a hybrid of Archangel and animal. Which meant the Nephilim would be the most affected by the virus. “There is also the question of why regular Angels do not seem to be affected,” Rafe said slowly.

“Let’s focus first on the hybrid animals. How is that possible?” Victor pursed his lips.

“The Nephilim must have obtained Archangel DNA for the breeding experiment.”

“This means we will have to investigate all of the Archangels and their underlings.” Victor shook his head.

“Do you really think any of us would willingly participate in that experiment?” Rafe growled. Even Zach who wasn’t his favorite Archangel would not be party to such an overstep into the human realm. The Angelic Realm were the protectors.

Victor snapped, “There are no other Archangels.”

“Remiel,” Nora’s whisper was feathered with fear.

Remiel? The lab was silent but for the hum of the computers and refrigerators.

“Who is Remiel?” Angelina finally asked.

“The leader of the Grigori, the fallen,” Rafe said grimly.

That couldn’t be good.

Nora continued solemnly, “Remiel was the eighth Archangel, until lust for human flesh led the Grigori to their downfall.”

“I thought Remiel was imprisoned.” Rafe couldn’t imagine Remiel had gotten free. “Bound to the Banished Realm.”

“As did we all,” Victor said finally.

“Remiel could be the culprit,” Nora said.

Victor tapped his fingers on the lab table. “The more likely explanation is that someone within the realm betrayed the Archangels to the Nephilim.”

But who?
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Someone knocked softly at the door.

Angelina roused from the cushy down chaise where she’d fallen asleep after Rafe left her for a Council meeting of the entire Angelic Realm. She didn’t think Rafe would knock, but she didn’t know.

A tiny smile lifted her mouth as she thought of Rafe. He’d been tender and aggressive. And protective. She shivered at the memory as he defended her from Victor. She stretched her arms above her head. Janine and the kids wouldn’t be home for another two days and if he was amenable, she would stay here and help him.

She’d been amazed at the satisfaction that she’d felt as they worked in the lab. Even though it was another responsibility, a sense of anticipation filled her at finally finding a way to make a difference.

“Just a sec.” Angelina rubbed a hand over her sleepy face and blinked away the fogginess. She took in the details she’d been too tired to note when she’d tumbled into sleep. A far cry from her bedroom in her and Gary’s house, the elegant, cool marble floors and columns were offset by a warm green velvet bedcover and upholstered furniture. A worn Persian carpet graced the floor. Flames licked at logs in the grand fireplace, and a warm glow covered her in a blanket of well-being.

They knocked again. She called, “Who is it?”

The door swept open to reveal a little man dressed in a tailored, double-breasted suit.

“Good day. My name is Nathan, I am Raphael the Healer’s under-secretary.” He bowed formally, then stood in the doorway, and looked at her expectantly. As if he waited for an invitation.

Angelina swiveled to place her bare feet on the cold marble floor. “Would you like to come in?”

“Thank you.” He took two dainty steps into the room.

“Can I help you?” The frigid cold from the floor slithered up her legs.

He leaned closer. “Raphael asked me to escort you home.” His gaze was cool and flat, no warmth in his expression.

Her heart began to beat in double time. “Home?”

“Come.” He reached out his hand as if to pat her shoulder but at the last minute pulled away. “He is done with you.”

Rafe was done with her? That was it?

The hope that she held in heart twisted into a palpable ache. “He didn’t want to take me himself?”

Nathan brushed a speck of lint from his suit coat. “You are no longer his responsibility. Besides, he will be ascending now.”

“Ascending?” Angelina felt as if she’d fallen down the same hole as Alice.

“He will be a Virtue. The Second Sphere?” he said impatiently.

Like Victor? Then she remembered Michael had referenced him ascending the other day. But Rafe hadn’t mentioned it or what his ascension meant for her, them.

“Oh.” So where did that leave her? He had said he would come whenever she needed him. But this assistant intimated that Rafe was done with her. Despair started as a small seed in her chest, grew roots, spread out, and smothered her confidence with tendrils of doubt. She had known their time was limited. They were forbidden. But this seemed so abrupt. So...final. Angelina shrugged off the sadness. She would go back to her family, be a healer, and be content.

“Are you ready?” He pulled a monogrammed handkerchief from his pocket. The script of the letter N caught her eye as he dabbed at his forehead.

“What did you say your name was?” Angelina tilted her head, as she realized the symbol was similar to the mark they had seen on all of the Nephilim.

“Nathan.”

Logical for the monogram then. She tried to relax. She wouldn’t let Rafe’s abandonment derail her. “Is my transition complete?”

“Quite right.” He moved toward her. “You have one final test to prove your abilities.”

Angelina took one last glance around the room, and disdained the cool opulence. This really wasn’t her. She preferred the faded warmth of the farmhouse of last night. She wouldn’t be back here again.

“Take me to it.”

He placed his hand in hers and they were gone.

Nathan had brought her to a ranch or farm, somewhere rural. Angelina looked for any kind of symbol or artifact or physical marker that would give her a clue as to where in the world she was. Mentally she stored the visual account of the place, for some reason feeling the need to mark this as the end. Overhead, a clear blue sky was unblemished with clouds. A gust of hot wind blew across her face, and carried the odor of manure and desert air.

“What’s here?”

Nathan turned to face her. “My daughter.”

“Your daughter?” Angelina looked around again. This didn’t look like any chamber of the Angelic Realm that she had been in. “But I thought I could only heal humans.”

“I want you to heal her,” Nathan said baldly. In his gaze, she saw a misery that equaled her own. “She is half human.”

A daughter, who was half-human, which meant....

“Yes. She is Nephilim,” he whispered, his eyes tortured. Angelina might have felt sorry for him if he’d tried to help his daughter in a different way.

“You have a human mate?” Angelina wasn’t sure what made her use that specific word but it seemed to fit. Wasn’t it supposed to be forbidden?

“Yes,” he replied succinctly. But if Angelina was trapped on this farm with him, she wanted answers.

“It is forbidden.”

“My family is my life,” he said. “I will do anything to save her.”

The answers fell into place. How the Nephilim had known to implicate Zach and Uri. How they had used the Archangels’ known animosity to their advantage.

“So you joined up with the Nephilim?”

“To save my family,” Nathan said fiercely. “I will do whatever it takes to protect them.”

“So you want me to heal your half Angelic Realm, half human daughter.” Angelina stood on a rickety wood porch that circled an old dilapidated farmhouse. She shoved her hands into her front jeans pocket and stared into the horizon. Contemplated his request.

“She is very ill.”

“What makes you think I can do it?”

“You’re un ange avec le pouvoir déviant.”

Rafe may have hurt her with his actions, but he’d told her she was extraordinary. Was that a lie? Or truth?

“I killed the last person I tried to heal,” she said carefully. She wanted to be very clear.

“I read the report.” Nathan shook his head. “Not your fault.”

Maybe not.

“What makes you think I will do what you ask?”

“Your attitude toward the Nephilim is also favorable.”

“You got that from a report?” Angelina asked.

He inclined his head.

“Then what happens?”

Prissy little Nathan turned his back on her. “They want you for another purpose.”

“They who?” Her blood chilled. This was about more than his family. “And what purpose?”

“I don’t know.” Nathan’s heels clicked on the weathered wood of the porch as he walked toward the door. “I can’t worry about that.”

Angelina tsked at his statement. “Not very angelic of you, is it Nathan?”

He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. But I love my daughter.”

“You can’t make me heal her.” Angelina pushed back to see what he would do. But before he could reply the sweet, high voice of a young girl came from just beyond the screen door.

“No, Mama.” The girl sounded young, definitely younger than Lina. “I’m scared.”

Angelina’s heart clenched.

A pale woman, with fine silvery blond hair and delicate bones, dragged the girl out to the porch. The woman’s face was drawn, her mouth set in an unsmiling line, her eyes a study in misery.

The girl was small. Her thin hair curled over the pasty skin of her shoulder. Where the mother was ethereal, the daughter was merely sickly. She had the bones for great beauty but a pall coated her features.

“Please.” With that one word, the mother crumbled Angelina’s rebellion. How could she not have compassion for this woman and her daughter’s plight? How could she withhold a gift that could help the daughter lead a normal life?

Angelina nodded. “Bring her over to the swing.”

Calmness settled over Angelina. A surety of purpose that had been missing. She knew what she had to do. Rafe had told her that she had extraordinary power. And he’d told her that she was able to regenerate her Vis viva quickly. She didn’t need him. She could do this. Quietly she explained to the girl what would happen. “It won’t hurt. I promise. You ready?”

The girl nodded, complete trust in her acquiescence. “Can I hold my Mama’s hand?”

“I’m sorry, but you can’t.” Angelina rested a gentle hand on the girl’s head. “You can hold my hand which isn’t quite as good, I know.”

Slowly carefully, Angelina placed her hand over the girl’s heart nadis.

As if a switch had been flipped from off to on, power rushed through her. Angelina pushed the healing energy into the girl, and searched for the problem that was literally stealing this girl’s life force away. The more energy she pushed, the more power she controlled.

The excess of bile in the liver and build up of cholesterol in her gall bladder were poisoning the little girl’s body. Angelina thought back to her anatomy classes and traveled through her organs until she found the problem.

With a rush of euphoria, she visualized the repair. Then she cleaned the little girl with the same kind of visualization she’d used on her very first healing. But instead of passing out, triumph fizzed along her bloodstream, and careened around her body until she thought she would explode from sensation. Glory and exaltation trumpeted in her blood. She could heal anyone.

