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        When dreams and destiny collide, trust is the ultimate killer.

      

        

      
        River has always excelled at being the best. The best brother, the best friend, the best dresser. But never the best Guardian. So when Fate assigns him his first solo mission, he dives in with both wings. Until a Fallen suddenly hijacks his dreams, and throws his path into a deadly spiral. Now, he’s in a race to save his soul…and hers.

      

        

      
        Broken and betrayed, Ebony is fresh out of allies. Held captive by the Guardians, she will do anything to escape and keep her sister safe. Including, trusting an angel. But when her ticket to freedom falls ill with a mysterious sickness, trusting her heart becomes the greatest danger.

      

        

      
        With a power as cunning as Fate on the loose, River and Ebony must battle a new evil, before one of them pays the ultimate price.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For you,

      for making me feel like enough after a lifetime of feeling unworthy
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            Prologue

          

          Current day, Hell

        

      

    

    
      Blaine

      Power surged from deep within him, tearing apart each cell, molecule by molecule, splitting him open from the inside. A scorching hot tidal wave crashed on the shore that was his body, paralyzing him on the burning earth. Shards of power, lightning  bolts shooting through his skull, sliced open his flesh as visions, memories, flashed in his mind.

      Warm sun. Blinding white light. Bright, brilliant stars shooting across a pitch-black night.

      Golden hair. Crystal blue eyes.

      Her.

      His heart raced, his head swimming as dizziness clutched him in its grasp. Never could he have imagined an energy, a force, so great, so all-consuming. So binding.

      The power swelled, expanded, snapping his wings open in a heady rush, as he threw his head back with a roar. Flames licked his feathers, curling smoke into the stale, hot air, but the burn didn’t register. No. The essence consumed his senses, his mind, his entire body.

      Memories flashed in his mind faster, brighter, making it almost impossible to catch a single snippet in full detail. Wavy golden hair…his fingers digging into soft flesh…words whispered on panted breaths…promises made in heartbeats…

      Bolts shot through his chest, light and dark colliding in his soul until it felt as though the entire realm would shatter with his next inhale.

      Darkness flashed before his eyes as memories of his past collided with visions of his future, overwhelming him until he succumbed to the intensity.

      His knees hit the ash covered dirt.

      His head bowed.

      What felt like hours raced by in mere seconds. Days, weeks, months.

      Millennia.

      Gradually, the turbulence subsided, ebbing to a dull tremble that left him breathless. Sweat rolled down his temples while an ache sharpened at the midpoint between his wings. He focused on the prickling sensations, the heat from the looming sun scorching his bare torso as his pulse steadied and he dragged in a deeper inhale with each subsequent breath.

      Rolling his shoulders, he straightened, and for the first time, inspected his new…accessories. Because they were no longer just wings. No longer wings of an angel who once resided in the pristine Heavens. No, this new version carried more than his past on their pointed tips. More than the vows he’d made. These new wings would carry him into the future he envisaged on the day he Fell. Over the past hundreds of years, he’d become accustomed to crimson replacing his previously black Guardian wings. Now though, those same wings mimicked the unholy fires of Hell.

      Ash fluttered from his feathers, falling to the already sooty ground, yet the feathers didn’t burn. They didn’t ignite or incinerate. Instead, they…glowed.

      Before he fully caught his breath, heaviness settled on his head, clawing into the side of his skull, securing itself to his flesh. Lifting his arm, he brushed his shaky fingers over the jagged surface, following the twists and dips as the splintered texture weaved back on itself in the shape of a crown.

      Retrieving his fallen sword, he examined the masterpiece atop his head in the glint of the untarnished blade. Shards of obsidian woven with twisted bones and charred feathers, dripped with flames that vanished before reaching his shoulders.

      Quite the crown for the new king of Hell.

      Zath, his predecessor, had never possessed enough power to create such a masterpiece.

      But Blaine did.

      When his new power finally settled, fizzling through his body, a triumphant smirk curled on his lips.

      Well, that was…unexpected.

      Something the angelic version of himself could never have dreamed of back in the Heavens.

      The thrill of his transformation. The rush. The…overwhelming desire.

      Sudden clarity rolled through him on another powerful wave, accompanied by a memory so clear it rivaled the crystal blue skies he remembered from the Heavens.

      Her.

      Her plea. Her vow.

      Her lie.

      His path, the one destined for him long before this journey began, unveiled in his mind. His mission. The one he’d vowed to complete and the lines he’d cross to fulfill that single objective.

