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      I scratch the tip of my nose.

      A smile spreads across my face. I know how it looks to the outward world, grinning instantaneously for no apparent reason, but I can’t help it. My itchy nose is a telltale sign of my angel’s presence. Okay, not my angel per se. Vilhelm Constantine has been very clear that he is a warrior angel, not a guardian angel… AND if he were a guardian angel, he wouldn’t be mine. Firstly, I haven’t done anything to warrant a guardian angel. Secondly, fraternizing with their wards is forbidden.

      Will Vilhelm sniff out Haruto’s scent? Do angels even have a strong sense of smell like werewolves? I showered before boarding the train from Atami in the Shizuoka Prefecture back to my home in Osaka for the next eight months. We stopped before clothes were removed. Or more specifically, I stopped us. After a night with Gabriel landed me in literal Hell, I swore off one-night stands.

      For three full moons I ignored Haruto’s advances after running with the Hakone pack outside of Atami. What made tonight different?

      Loneliness, my wolf reminds me. She also reminds me guilt is a pointless emotion.

      She’s not wrong. About loneliness being the driving factor for making out with Haruto. Attraction too, but mostly loneliness. I think if not for the latter, I could have resisted the former. For a year after the Hell debacle, I cut myself off from the world. If not for Vilhelm, I would still be slinging coffee in Galway, not playing my violin in the Osaka Philharmonic Orchestra. I hadn’t considered that opening myself back up to life, meant that I had to get on with actually living. Werewolves don’t need to belong to a pack to survive. There are many in my community that disagree with that statement, but it’s a hill I’ll gladly die on. We are, however, social creatures. We need friends. A connection.

      I moved to Osaka four months ago. Populated with over two million people.

      Never would I have guessed two million would be such a lonely number.

      Movement outside my window distracts my attention from my thoughts. I lurch forward, my face almost plastered to the window. My eyes search for signs of the movement I think I caught, even as my brain resists the notion. At over one hundred and fifty miles an hour, I didn’t know of any creature that would be able to keep pace, let alone move faster than the train.

      It flashes again. Clearer this time. I press my face to the glass looking behind at… what? Fog? Smoke? Neither of those has eyes.

      “See something interesting?”

      My hand flies to my mouth, but not before a short, curt scream escapes. Vilhelm now occupies the seat to my left. The wide smile dimpling his cheek remains even after I slug him in the arm.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” I chastise.

      He clicks his tongue. “You knew I was close.” With his left index finger, he swipes the tip of my nose. “You will always know when I am close.”

      His words cause my eyes to stray down to the palm of my right hand. The scar is long gone, although sometimes if I stare long and hard enough, I swear I see a faint outline. Vilhelm carried a similar one on his left hand. Both created by him almost two years ago. Another memento from our Hell trip. A promise from my angel that he will always be able to find me.

      I didn’t anticipate that meant get onboard a train in motion.

      My gaze returns to his face, and I search his eyes for any knowledge he may have of how I spent the last three hours. When he leans over and captures my bottom lip in a tender kiss, I want to take it as a sign he doesn’t know.

      His lips are as soft as I remember. The intoxication of his cinnamon taste allows me to dismiss the face I saw in the fog. It’s not possible anyway. The high of the full moon hunt still churns through my blood.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “I missed you. And there is no attack or emergency vying for my attention.”

      I feel my features form a frown. “Is that what you do?” Saying the words out loud make me realize I’ve never asked Vilhelm what kind of angel he is. Or what he does when he’s not around.

      He inclines his head slightly. It’s not quite an admission. The hesitation in his confirmation makes me think I should have followed my instincts and not pushed. It’s none of my business.

      “Are you familiar at all with angel hierarchy?”

      I shake my head. “Archangels, guardians, and cherubs is the extent of my knowledge.”

      He smiles at that. Lifting my hand, his lips graze my knuckles. “I am a specific type of warrior angel. A subdivision that specializes in demons.”

      “Really?” I know my eyes are large. “That’s why you were gone for four months?”

      My wolf chuffs at the hint of whine manifesting in my words.

      “I am sorry I was away for so long.”

      I shake my head and say, “It’s fine.”

      My overly dismissive tone suggests the opposite of my words. I turn my attention back out the window, because I don’t want him to see that it really isn’t fine. Had I built the last month in Galway up to be more than it was?

      It wouldn’t be the first time I read a situation completely wrong.

      “I left you in a better place than I found you.”

      Vilhelm’s words intrude into my thoughts. I catch his wrist in midair before he can touch my chin and turn my face to him.

      “I get it,” I assure him. “You’re not a guardian angel. You have other responsibilities.”

      Almost a full thirty seconds of silence passes. Vilhelm waits for me to look at him again before he speaks.

      “Braithim uaim thú.” His words manage to be a whisper in the silence of the near-empty train car.

      The initial smile his presence created returns. “Say what now?”

      “It’s something I picked up while in Galway.”

      “You learned Irish in a month?”

      “I have a gift for languages.” His grin reveals the hidden dimple in his right cheek, and he wiggles his eyebrows.

      His dimple is a secret weapon. I don’t imagine it strikes terror in the hearts of demons, but it melts mine. Every. Single. Time.

      “Huh,” I nod. “I imagine that comes in handy.”

      “Do you want to know what it means?”

      “I feel like you’re going to tell me anyway.”

      The dimple returns and he leans closer. Proximity makes his whisper more effective. “It means, I feel you from my presence.”

      Heat climbs up my neck and spreads into my cheeks. I turn my face to the window to hide the blush. The night turns the glass into a makeshift mirror. I see Vilhelm lean forward. His eyes are on the eye of my reflection. I want to be angry. Six months has passed since the last time I saw him before leaving Galway. Six months without a call or text. Angels apparently don’t have phones.

      I want to be angry, or at least annoyed, but it’s hard when my wolf feels the exact opposite. The ‘on alert’ sensation from her I experienced on past train rides disappeared the moment we both sensed Vilhelm’s nearness.

      He’s her catnip, except in a calming way.

      Still staring out the window, I ease back. Vilhelm lifts the arm rest that separates us, and I recline into him. Her wraps his left arm around my shoulder, and his fingers stroke my braided hair.

      “How was your hunt?”

      Genuine curiosity colors his voice, but the question creates a surge of panic through my body. I disguise it by shifting. I’m not nervous, I’m just uncomfortable.

      “How do you know I was hunting?” I ask. I’m surprised when my voice comes out sounding casual.

      “Tonight is a full moon. You’re on a train coming back from Atami. The closest pack on this island has claimed Hakone for their territory. It is not a mystery for the ages, Ami.” There’s a teasing lilt at the end of his words.

      I’ve missed that accent. The way it makes some of the words sound like a song, even if I still can’t pinpoint the origin. Norwegian maybe? He is part Valkyrie.

      “I’ve been running with them for the past few months.”

      I rest my head on his chest with my ear over his heart. The soothing, steady beat relaxes me. If I weren’t so wound up over the hunt, it might lull me to sleep.

      “And yet you are returning to Osaka.”

      “My life is in Osaka,” I point out. “There’s no orchestra in Atami or Hakone.”

      “And the alpha is okay with your sometimes participation?”

      “He keeps extending an invitation every full moon.”

      “Of course.”

      The dismissiveness in his voice has me sit up to give him the full weight of my eyes.

      “Why do you say it like that. Of course.” I mimic his words.

      “You are an unaffiliated völva, Ami.”
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