The girl literally blossomed. Her skin took on a rosy glow and her chocolate brown eyes morphed from dull and flat to sparkling with life.

The mother dropped to her knees, tears flooded her eyes as she took in the change in her daughter. “Thank you, thank you,” she murmured.

“You are an angel?” the girl said wondrously.

“Just a friend.” Inordinately pleased with the little girl’s question, Angelina slowly and carefully lifted her hand from the small girl’s chest.

She smiled softly as the mother led her away.

Angelina rocked in the rickety old porch swing, her smile widened into one of contentment. This was what her gift should be used for. And when she finally accepted her destiny, she was able to embrace the power within her.

“I wasn’t sure it would work.” Nathan dabbed at his tears with a cleanly pressed pristine white handkerchief. “My thanks.”

Show your thanks the right way, Nathan ol’ boy. “Let me go.”

“I can’t.” He shook his head slowly. “I would if I could. But they know too much about my family.”

They? Nathan was the traitor. She needed to tell Rafe. But before she tried to summon him, she needed to gather as much information as possible. What did the mysterious they want? She would get to who ‘they’ are later. “Who is their leader?”

Nathan shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Before she could react, he grabbed her hand. The translocation process left her momentarily reeling. Once she got her bearings, she took in her surroundings. They were in a barn.

The two-story structure had the look of a building about to fall down. Sun streamed through knotholes, slivers of splintered wood, some as big as a fat pencil, littered the floor, hay bales stacked like a pyramid were shoved against one wall. One barn door was partially open to reveal a crowd of people who milled in the yard. The sweet scent of fresh hay and an underlay of chicken manure couldn’t quite hide the odor of bodies.

And Tomasz was there.

“Where is your champion?” Tomasz’s words were mocking but his eyes betrayed a deep sorrow. And a raft of guilt. He hadn’t saved his wife.

Suddenly she could feel the presence, a cold assessment that emanated from the loft above. Purposely she kept her gaze on the people outside but the impulse to turn and look for the threat overwhelmed her.

Who was up there and what did they want? The mysterious they. “What do you want from me?” She kept her tone belligerent and her stance combative. Screw these guys. She refused to be intimidated.

She assessed the large open space of the barn, and looked for the best shot towards the open door. Her gaze skimmed the ladder to the loft. Unfortunately the people waiting at the entrance blocked the only exit.

“I warded the barn against intrusion from Archangels. They won’t be able to get through.” An evil voice emanated from the hayloft above.

Who, what, was up there?

Nathan sniffed, and addressed the entity in the loft, “I’ve fulfilled my part of the bargain.” He rubbed his hands with the monogrammed handkerchief.

“Fine. You can go now.” The voice dismissed Nathan. “But stay close. We may have need of your services again.”

“That was not our bargain. And I cannot be away much longer, or I will be suspect. Right now, no one knows what I’ve done.” There was an edge to Nathan’s smile as he looked directly at her. “I am sorry.”

And he disappeared.

Tomasz’s mouth tightened as he said to Angelina, “You have no hope of rescue.”

“You assume I care.” Angelina mocked him. She had to keep her wits about her. Whoever was in that loft had great importance to the Angelic Realm. 

She would learn what she could of the entity, and find a way to escape. Never discount the ingenuity of a mother. Once she was free she would report back to the Archangel Council. They needed to know that Nathan was the traitor.

She was a survivor. She would survive this too.





THIRTY-EIGHT

The room felt empty.

Rafe stood in the center of his bedchamber. The cold marble room devoid of any warmth or marker of her presence. The room was empty. The fire in the grate had burned down to mere embers. The blanket lay folded over the back of the chaise where he’d left her. A subtle hint of gardenia lingered in the air.

He turned around in a circle as if he’d made a mistake. But Angelina wasn’t here.

His heart thudded once hard and then rapidly accelerated. The Realm Council had declared a state of emergency. The traitor had to be found and captured. The fate of the Nephilim would be determined later.

There was a lot to address but first they had to get through this crisis.

Rafe turned around in a circle, as if he could conjure her up. Perhaps Nathan had moved her someplace else. Rafe had wanted her close to him but maybe this chamber wasn’t to her liking.

Nathan walked stiffly into the room. “Oh, very good.”

“Where is Angelina Guerisse?” He kept his tone even, and tried for indifference. He did not want to expose her to any censure in the Realm until he could figure out how to gain approval for a relationship with her.

And that shocked him. He hadn’t realized how much she meant to him until Victor had casually mentioned his upcoming ascension and his ability to get away from the human race.

If they could prove the Nephilim were not evil then perhaps a relationship would be possible. Because Rafe realized after the past few days with Angelina that he didn’t want to let her go.

“Gone.”

“Gone?”

“Ah, yes.” Nathan brushed a piece of lint from the back of the chaise, his gaze intent on the velvet cushion as if it held the secrets of the Universe. “She conveyed that she has decided healing is not for her after all.”

Rafe had to focus. His attention had splintered after the word gone. “What in the sweet Cosmos are you talking about?”

“She wanted to go home. No more healing.” He spit out in a rush as if he realized how close to the edge Rafe was. “She rejected the gift, said it was too much responsibility, and she didn’t want it.”

Rafe thought after yesterday and last night she understood how unbelievably strong her power was. White noise crackled in his consciousness, and hazed his vision. She had rejected the gift?

He dropped down onto the chaise as his knees seemed to give out.

Gone.

An odd emptiness spread through him. He’d thought.... He didn’t know what he’d thought but it certainly wasn’t that she would leave. Anger bubbled up within him. It started in his stomach, rose like bile, to eat at his insides, and turn him into a seething mass.

He’d begun to hope that perhaps the human realm was not as bad off as he’d thought. That perhaps there was hope for the human race. But this, this just reinforced every negative thought he’d entertained about the human race lately.

They were bent on their own agendas without a care for the rest of the Earth. So intent on their own selves that they chose individual satisfaction over the greater good. They deserved the problems coming their way. They would not survive with that attitude.

Rafe clenched his fists and dropped his head into his hands. He barely noticed as Nathan slipped from the room. All the turmoil that filled him released in a roar of rage. Damn her. Damn her. And he was damned too. If she rejected the gift, her transition would become void. And he would have to start all over again.

He should worry about ascension and a new transition but his thoughts returned to Angelina. And the emptiness that seemed determined to edge out the rage. His gut clenched, and sorrow ripped through him like a vulture at carrion.

He wanted to howl.

She was gone.

But what about her daughter? Was she so callous? No. That wasn’t right. She wouldn’t do that to Lina. Screw that. He knew her. 

She wouldn’t do that. So where was she?





THIRTY-NINE

Rafe. She sent the call out and wondered if he would come. She hoped that Nathan had lied about Rafe’s ascension and his being done with her. She hoped that when she called he would be by her side in an instant. And she needed all the help she could get because if she was right, the presence in the loft might be Remiel.

She waited tensely. But Rafe didn’t come. She was on her own. She shoved her disappointment away. She would have to deal with her emotions later. Right now she had to concentrate on getting out of this.

“Who is up there?” Angelina asked Tomasz.

“Someone who will help us,” he said.

“Then what do you need me for?”

“To heal us.”

Rafe had explained that Tomasz had recently transitioned after his father was killed in the fire. And he was now their family’s healer. “But you can do that, can you not?”

He didn’t answer her question. “My daughter will not grow up persecuted and afraid to reveal her true nature.”

There had to be some other reason why she was here. She placated. “But why am I here?”

And he still did not answer her.

“The Nephilim are born with an odd defect. Their bodies are unable to clear cholesterol properly.”

She needed to keep him talking so she could try to contact the Realm Council. Since Rafe didn’t answer maybe Nora or Victor or Michael would. She mentally called to them while keeping the conversation with Tomasz going. “I noticed that there was an excess of cholesterol in the blood of the people I healed.”

“I, we, attempted to create a breed of chicken that didn’t cause high levels of cholesterol, but unfortunately the experiment went wrong. I don’t know what happened.” His shoulders slumped.

“You created a hybrid chicken with Archangel DNA.”

“It was supposed to make the animals stronger.” Tomasz looked miserable. All the fight seemed to deflate from him. “But the experiment failed.”

“I know why.” Angelina figured the longer she stalled the better chance she would have and perhaps the more information she would be able to gather. “The H7N1 virus attaches to the specific Archangel DNA associated with the modified chickens. So it only attacks the Nephilim.”

“Why did I survive?”

“Your Angel DNA is different from that of the Nephilim.”

Tomasz thumped his chest with his fist. “So I killed my wife?”

She didn’t answer. He didn’t really want to know. “Why did you torch the farm?”

“We knew there was a problem when the chickens took ill. Within a week, the chickens were all dead and the workers too. An incendiary heat was the only way to completely eradicate whatever killed them.” Tomasz put his hands on his hips.

“We?”

But Tomasz didn’t answer, his gaze trained on the sunlight streaming through a hole in the wood.

She would try again in a little bit. “Why here?”

“Because our small village has a high concentration of Nephilim. After they survived the flood, they settled here and inter-married with the local population.”

“Why now?”

His gaze splintered to the loft for just a moment. And she was pretty sure, somehow, the Grigori or Remiel were involved.

“The Nephilim have grown large enough in number to be a viable portion of the population. It would not be easy to wipe out their numbers this time around.”

“Have you thought about appealing to the Angelic Realm Council?” Angelina tried desperately. Knowing that the presence in the loft might be against that.

Tomasz snorted. “They won’t help us. They tried to kill all the Nephilim before.”

“I know, but--”

“You know nothing,” he roared. “Their kind have been persecuted since their conception. The Angelic Realm has no tolerance for those unlike themselves.”

But Angelina remembered Nora’s worry and concern. “I believe they would listen.”

“And if they didn’t?” Tomasz paced, his boots clumped on the hard-packed dirt floor. “What happens to our families then?”

Something rustled up in the loft.

A mouse scrabbled along the edge of the wall, scuttling through the straw, until it disappeared into a small hole at the corner of the barn. Outside chickens clucked in the morning air, and the cool breeze swept through with the scent of fresh laundry and warm apple pie. Normal everyday scents and sounds swirled in the air, but underneath she sensed a menace that wouldn’t let her relax.

Tomasz shook his head. “I will not take that chance.”

“What do you want from me?” Fear curdled in Angelina’s stomach.

“Already, you are a legendary healer.”

Maybe. “I wasn’t able to save your wife.” She couldn’t help but point out the obvious. 

“You tried?” The question seemed pulled from him as if he wanted to know but wasn’t sure he could bear the answer.

“Of course,” she said gently. “You should trust the Archangels. The Realm Council sent me to heal the people in your village.”

His face was fierce. “You will save my daughter.”

Tomasz shoved Angelina onto the stack of hale bales in the center of the room. Like her throne. The little girl slipped in through the barn doors.

Angelina’s small glimpse outside showed that she was in the barn of the farmhouse where she and Rafe had spent last night. The crowd of people had grown bigger.

When the little girl saw Angelina again, she whimpered and hid behind her father’s leg. “I examined her yesterday. She is fine.”

“Heal what causes the cholesterol to clot in our blood.”

“Why don’t you do it?”

“I’ve tried.” He shook with emotion. “I don’t have that kind of power.”

Angelina examined the little girl. “This isn’t about how much power you might have. She has nothing wrong with her. She doesn’t have the defect.”

Tomasz slumped.

“Let the others in.” The command came from above.

“What...you lined up a bunch of farmers for the blood scrape?”

“Interesting terminology.” Tomasz smiled evenly. “Yes.”

“All those people?” She could either pretend she had no idea what he wanted or cut right to the point. Without Rafe to siphon off the extra energy, she was doomed. “It will kill me.”

He shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

Angelina looked at the long line of people. Panic beat at her chest with uneven thuds. She had to come up with a more viable solution. She refused to die. And Rafe hadn’t answered her call. “This will go faster and work better if we both do it. Let me teach you how.”

“I don’t think I have enough power for that.”

“You have more power than you realize. And you can do as many as you can do, and stop when you get tired. But if I have to try, then so do you. We’ll get farther together than I will get on my own.”

He stared at the hay for a tense moment before he nodded abruptly. She filled him in on how to repair the liver, and clean the blood. When she had finished, a hopeful light bloomed in his eyes.

“Is that really all we have to do?”

“That’s it. But I have one more demand. I want your word you will start a dialogue with the Angelic Realm.”

“You aren’t in a position to bargain.”

“It’s the smart move to make.” 

“Fine.”

With his acquiescence, Angelina wanted more information. And this was bothering her. “Why now?”

“The time is ripe for the Nephilim to rise.” He still hadn’t mentioned Remiel. She wanted confirmation that Remiel lingered in the loft. “And because Raphael knows of the Nephilim’s existence, our timetable was moved up.”

Tomasz sent his daughter out, then gestured in welcome to the people outside.

The barn began to fill with people. Old, young, men, women, they came and came.

She looked into the desperate gazes of the people in the barn, and understood they believed she was their only hope.

“They aren’t supposed to know we are healers,” she said quietly.

He countered, “That is the least of my problems.”

“This will take some time.”

The group converged on her. At once they started to speak. “Me first.” “I’m higher ranking.” “I’m first.” “Me.”

Their intensity overwhelmed her and, unable to stop the reaction, she shrank back onto the hay bales, into the shadows of the barn. She had no idea what would happen if they all touched her at once. She wondered momentarily if this was what it felt like to be gang raped. That was essentially what they planned. They wanted to rape her abilities. And oh, sugar, she wished she hadn’t put it in those terms for herself. She’d just freaked herself out without the help of the people looming over her.

“Stop,” Tomasz shouted.

Yeah, who would think this guy would be her savior. Sweat broke out on her forehead and slicked her upper lip, from nerves, because heaven knew it wasn’t that hot in the barn. Her heart thudded in her chest, trip-trip-trip, and little pinpricks of light flickered in her vision.

“One at a time.”

“By rank,” a tall man said quietly. “That makes the most sense.”

“Get in line by your standing in the community.” Tomasz ordered.

Angelina’s mouth went dry at the line. She had healed Nathan’s little girl. She could do this. She could. And she would.

And suddenly a calm settled over her. She could do this. She would do this. Cowering would get her nowhere. She had the power. And she had the desire. Resolutely Angelina straightened her shoulders. And she had no intention of dying. She had children to look after.

“I’ll need time between each one to recover.”

The tall one stood over her and she remembered what Rafe said about regular healer Angels needing to touch at the heart nadis. Sweat limned her palms as she shakily reached toward his chest. “Put your hand over his heart nadis and watch what I do,” Angelina directed.

What if she couldn’t do this? She braced to take the negative energy into her and recycle it, for the clogged feel of his blood and the choked inability to breathe. Reflexively Angelina squeezed her mind closed as tentatively, slowly she placed her fingertips on the cold shirt over his chest. And Tomasz did the same.

“I can’t feel anything,” the man rumbled with disgust.

“You won’t feel any different. Give her a second.” Tomasz cautioned. His voice was hard as acrylic. If she didn’t heal the guy soon, she was in trouble.

With trepidation, Angelina slowly opened her senses. Suddenly a flood of information spewed through her brain. The man’s blood was thick with cholesterol. Hemoglobin and plasma glugged through his veins as she mentally imagined sweeping through his blood with a brush.

The obstructions chugged through his body, caught in her mental brush, weighed her down, and slowed her responses. With determination, she sped faster through the blood cleaning. If she could just get out of the morass of his blood she would feel better.

Once his blood was clearer, she repaired the internal organs through his body, then yanked her hand away from the big man’s chest. She fell back against the haystack chair, and imagined the cholesterol dissolving and flowing away from her body with a hiss.

The guy stood. “Thank you, Angel.” He bussed her cheek.

“Why don’t you all just go on Pravachol or one of those other medicines?” she gasped, and barely held back a moan of discomfort.

“Traditional Statins don’t work on their physiology,” Tomasz muttered and shook his head as if trying to clear it.

Angelina hoped by talking she could divert her mind from the long line of people waiting for her. How would she ever heal all these people? One at a time. She clasped her hands together to circle the energy in a loop through her body. With each rotation she felt a little better.

The next guy threw himself down next to her and reached eagerly for Angelina.

“Not yet. I need a few minutes.” She flinched. “My body needs time to recover.”

He nodded and sat patiently while Angelina cycled the energy through her body. As if he couldn’t wait any longer, the guy grabbed her hand, and shoved the palm flat against his chest. “Please.”

Without the time to prepare, she was thrown into the morass of his bloodstream. She’d already managed to dissolve the gunk from the last guy, but her defenses were low. Angelina swallowed back bile. Nausea threatened to erupt from her body as the healing assaulted her senses. She concentrated on the cholesterol flowing through his body. He was not as affected as the first guy, but the build-up of plaque and fat was still fairly high.

“Give me another minute.” The pain and the sluggishness started to overtake her. But as if her mind was caught in the grip of the healing, she repaired the organs.

“Thank you, Angel.” Her hand fell from the man’s chest as he jumped up.

The third man grabbed her hand and she quickly blocked her body’s instinctive urge to heal. She had to control the process, just like Rafe taught her. “I need more time,” she protested. “This is stupid. If you kill me this way, I won’t be able to fix the rest of the group.”

“I don’t know how much you can take. I just learned how to heal myself and I am not nearly as strong as you are.” But Tomasz shoved the man back. “Give her, us, time to recover.”

The next ten people went relatively well. Angelina healed and then regenerated her power. But the line of people who wanted to be healed continued to grow and she could feel her energy waning.

The next man threw himself down on the hay bale and grabbed her hand, trapping her fingers against his chest. More of the killing fat and plaque loaded into her system. Her thoughts became more stuporous and holding up her head was near impossible. As if she were encased in a cement block, she couldn’t move her arms and legs, couldn’t think past the overwhelming pain. These people had blood clogged far beyond what she had seen before. If they had inter-married, perhaps the defect was even more pronounced?

The repair of his organs took a hideously long time.

“I understand what to do now,” Tomasz said with triumph even as his body slumped against a hay bale.

She needed more time in between healings. Angelina lay against the scratchy hay, her head lolling. “Need more time.”

The next woman waited, restlessly, her foot tapping on the hay that lined the floor as she clutched a little girl’s hand. “Please, let my daughter go next in my place. My husband,” she swallowed and blinked back tears, “died in the fire.”

Angelina’s heart broke at the look of devastation on the woman’s face. How could she turn the grieving woman down? These people weren’t bad. They just wanted to be healthy like everyone else. This mother was no different than Angelina. She wanted to protect her daughter. The Angelic Realm was wrong about the Nephilim.

“Need rest. Just a few minutes.” As her lids drifted shut, she closed out the people in the room. She would be fine with just a little more time in between healings. She could already feel her energy levels rising.

The forbidding, androgynous voice floated down from above. “Give her some room.”

Someone kicked the hay bales. “Your daughter can’t go next, it’s my turn.” 

“You’ll get it.” Tomasz had taken charge again. “But give her a few minutes to re-charge.”

Angelina’s brain lumbered along, concentration difficult. “This won’t heal your larger problem.” Fatigue slurred her words.

“Explain.” Tomasz pushed the people back. 

“The virus attacks the Archangel DNA.” She watched the motes dance merrily in the filtered sunlight, such an odd contrast to her somber words. “So it will continue to attack the Nephilim.”

“A slight miscalculation.” Somehow she could see what the voice meant, the images in her head of thousands of strong Nephilim taking control of the earth. That had been the plan. Instead something went wrong and the Nephilim were dying.

“Pretty big miscalculation.”

“We merely need to adjust the larger plan,” the voice said icily. “Tomasz, can you do this on your own now?”

The voice. Almost hypnotic with its intensity and the distorted rumble of sound. Was that Remiel? Who was he, it? Larger plan? What plan? Could this have to do with Uri?

“I am not as strong as her. It will take me a lot longer. Days.”

Angelina ignored Tomasz and focused on the voice. “What plan?”

“I will rise again. When the time is right,” the voice roared. Angelina was bombarded with images of regular humans dying. But she shoved those aside and thought about how they had gotten to this point.

“You wanted Uri in prison?” Was that part of the plan?

“A house divided is a house that falls.”

Angelina swore only she heard the whisper. “But for now, those who know too much must fall with them.”

Tomasz jerked. He had heard it, too.

“Use her.” The voice commanded the people who waited patiently.

As if he compelled them, five leapt at her, “Me next.” They grabbed at her.

Instinctively, Angelina blocked the Vis viva from healing but she didn’t know how long she could hold off.

The anticipation coming from the loft was nearly palpable, as if the entity knew something she didn’t. Her mind began the healing without thought, without her permission. She could see what needed to be done and her physical responses were so far gone she couldn’t control her motor function. Her brain was so overloaded that she couldn’t stop the healing process any more than she could will herself to stop breathing.

She was doomed.

Rafe! She called to him once again. He needed to protect her children.

And still she resisted the groping hands, and tried to close her mind. More of the mob surged toward her. There was no way to stop them. Hands touched her, tugging at her arms, legs.

“You can’t make me.” Angelina sounded like her son. Her children. And then she realized she was appealing to the wrong entity. “This won’t stop the virus from spreading,” she cried to the crowd accosting her.

Suddenly she was flat against the barn wall, her arms pinned beside her head, wrists exposed.

One of the larger slivers from the floor shot through the air and slammed through the Angel mark on her forearm. At first, she felt nothing. Then searing heat radiated out from the Angel mark, and spread insidiously. It crept along her veins, moving inexorably closer to her heart.





FORTY

Rafe’s pain and rage didn’t last. The need to see her, talk to her, convince her burned in his blood. He couldn’t reconcile his Angelina with Nathan’s words. Not anymore. A week ago maybe. But not now.

Rafe reached for her, searching the globe for her energy. But he couldn’t find her life force anywhere. He translocated to Brandt, Lina and Janine but they hadn’t had any contact with her. He visited her house and lay on her bed and wondered where in the hell she was.

He didn’t understand it.

It was as if she’d vanished. And that wasn’t right. She couldn’t be completely gone. 

The hope and renewal of faith he’d thought destroyed by her defection came roaring back. She had to be out there somewhere. But he needed help to find her.

Rafe translocated to the Realm prison. Uri was in the minimum security section. The cells looked like small Archangel chambers and were protected by an energy field. The entire Universe was constructed of energy. The prison used an energy disrupter to prohibit the Realm inhabitants from escaping. The disrupter effectively rendered everyone impotent against the grid.

“Uri.” Rafe pounded futilely on the electric grid wall.

Shit.

He had tried everything he could think of to locate Angelina but she was gone. Usually all he needed to do was connect with his Angel’s psyche and he could pinpoint their location. But her mind was missing. And the lack of her presence was causing him to go a little crazy.

Suddenly he realized he’d forgotten a very important piece of information. There was a traitor in the Realm.

“What’s wrong?” Uri called from inside the cell. He couldn’t see Rafe but he could hear him just fine.

“I need your help.” Rafe pressed his palms flat against the energy field. The electricity burned his skin.

“What is that smell?” Uri bitched.

“Me.” Rafe laughed harshly. “If I’m on fire, they have to come check right?”

“Are you crazy?” Uri shouted.

“Angelina is gone,” Rafe said starkly.

“What do you mean, gone?”

“I can’t find her anywhere.” Rafe’s heart thudded so hard the walls of his chest were shaking. “I’m afraid the traitor took her.”

The sickness that accompanied that thought threatened to explode from him.

“You love her.” Uri sounded surprised.

“Of course I do, you idiot.” Rafe dropped his head into hands. “I didn’t contemplate breaking the Realm rules for a simple roll in the sack.”

“I, I should have realized,” Uri stammered.

Rafe snorted. “I have to find her. Save her. Angelina is un ange avec le pouvoir déviant. She can’t be dead.”

Nora shimmered to corporeal form.

“You heard me?” Rafe snarled.

She glanced furtively at Uri’s cell. “Ah, I heard you needed counsel.” 

“I don’t freaking need counsel,” he snapped. “I need to go find her.”

“What if it is a trap?” Nora pressed her palms together.

“I’ll be careful.”

Nora sighed. “I cannot let you go alone.”

“Fine,” Rafe said. “Let me take Uri.”

“Why Uriel?”

“Because,” he is my friend. But even more important, “They engineered his imprisonment. For some reason, they don’t want him to be able to use his powers.”

Nora was quiet, as if weighing the validity of his words against the knowledge that they had compiled about their enemy. Finally she answered, “I believe you are correct.”

“I’ll be able to bind the fallen if that is indeed who has her,” Uri added.

“Let’s go.”

“There is danger in this path. For both of you.”

Rafe refuted, “And as long as she is safe, I don’t care.”

He finally understood the human compulsion to protect their own. To put the needs of one above the needs of the many. “I will do anything to save her.”

“You would sacrifice your own existence for love?” Nora asked softly.

“I already have,” Rafe replied. “I finally understand what you tried to tell me when this whole thing began. I understand humans better. I would level worlds to keep her safe.”

“You picked a most unreasonable time to come to that understanding.” Nora nodded. “So be it.”

“Thank you.” Rafe bowed deeply to honor Nora and her decision. “I am in your debt.”

The walls of the grid disappeared from Uri’s cell. Uri held still, staring at Nora, neither of them speaking, time suspended.

“Be safe,” Nora whispered. Even in his haste to leave, Rafe was pretty sure she meant Uri.

“Where are we going?” Uri asked.

The walls of the grid. The energy that held Uri in place had disintegrated. Suddenly Rafe knew how to find Angelina. “We need to follow her energy trail.”

Rafe opened his heart and searched for her trail, tracing her from his chambers. They translocated to a deserted farmhouse.

“You take upstairs, I’ll take down.”

Uri clomped up the steps as Rafe ran through the rooms, but the only place he could find a hint of Angelina was on the ragged front porch swing. She wasn’t there now. But she had been in the last few hours. And then he observed the energy trail with hers. “Nathan.”

Uri leaned against the doorframe, his chest heaving. “Your assistant?”

Rafe realized that prissy, uptight, rule-following Nathan must have brought her to this farmhouse. Just as he’d probably taken her to the next place. The fact that her energy was missing had to mean Nathan was the traitor. The why would have to wait. Where was far more important. Rafe mentally traced her next leap.

“Back to Poland?”

“Poland again.” Uri blinked.

The scene of the fire. What the hell was going on? Rafe readied for the leap. He paused, staring at the dusty floor and the scuff of footprints. “I will not come back without her.”





FORTY-ONE

Angelina was dying. She could sense her life force slipping away.

A disturbance rippled the air. Rafe appeared in the doorway to the barn. He tried to enter but an invisible wall held him back. “No!” he roared. 

“You can come no further,” Tomasz said his face a white mask. 

Rafe’s anguished gaze stared at the wood spike through her Angel’s mark. He couldn’t heal this wound. She could see the truth.

“Uri, get these people out of the barn. Now.”

Uri called to the villagers. Even though he couldn’t breach the inside of the barn, he could convince the villagers to leave. “My friends, please, I implore you to leave this barn.” Almost as if in a trance, they filed out the barn door, and left only Tomasz and Angelina inside.

“Show Tomasz how to mutate the chickens to kill normal humans and I’ll allow him entrance into the barn,” the evil voice commanded.

That was the change in the plan. Whoever was in the loft was going to try to kill regular humans.

“It’s impossible.” Rafe pounded at the ward. “The chicken DNA cannot be changed or healed by Angels. Only conditions can be healed.” 

“Then she is out of time.” 

Angelina lifted her gaze to Rafe with a plea. “Kill me now.”

“I cannot.” He shook his head. 

“It’s not forbidden,” she rasped. “I saw you.” 

“It’s not forbidden.” Rafe laughed bitterly. “It would break my heart. I can’t lose you.”

“Let her go,” Tomasz yelled to the loft.

Rafe turned on Tomasz. “You dare to kill her the way your father was killed?”

“What?” Tomasz denied, “No. My father died in the fire.”

“Your father was stabbed through his Angel’s mark,” Rafe sneered. “Most likely by the one who did this to Angelina.”

Death slowly tugged at her consciousness.

“No. That’s.” His tormented gaze shifted toward the loft. “Not possible.”

Angelina saw Rafe throw himself against the invisible wall. He stabbed the space with his dagger, but he could not pierce it. He tried to use healing energy to punch a hole, but that didn’t work, either. The ward was just as effective as the energy disrupter prison. 

Angelina’s vision blurred and her head drooped. “You’re only a pawn in a larger war.” 

“Is that truly how he died?” Tomasz shifted his gaze back and forth between Angelina and Rafe.

“Yes,” she answered. 

“Let me in,” Rafe raged from the doorway.

“You healed the villagers.” Tomasz held her gaze with his, except his image kept wavering. “Why?” 

It was getting harder and harder to concentrate. Death crept closer to her heart. “They are as worthy as anyone else.”

With a cry of rage, Tomasz rushed toward the ladder to the loft. There was a soft pop as barrier broke. Angelina sensed the presence was gone. 

Rafe rushed in. But it was too late for her. “I love you,” she said softly to Rafe.

“I love you too.”

“Brandt, Lina, my sister, you need to take care of them. Protect them.”

“What have I done?” Tomasz dropped to the ground.

“Uri, get in here,” Rafe yelled.

“What the hell took so long?” Uri stopped dead at the sight of Angelina slowly dying from the spike through her Angel mark.

“I couldn’t get through the ward to get to her,” Rafe said. The ward had been uncommonly strong.

Uri ignored Tomasz slumped over on the ground, gasping, and asked Rafe, “Can she be saved?”

“I don’t know.” Rafe was afraid the answer would be no. “But first we have to get out of here. You have to go after the energy trail from the loft.”

“Why?”

“I believe it was Remiel.”

Uri nodded. “You take care of Angelina and I’ll go try to capture and bind the rogue Archangel.”

Rafe translocated them back to the Angelic Realm and into his chamber. He lay her down gently on his bed, and examined the spike, fearing it was hopeless. He knew of no way to stop death from claiming her.





FORTY-TWO

“Rafe?”

“I’ve got you, Carus.”

Rafe lay down next to Angelina on the soft velvet comforter, and clasped her frigid hands in his. With trembling fingertips, he pressed the fine vein at her wrist, searching for her pulse. Sluggish and uneven. He hated the way her blood was moving through her body.

He held his hands over her and went deep into her body. But with the wood through her Angel mark, her energy had turned on her. The only thing holding off certain death was the Latifa ceremony that Victor had performed.

She blinked slowly. “Didn’t think I’d be back here.”

Damn it, damn it. “Why didn’t you call sooner?”

“Tried.” She passed out again.

A regular healing would not work. This was life or death. She was uncommonly strong. Rafe could think of only one thing that might work. They needed as much skin-to-skin contact as physically possible. Rafe willed the clothes from her body and his own. Wrapping his arms around her unresponsive body, he twined their legs together, and pressed his hot body against hers. Rafe attempted to neutralize the excess positive energy into positive, and eliminate the threat.

He ran his hands over her back and up her neck, and then gripped her face in his palms and stared at her as if he could will her back to consciousness. “Wake up, damn it.”

An empty chill spread throughout his body as she remained unresponsive and limp in his arms. He refused to lose her, refused to let her soul be extinguished. He would not let this happen. Not while he still had breath in his body. He roared a silent howl of rage and denial, and rolled so he was underneath her.

Her breasts pressed into the rigid walls of his chest and her arms hung limply along his sides. He forced a kiss to her stiff and frozen lips, like a man possessed. He refused to let her go. He traced the familiar lines of her face, the delicate arch of her brow, the sweep of her lashes against high cheekbones, and the strong feminine bow of her lips with his fingertips. 

Her hips lay within the cradle of his.

Fury, strong and sharp, welled within him. He would not lose her. He could not. His chest was one giant gaping hole devoid of all sensation but a hollow, empty pain. If he let go, she would sink into the open cavity where his heart had once resided, and disappear.

Angelina twitched.

He kissed again fiercely as if he could will her to live. And he felt the flutter of her tongue against his. Rafe froze, unsure if he’d wished movement that wasn’t there or if he really had felt her kiss.

Thank the Universe, she had moved. His heart pounded in triple time, ba-boom, ba-boom, ba-boom, like a timpani drum in a marching band. He wrapped his arms around her back and let her head rest in the crook between his neck and shoulder. With every soft, feathering of breath against his bare skin, he gave thanks and kissed her over and over.

“Thank you, thank you,” between kisses he whispered thanks to the Universe for sparing him the torture of her death. He didn’t think he could bear the agony or the guilt.

She lifted her head cautiously like a drunk on the morning after. “Rafe?” 

“I’m here, angel.” He suppressed the urge to yell at her. Yelling could wait until she was better.

In response, she pressed her lips against his mouth. Relief rose within him, needing an outlet, needing a repository for the fear and adrenaline still coursing through him. “I feel terrible.” She rested her cheek on his chest.

“I know you do, Carus.” Rafe rubbed his hands up and down her back, and continued to neutralize the her energy. The contact was solely intended for healing her. Until she shifted her hips. Suddenly he became aware of her naked body pressed against his. Her nipples stabbed into his chest, and a living, rippling heat poured from her core.

They needed to move. He needed her to shift from this position but she felt so damn good and he was so damn relieved that he held on to her instead, one large palm sliding down her back to cup her buttocks.

She licked at his lips. “Feels good.” And yet once they stopped kissing, he could feel her start to fade again.

“You left.”

“I thought you didn’t want me anymore.”

With a stifled groan, he opened his mouth and suddenly she was there, invading, conquering as if she were the victor and he the spoils. With her hands, she explored the contours of his biceps and shoulders, the slight shift causing friction between her nipples and his chest.

His cock hardened with a rush of blood, engorging and pressing into the concave valley between her hips. As one they shifted, Angelina inching up slightly and Rafe moving down until his erection aligned with her sex.

He teased her with little intimate brushes along her deliciously slick channel with the lightest of touches but never actual penetration. The head of his shaft teased her bundle of nerves as they dueled with their mouths.

“Why didn’t you call me sooner?” he bit at her mouth as if he could gobble her up in great huge gulps. He had told her he would come any time.

“I tried.” She rubbed her body along his, every cell heating as if she couldn’t bear not to touch him, her soft skin like silk against his larger, rougher body.

Relief was an aphrodisiac of monumental proportions. He slid his hand up to cup her breast. And yet, he could feel her energy receding again.

She moaned into his mouth then lifted slightly onto her knees, pausing as the tip of his cock slid inside her.

Only the tip. They held there on the precipice. 

 Suddenly Rafe knew what he had to do. The only way that he could push as much energy into her body as possible.

He eased her down onto his shaft as he arched up with his hips. The sudden carnal contact roared through his body. The pleasure, intense and unexpected, overtook him.

He slid his hands to her hips and controlled the rhythm of their frenzied mating. His heart was crazed as he grappled with the reality that he could still lose her. Anchoring her to him with his arms, with every hard stroke, he stabbed her internal bundle of nerve endings, and increased her response. The force of their thrusts caused her breasts to bob tauntingly in his face until he arched up and captured one nipple in his mouth.

He sucked on her breast in time to the rhythm of their thrusts. Angelina’s thighs gripped his hips. Her head was thrown back in ecstasy, her body rosy and flush with desire. The sight of her abandoning all inhibitions and riding him like an ancient pagan goddess catapulted him over the edge.

With a hoarse shout, he emptied himself into her, coming in great bursting jets as her body fisted around him, contracting and milking his cock for every ounce of pleasure.

Breath heaving, she lay limply across his body, still holding him inside her as they both fought to calm their breath, desire still pulsing through his body in little zings of pleasure. 

Relief and desire mingled together warming his body and heart. He could feel her energy return. Not full strength but more than she’d had only minutes ago.

There was no warning. No key in the lock, no rustle of clothes, to indicate the presence of another until Nora’s horrified exclamation echoed in the large marble chamber, “What have you done?”





FORTY-THREE

“He saved me.”

Angelina suddenly wore clothes. The transition was abrupt and shocking. One moment she’d been weak and barely hanging on to her life. The next she was naked and twined with Rafe. And the next they were separated by what felt like the length of a football field. Rafe was across the room from her. She looked around at the familiar white marble walls and high ceilings. The faint scent of dried herbs hung in the air. She would focus on anything to avoid looking at the woman in the doorway.

“That’s not what it looked like to me.” Nora scowled, arms crossed over her well-endowed chest.

They were in deep shit. But frankly, she didn’t know where Nora got off yelling at them. However, she had authority and Angelina didn’t.

“Extenuating circumstances,” Angelina said flatly. Her defiance crumbled as lethargy began to steal over her again.

Rafe leaned against a marble column that would do the Parthenon proud. “She was dying.”

Nora flung a hand in the air. “So you decided, what the hell, may as well, f--”

“Show some respect,” Rafe barked before Nora could finish. 

“You dare chastise me?”

Angelina felt another wave of weakness and tried to blink away a sudden fogginess. She observed the ping-pong of words between Rafe and Nora. Angelina swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. “I think what Rafe is trying to say is that he tried anything he could think of to save me.”

Odd, her words sounded slurred.

“There is a law.” Nora held one hand over her eyes, like a little kid pretending not to see. “This must be dealt with.”

The fuzziness increased. And the knitting hole in her wrist over her mark throbbed.

“What happened?” Nora asked softly.

Victor appeared in the room. “Again, you have a human in your room?”

“She was dying,” Rafe snarled.

Angelina was trying not to panic but her vision grayed to black. “Rafe?”

 

***

 

Rafe translocated to Angelina’s side. She was unconscious. Again. Her breathing had quickened too, her chest rising and falling in short pants as if she couldn’t pull in enough oxygen.

Her face was pale. His heart was breaking into a thousand pieces. “She sacrificed herself for the good of all the Realms, human, Nephilim and Angel. This is not justice.”

Angelina calmed slightly, her breath evened out, when he put his trembling hand on her hair.

“Why did you do it?” Nora asked.

Why had he made love to Angelina knowing that if he were caught, the Realm would demand punishment? “I had to try to save her. Wrapping her in as much of my healing power as possible had only touched the edge of the death trying to steal her energy. It was the only thing left to do. Love is energy.”

“Even knowing the gesture was likely futile?” Victor frowned. 

“I would give her my life if I could.”

Nora contemplated Angelina. “You love her very much.”

“Yes.”

“This troubles me. Justice is not balanced.”

“Without balance the order in the Universe will be upset,” Victor said slowly.

“My thoughts exactly.” Nora smiled, her face radiant.

“You don’t need to be so happy about it.” Rafe reached for Angelina’s hand, uncaring of the consequences. She was dying and he refused to let her die alone.

“Two sacrifices.” Nora took one of Angelina’s hands. “Her life for the Nephilim she saved. Your freedom for her life. Balance.”

Rafe stroked her hair away from her face. Could the Universe be so cruel as to take her from him? He didn’t care what they were babbling about. He only wanted to comfort her.

Victor nodded, taking Angelina’s other hand. “This is justice.”

Rafe stared at her hard. Was her skin warming with color? He stroked her hair away from her face again, her breath huffed a little harder. “Angelina?”

Her eyelids fluttered open. “Rafe?”

“Don’t.” He held her still, unable to believe, as her color returned and her hazel eyes brightened. “Don’t move.”

“Am I in your room again?” Angelina smiled, her eyelids drifting closed again. “You brought me here. We’re going to get in trouble.”

Victor snickered. Nora merely smiled.

Rafe looked at Victor and Nora. “How?”

“Now there is balance.” Nora smiled wistfully. “Your love for each other defies the boundaries of all Realms. You were both willing to sacrifice for a cause greater than your own good.”

“The Cosmos is already in jeopardy.” Victor said, “We cannot afford to lose those who will defend the sanctity of all life.”

She was saved. Relief and love poured through him.

“But you do realize you have broken the Law of the Realm. There must be consequences,” Nora said.

“Consequences?” Angelina’s eyes popped open.

“We can address that later,” Rafe said sharply. He didn’t want anything to upset her rapidly improving condition.

“Uh, hello.” Angelina waved her hand in front of Nora’s face. “I’m right here. What do you mean by consequences?”

Neither Nora nor Rafe answered. Their gazes locked in some sort of Angel stare down. “It is not my decision to make, however I can petition for leniency,” Nora finally answered. Then she looked at Angelina. “He broke rules to save your life.”

Angelina’s thoughts began to clear. Looking at Victor and Nora, she could see their acceptance and their sorrow.

“Why?” Angelina looked at Rafe. Why would he do that?

“You were dying.”

Angelina turned her head back to Nora. “He is not guilty of anything more than trying to save me.”

“I’m sorry.” Nora shook her head. Her blond hair brushed the shimmering skin of her bare shoulder. “It is not my decision.”

“Whose decision is it?” Angelina demanded, pushing up into a sitting position. “This is bull.” She squared her shoulders, angling in front of Rafe as if she could block his punishment with her body.

Nora laid her hand over Rafe’s forearm. “I am truly sorry.”

“I knew what I was doing was inadvisable.” Rafe shrugged. “However, Angelina should not be punished for a situation she had no control over.”

Before she could defend him and her, he shot her a dark look. Shut. Up.

Angelina had no intention of listening. She spoke to Nora. She had one last screw she could turn potentially to blackmail the woman. “I have information about the Nephilim and your enemy.” 

Rafe and Nora both stopped dead. As one they turned around to stare at her.

No one was going to walk over her anymore. She would protect what was hers. 

And Rafe was hers. Whether she could claim him or not was another story but she refused to let him suffer.

“You are trying to bargain?” Nora’s outrage was not a good sign.

“No. But this is more important than some consequence. I’m going to give you everything I can and hope it helps. They knew about Uri,” Angelina said baldly. “They knew he was in prison and said their plan was working.”

“So what is their plan?”

Angelina explained what she had learned while being held captive in the barn. This was important. More important than some antiquated and ancient rule about humans and Archangels having sex.

“So the human realm is in danger,” Nora summarized slowly.

“The Nephilim are not the enemy. They only want peace to live without persecution.”

“Then why did they hold you captive?”

“There was one that I couldn’t see. He tricked the Nephilim into using my healing energy.” The presence in the loft. “He felt evil. And he was the one who wanted to unleash a plague on the humans.”

“He was able to ward the barn against my intrusion.” Rafe rubbed his hand over Angelina’s mark. “He used the Nephilim’s need for acceptance against them.”

“Then how did you get in to save her?”

“The ward disappeared when the presence disappeared. But do not worry,” Rafe said, “I sent Uri after the energy trail.”

“What?” Nora cried. “And you are just now sharing this with us?” A frigid wind swirled through the room, as Nora’s blue eyes turned glacial. 

“He is the only one who can bind Remiel if captured,” Rafe said calmly.

“We must take everything to the council.”





FORTY-FOUR

The Realm Council was invoked for the second time in two days. Before that there had been only one other time in the last thousand years. And the head of each division of the Angelic Realm was represented during a Realm Council hearing. Since Rafe was one of their own, all of the Archangels, were also present except Uri and...Zach?

“Who are all these people?” Angelina whispered.

“There are three spheres in the Angelic Realm,” Rafe explained calmly. His heart thudded slow and sure in his chest as he rejoiced in her vibrant expression and the flush of life in her face. She was alive. He stared at her so long, she poked him.

“Are you going to continue?”

His mouth curved. “The First Sphere consists of Seraphim, Cherubim and Thrones, you’ve met Nora, their head.”

Angelina pursed her lips. That was what she thought of Nora. Rafe focused on the way her mouth puckered into a little moue.

He ignored the physical distraction and gestured to the representatives from the Second Sphere. “The Dominions hold the position of mediator and head of the council. Their task is to regulate the lower angels. To their left is Victor from the Virtues. Obviously, you’ve met.”

Victor and Nora had saved her. He would forever be in their debt.

“What does he do?” Her curiosity was clear.

“The Virtues keep the Cosmos in order.”

Angelina nodded. “You are ascending to the Virtues, right?” Her throat constricted.

“Ah.” Probably not. “I was supposed to.” Rafe didn’t know what the future held at this moment. But he didn’t care. Angelina was safe.

“Next to Victor is head of the Powers who are the keepers of history and official scribes of this meeting.”

“Who’s in the Third Sphere?”

“The Third Sphere consists of the Principalities, whose duty it is to carry out the justice of the Dominions. The Archangels have Michael as leader and protector.”

She assessed the assembled group of heads of the spheres, her gaze narrowing.

“And the Angels round out the Third Sphere.”

Angelina gave a thoughtful stare at each head seated at the large round table. She stood her ground, shoulders back, expression defiant and mutiny clear in every line of her body.

“Where is the representative of the Angels from earth?”

“Uh, Angels are the only members of the sphere who do not live in the Angelic Realm.” Rafe was amused by the annoyance on her face. Basically every single sphere of the Angelic Realm had stomped on her, stolen her freedom, and pissed her off. But they’d also saved her. “They don’t have a representative.”

“That’s not right.”

“Probably not.” He conceded. “But unlikely to change for now.”

“Who do I address?” Angelina held up her hand.

With shock, the heads of the various divisions shut up.

“I want to represent the Angels and the humans.”

Nora tilted her head to the side as if consulting someone. “I’ll allow this.”

With a ripple of energy, the entire council sat.

“Raphael, please tell us what happened.”

He related the story. When he reached the part about Nathan and his abduction of Angelina, a huge gasp went through the crowd.

“Nathan is in prison. But he is refusing to speak,” Nora spoke calmly. “Raphael, please continue.”

Rafe continued the retelling of events until Angelina interrupted. “I made the leader of the Nephilim promise to open a dialogue with you.”

Nora raised an eyebrow. But Angelina was uncowed. “I told them you were reasonable. They just want to live in peace.”

“We will take that under advisement.” Nora turned back to Rafe. And he finally finished by explaining that Uri had left to follow the energy trail of the one in the loft and the room became still and silent.

“At this point, we must assume that Remiel is on the loose.”

“And that his intentions are not good,” Angelina interjected.

Zach shimmered into the room. “My apologies, council.” He bowed with a cocky irreverence.

“What is the news of Uriel?”

Rafe wondered if anyone else in the room heard Nora’s desperation.

“He is gone,” Zach said slowly, his brows curved downward. “I could find no trace of Uri.”

“None?” Michael stood, towering over the others still seated.

“I’m sorry.” Zach didn’t look very sorry. “It’s as if he vanished.”

“Our enemy has some method of blocking energy.” Rafe squeezed Angelina’s hand. “That is why it took so long to find Angelina.”

“So you think the enemy has Uriel?” Nora’s face whitened further.

“We must continue to search for him,” Michael commanded shortly.

“Remiel has something larger planned,” Angelina said carefully.

Michael said solemnly, “Everyone must be hyper-alert until Remiel is found and bound again.” 

The Council nodded and murmured.

“There is one more matter that requires our attention,” Nora stated baldly. “Raphael the Healer has broken the Law of the Realm.”

The entire council fell silent. As one they turned to stare at him. Michael frowned, his arms crossed over his chest. The rest of the council also looked confused. Except for Victor.

The only noise was the gentle rustle of their robes as they leaned closer.

Rafe shifted so that he blocked Angelina from the view of the council.

“He has had sexual relations with the Angel.”

She flushed as one by one they turned to stare, their gazes filled with horror. Rafe could feel the heat coming from her body. The room broke into a cacophony of sound as they spoke among themselves, gesturing and staring at the two of them.

He wanted the Council to be focused on him, not her. Angelina did not deserve their wrath.

Even Victor, who had agreed to grant Angelina her life back, shook his bald head. The natural light from the skylights bounced off his shiny skull, gleaming in the ambient light.

Rafe stayed silent. There was no defense against what he had done. However he refused to feel badly because Angelina had given him back his ability to empathize, a condition he had lost along the way. And to have lived within her sphere, even if his life was cut short, was far better than to have continued the way he had been existing.

“How do you go from being completely disconnected to...that?” Victor waved at hand at Angelina.

Behind him he could feel the anger rolling off Angelina. Victor was starting to piss her off.

“We need to discuss the judgment,” Nora said.

Rafe nodded silently, content with whatever sanction bestowed on him. He still hadn’t said one word to defend himself. He was saving his arguments for the one thing that mattered. Protecting Angelina.

“Sex with me is the worst action Rafe could take in the Angelic Realm?” Angelina faced the Council.

“There must be consequences,” Rafe said quietly. He laid his palm over her forearm, the gesture meant to be a gentle reminder to hold her temper. But with the tension he felt in her muscles, he might have to stop her physically.

The Council broke out into small conversations as the members argued about those consequences. As the discussion raged around them, Rafe turned to his back to the Council and curled over her, cocooning them in an intimate bubble.

“Please be silent and I will try to spare you from their anger,” Rafe said.

“You want me to just sit back and let you get in trouble?”

“That would be my preference, yes.”

“What if I can’t do that?” Her hazel eyes glowed with passion.

“I am begging you to let me protect you.” He brushed a hand over a stray hair and smiled tenderly. “You are such a warrior.”

“I can’t, Rafe,” she said. “They are making us sound dirty. That is not what happened.”

He nodded. She was right. But the Council did not labor under the directive to accept shades of gray. He only hoped they would grant him a chance.

“It is enough that we know the truth.” He wanted to kiss her, to give himself over to the most intimate act, and bathe in her purity of spirit. But Rafe would spare her the outrage of the Council. He stared into the multi-hued sunbursts of her eyes, and imbued all of his purpose and meaning and love into his gaze.

“What are they going to do to you?”

“It doesn’t matter.” As long as you are safe. “Promise me you will let me deal with the Council. I know the rules and I know their ways. Do you love me?”

She hesitated. “Yes. But-”

He put a finger to her lips. “Then trust me.” He turned around slowly, making sure Angelina was mostly visible but still behind the protection of his body. “I ask to address the Council.”

“As you wish.” His friend Nora was no longer here, for friendship had no bearing in a Council judgment. In her place, Madame Throne, the head justice, inclined her head.

“Angelina Guerisse, Angel, is not guilty of the transgressions you wish to blame on her. She did not willingly consent to break Realm law. I did this on my own.”

The room erupted again.

Rafe held up his palm to stop the chatter. “She has an uncommon ability to heal. We the Angelic Realm would be foolish to lose her talent.” Rafe could see he was starting to lose them. “In the coming war, the Realm needs Angels who can perform miracles. You need her.

While I understand that my punishment will be banishment.” Behind him Angelina gasped. “I request that you spare her any punishment and let her return to Earth.”

“We have not sentenced you yet, Raphael,” Nora replied. “Don’t be so hasty.”

The members of the table conferred with swift, furtive glances at Rafe and Angelina. 

“Banishment?” she hissed from behind him.

“You are safe. That is all that matters.”

“Although you sacrificed for...her. This still does not preclude the need for the consequences of breaking the rules.” Victor scrunched his face. 

Angelina practically vibrated with the need to speak. But she had promised. Rafe linked his palm with hers. Whatever happened, they would face it together.

It was the Thrones’ duty to dispense justice with perfect objectivity and without fear of pride or ambition. Rafe could only hope that they held fast to those tenets and did not let their feelings get in the way.

“Raphael, you are no longer ascending to the Second Sphere,” Nora’s face was unreadable. 

“Fine,” Rafe agreed quickly.

“The Earth and the human realm have been far too removed from the influence of the Angelic Spheres,” Victor said in pompous tones.

Angelina said softly, “And yet you sit here and pass judgment. I’m surprised you aren’t just done with us.”

“Everything that affects the Earth affects the Angelic Realm as well. We live in duality. One cannot exist without the other.” Victor raised his eyebrows as if struck by her temerity. “The Angelic Realm needs to have a more active presence on Earth. I put a vote to the Council that all Archangels are required to spend a portion of their time in the human realm.” 

Nora called for the vote as Rafe tried to process what that meant for him.

The ayes were unanimous. The Archangels would spend more time in the human realm. “So, I’ll be descending?”

Victor nodded once.

“Living on Earth.” Rafe didn’t hesitate. “I’ll take it.” 

“You don’t want to think about it?”

“No.” Rafe smiled.

“You are most impertinent,” Victor snarled.

He was going to be even more impertinent. “I would ask for permission to perform the Khafi ceremony, if she will have me.”

The Council gasped, literally falling back from their positions at the table.

Angelina didn’t know what he’d just said but everyone in the room was shocked.

“What’s the Khafi ceremony?” The only ceremony she knew was the one that Victor had used to protect her soul from being removed.

“Place your Khafi against his and pledge your love,” Nora said softly. “This will bind your souls together.”

Their souls? Together? “Forever?” 

Nora nodded.

Angelina looked around the room. The members of the Council eyed them both with rapt attention. They were not fooling around. He would be ever bound to her. Unable to leave.

“Are you sure?” Angelina had to ask. Couldn’t bear it if he decided to do this and then changed his mind. She couldn’t look away from the love in his silver gaze. “What about my children? I can’t leave them.”

“I almost lost you once,” Rafe said tenderly. “I cannot go through that horror again.”

“Angelina Guerisse, Angel,” Nora’s voice grew louder, echoing throughout the room. “Do you accept?”

Just a few short weeks ago, she’d thought all she wanted was to be alone. With less responsibility.

But now Angelina realized that what she had always wanted was forever. Raphael, Archangel, healer, stood in a ring of Angelic Realm witnesses ready to pledge just that. She just hadn’t found the right forever before now.

“Yes.” With a shining face, love and trust flowed like a river. He wanted her forever.

A sigh of relief went through the Council.

“Place your khafis against each other.”

Rafe crowded so closely their bodies touched at six of the seven chakras. Crown, brow,  heart, solar plexus, navel, and base. Rafe curled his arms around her, sliding one around her shoulders and the other around her hips. “Hold me the same way.” 

She complied quickly.

“Raphael, do you vow to protect and honor Angelina’s spirit above your own?” 

At that moment, he realized this ceremony was more for everyone else than for Angelina. She knew how far he was willing to go for her. “Yes.”

“Angelina Guerisse, do you vow to protect and honor Raphael’s spirit above your own?”

“I do.”

“It is done.” Nora sighed wistfully. “I wish you happiness.”

“Regrets?” Victor asked as if he just couldn’t help himself.

“Not one.” Rafe kissed her softly, in front of the entire Realm Council. “We found our destiny.”





Epilogue

Three months later

“Dinner’s almost ready,” Brandt shouted from the kitchen. Angelina put aside her Anatomy text book, pushed off the family room sofa and stretched. She wondered what culinary delight Brandt had tackled tonight.

Rafe and Lina were comparing music next to a pile of neatly folded laundry. “Do we have any protein bars? Just in case dinner sucks,” Lina grumbled. 

“Your night to set the table, mom,” Brandt said.

Angelina smiled and walked into the kitchen. “I’m on it.” 

Brandt and Lina disappeared. Likely so she wouldn’t rope them into helping with the table. Angelina walked into the pantry to look for napkins and Rafe followed.

He curled his arms around her stomach and slid his palms up to cup her breasts through the thin fabric of her dress, nuzzling her neck.

“Cut it out, the kids will be back any second.” She swatted at his hands half-heartedly.

“I talked to Michael today,” Rafe said softly. “They still haven’t found Remiel.”

“Any word on Uri?” No one in the Angelic Realm knew where he was. No one could sense his presence. It was as if he’d vanished.

“Nothing.”

Angelina turned in the circle of his embrace to loop her arms around his neck. “Don’t give up hope.”

“There’s always hope,” Rafe murmured against her lips. “I love you.”

“Love you too.” She was so lucky.

Gently, reverently his mouth worshiped hers, kissing her as if she were on her last breath.

“Will you two get a room,” her sister said from the doorway.

“Sorry,” Rafe apologized with a grin that said he wasn’t sorry at all. But he let go of Angelina and they moved apart.

The kids tumbled into the kitchen as Angelina finished setting the table. They all sat and Angelina took a moment to reflect on each face and give thanks that they had survived. They were all still adjusting to living in a multi-generational, multi-species household. The kids and Rafe had formed a tentative relationship but neither side was taking it for granted.

Moving back to Earth permanently had been a major adjustment. Rafe still had moments where he wasn’t too sure about the human race. So Angelina usually had to do some serious convincing. But he always said the side benefits were totally worth it.

Her heart filled with love. Maybe he’d need convincing tonight.

She needed to study for her exam tomorrow. She’d gone back to nursing school. She continued to heal but she wanted to blend the magic with even more knowledge. And yeah, it was hard some days. Two teenagers, a sister, the house, the bills, school, dealing with her ex, and finding time to be alone with Rafe. But since she’d found her purpose in the wonder of healing, life was one big adventure. Sure some days were hard, but she wouldn’t trade her life for anything.

If she were lucky, they could steal up to the tree house for an hour later.

Under the table, Rafe threaded his fingers through hers and squeezed. As if he knew what she was thinking his gaze shifted to the backyard and the tree house.

Yep. She’d be lucky.

***
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The Angelic Realm

Angelic Realm: Three Spheres, Parallel Universe 

 

First Sphere: Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones

 

Thrones: Dispensers of Justice without fear of pride or ambition. 

 

Second Sphere: Dominions, Virtues, Powers 

 

Virtues: Warriors of the Second Sphere, their duty is to ensure that the cosmos remains in order. 

 

Third Sphere: Principalities, Archangels, Angels (humans) 

 

Archangels: Guardian angels of Earth. Each of the Seven have a specific dominion.

 

Angels: Humans on Earth with a little extra. They wield the power of the Vis viva.

 

The Banished Realm:

 

Remiel: Leader of the Grigori, the fallen angels. The eight Archangel who fell.
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Glossary of Terms

 

Banished Realm: The fallen angels are banished here. Trapped by Uri’s power. (Beneath Ley Lines)

 

Gabriel: The Archangel, Announcer and Herald. His weapon is a diving rod.

 

Grigori: Angels who are fallen because they lusted after humans and mated with them to produce hybrid half angel/half human beings.

 

Healer: A human angel with healing powers. Reports to Rafe.

 

Human angels: Humans with extra powers, typically descended through their mother’s line. They report to different Archangels based on their powers.

 

Human Realm: Earth.

 

Jehudiel: The Archangel of Illumination and Wisdom. His weapon is a three-pronged whip.

 

Latifa: (located between the eyebrows, known as the Khafi, or the Hidden) the spirit is removed from the body from the same point it entered.

 

Michael: The head Archangel and Leader of the Seven. His weapon is a dagger.

 

Nephilim: Hybrid half angel/half human beings who brought destruction to the earth. Presumed dead from the Great Flood.

 

Raphael: The Archangel of Healing. His weapons are his hands.

 

Remiel: Leader of the Grigori, the fallen angels. The eighth Archangel who fell.

 

Sage: A human angel with the power to see beneath the surface to true meaning and make connections. Reports to Jed

 

Samael: The Archangel of Love and Joy. His weapon is the cross bow.

 

Transition: When a full human makes the transition to Angel after his or her Archangel transfers the power of Vis viva.

 

Translocation: Act of moving from place to place and between Realms by rearranging body matter through disintegration and materialization.

 

Un ange avec le pouvoir déviant: A rare angel with deviant powers

 

Uriel: The Archangel of  Birth and Renewal. His weapon is fire.

 

Vis viva: Angel’s source of power





Excerpt of Blowback

Here is a peek at the first book in the Black Cipher Files Romantic Suspense series....

 

 

Blowback (bloʹ bak) n. A deadly, unintended consequence of a covert operation.

 

Eerie blue light penetrated my consciousness first. The regulated thump-thump of tires pounded in my head, echoing with fierce resonance. 

Where the hell was I? Why did I feel like this? I kept my eyes closed, knowing pretense was paramount to my survival. Wherever I was, it wasn’t normal.

Ha. My life would never be normal.

I tracked back to my last memory. I’d hooked up with a guy. Had relatively indiscriminate sex with him.

I inhaled shallowly, carefully, not wanting to give away anything. I still smelled like sex. Really great sex.

I wanted to smile but kept my expression lax.

I’d longed to stay in that bed. Sleep with him. Just sleep with the comforting warmth of another human being. The ache had been so intense that as soon as he dozed off--I left. 

That was my last memory. 

“You can stop pretending.”

I continued to fake sleep. I didn’t know that male voice. It was bland, not angry, but with a slight smirk, as if he knew something I didn’t. 

“You should be awake by now. We calibrate our doses very carefully.”

That statement raised so many questions, I decided to comply with his unspoken request and let my eyes drift open. I calculated we were moving at a speed of about thirty miles per hour. Suburban, blacked out windows, bulletproof glass. The blue light came from the interior dome in the big SUV.

“The light is to protect your eyes. The drug affects your pupil’s ability to dilate and contract.”

What drug? I kept silent.

“Not very curious, are you?”

My last conscious memory was from the motel off of 295 near Alexandria around nine in the evening. It was pitch dark out now, so I’d been out for awhile.

Lucas. Could the guy have been a plant? Possible. Since he was my last clear memory, it made sense. 

I sifted through the spaghetti of my brain. For the past two days, I’d been undercover, shadowing Staci Grant’s life. Last night, I’d encountered Lucas Goodman, who’d been looking for Staci and thought he’d found her when he found me. The sexual heat between us had been instantaneous and mutual. A few sweaty hours later, I’d left, confident my movements as Staci had been tracked. My cover had been working. 

They’d kidnapped Staci. 

Excellent.

I was right where I needed to be.





Excerpt of Stone Cold Heart (Family Stone Romantic Suspense series)

Family Stone #1 Jess

 

In the early evening dusk, Jess Stone lay on her stomach in the twenty foot high rubble of a demolished church, underneath a black and gray city-scape tarp intended to camouflage her position. A sharp-edged chunk of debris dug into her lower rib cage, the scope of the Remington M24 cool and familiar against her face.

Her standard uniform of jeans, running shoes, and plain black t-shirt rendered her just another anonymous and transient relief worker...which she was actually. A black baseball cap hid her distinctive multi-hued blonde hair. The paper mask kept out the contaminated dust from the destroyed buildings but did little to stem the overwhelming stench of decaying bodies.

Tanks rumbled through the destroyed coastal town, their public address system blasting warnings for citizens to stay in their homes, curfew was in effect. The threat was a joke. Ninety percent of the people in the town didn't have homes left. Those who did were terrified to go back inside. In the fetid, humidity choked air, the tent cities erected in the parks and on the beach were seething masses of the injured and shock struck.

The substandard construction in the small country had never been enough to withstand the angry might of Mother Nature. Buildings had toppled like a stack of Tinkertoys, and left crumbling cement walls with twisted rebar poking out of the jagged ruins like a skeletal hand.

Trapped in the concrete pieces that littered the ground, the heat from the tropical day seared through her thin sturdy clothing. The stank of the raw sewage that ran in rivulets through the streets overpowered the salt-laden breeze off the ocean. People, covered with the grit of pulverized buildings and humans, shuffled along with blank vacant stares. Two weeks after the quake, still in shock, their lives decimated first by nature and then kicked and beaten by the ineffectiveness of a flawed relief system. Hundreds of humanitarian agencies had descended on the population duplicating efforts and yet completely missing the need in other areas. The government was ostensibly trying to coordinate the effort, however the mass chaos was undeniable.

Through the Leupold Ultra M3 fixed power sight, she tracked the movements of Henri LeRoy, leader of this tiny island nation, violator of human rights and dignity, and all around poor excuse for a human being.

Sickness roiled in her stomach. The power bar she’d eaten for breakfast threatened to add to the rubble pile as she tried to figure out how in the hell she'd ended up here. Back behind a sniper rifle with the power over life and death trembling in the muscles of her right trigger finger.

Dammit. When she'd decided to take control of her life and quit the FBI, she hadn't wanted to do this anymore.

She'd wanted to be a simple relief worker. She'd wanted to connect with her family, brothers and mother.

But that bitch, fate, had slapped her upside the head and now here she was, where she'd sworn she never wanted to be again. Looking through the scope of a high-powered rifle, with a crystal clear head shot and a murky sense of right and wrong.

With little fanfare, she could blast LeRoy's brain matter all over the silk-covered walls and the antique Louis the XIV scrolled chairs in the receiving room of his ridiculously elegant weekend mansion which, since built properly, had sustained minimal damage. Her muscles twitched with the knowledge and acceptance that with one slow slide of her finger, the despotic, amoral leader would be history.

Jess didn't want to kill him, didn't want to be directly responsible for another death. She didn't want this choice. She’d given up this kind of life. She'd left the FBI after a series of high stress cases to get away from the doubt and guilt that had crippled her. To make her own decisions about right and wrong rather than carry out the commands of her bosses.

But if Henri LeRoy lived, chances were astronomical that many other citizens would die.

And yeah, she'd probably been manipulated into this. Actually no probably about it. Assassination had not been listed as one of her duties when she'd joined Global Humanitarian Relief. Damn her brother anyway.

But now all she could do was lay here in the desecrated remains of the former church and hope that her special skill set wouldn't be needed.

Fortunately, she was secondary backup.

And unless several things went horribly wrong, she would break down her weapon, get back to the relief aid encampment, back to actually helping people, and be out of here without ever firing her rifle.

Then she could hand out seed packets to her heart's content and figure out what she was going to do next. If she'd stay with GHR and her brothers, or go. First, she had to get through the next two hours.

But if something did go wrong...she prayed that if she was called upon, she could make the right decision. Make the shot. Cold zero.
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HEAVEN ON EARTH CAN BE
HELL ON THEIR HEARTS...