      The smirk widened as dangerous thoughts lifted his chin to glare at the flaming sun, heavy and low in the ash filled sky. She looked back, he knew that with every fiber of his newly transformed body and the thought sent a renewed thrill through his heated blood.

      “Watch out, my love,” he whispered, words only for her. Always for her. “I’m coming for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          Current day, mortal realm

        

      

    

    
      River

      The situation went to Hell on a hotdog faster than River could say “hold the onions.” The Guardian mansion was in full chaos mode, and common sense told him it probably wasn’t wise to stand in a corner eating candy watching the events unfold. Some would say impolite. His sister, Raine, would for sure roll her eyes at him, but she was currently too busy twirling a Kiel around her finger itching to stab something. Or someone. Poor bastard. She was even more trigger happy now that her soulmate, Slater, considered misting to Hell along with Cole to save Evie after Blaine had kidnapped her only moments ago.

      Again.

      See? Absolute chaos.

      River tossed another red frog in his mouth. The chewy, sugary goodness calmed him a notch so he could think of an action plan. Once things chilled, that was. And once someone actually needed his help, which was…never. Well, not for anything super important. Not for the fighting skills he’d trained millennia for, nor for his unmatched knowledge of Australia’s most dangerous snakes, and definitely not for his badass dress sense.

      No one ever needed him.

      Maybe he should simply accept that?

      “River!” Willow beckoned him. “Can you help me lift Jemma onto the bed?”

      Okay. He stood corrected. Occasionally, someone needed his muscles.

      Across the room, Willow crouched beside Jemma unconscious on the floor. The mortal they’d invited into their home alongside Cole’s soulmate, Evie, a few months ago. The same woman who they’d, moments ago, found out that Blaine had possessed for the entire length of her stay. Maybe even longer. Uncovering this treachery had caused the second bout of chaos tonight. Right after Cole watched Blaine mist away with his soulmate like the villain he was.

      Talk about a turn of events. One he did not see coming.

      “River!”

      Oh, shit. Right.

      Shoving the empty candy packet into his pocket, he kicked into action, rushing to help Willow lift Jemma onto her bed.

      “Will she be okay?” he asked, carefully maneuvering Jemma’s head onto the pillow while keeping one ear tilted toward the remaining Guardians arguing in the hall. Something about needing to storm the gates of Hell…which was never a good option.

      Willow sighed, meticulously tucking Jemma in bed as though she were a sleeping princess. “I don’t know. We can’t tell if or how much damage Blaine has caused. I tried to rejuvenate her mind, to see if there was anything I could heal, but it’s beyond my abilities. Even if I could help with her mind, I don’t think that’s the problem here. It isn’t broken. It’s as though her entire body is swarming with…darkness.”

      He straightened, itching for a fresh bag of candy even though he knew it wouldn’t ease the unsettled feeling swirling in his gut. Swarming with darkness? When Blaine had possessed Jemma’s mortal form, had he also possessed her soul? Was that even possible? And if so, could a mortal recover from that?

      Again, if so, surely there’d be lingering side effects from such trauma.

      “This is a complete mess,” Willow murmured, before she joined the others in the hall, leaving him alone with the mortal.

      Sinking into the corner reading chair, he tuned into the heated discussion in the hall, where the Guardians debated what to do next. Some argued hunting down Blaine would give them answers and save Evie. Aric thought Raine’s Raziel magic would heal Jemma as she’d done with Slater’s soul, now that Willow’s magic hadn’t worked. Nope. Raine’s powers wouldn’t work, not that he had any proof. Just a hunch. Ever since she decided to heal Slater’s soul using her magic, something had been…well, off. At the same time, something had shifted in him. Once, his sister could use her powers to imbued weapons, to amplify the Purah to end life, yet now, he suspected that may have changed.

      Along with other significant abilities.

      Mainly his.

      Tayla slipped into the room and placed a glass of water on the nightstand. “Everyone is so frantic. I wish we knew how to help.”

      She wasn’t the only one.

      “Jemma is mortal. What would you have done in this situation before Fate granted you immortality?”

      Tayla shrugged, a tight expression on her face. “Take her to the hospital, I guess. But…I don’t know. We don’t even know if it’s a mortal issue.”

      Bingo. That option was out of the question given they didn’t know the extent of the damage Blaine had caused and if a mortal healer could easily identify immortal intervention. Imagine that. Someone finding an unidentifiable shadowy substance infecting Jemma’s body, right to the depth of her cells. Something told him Evie wouldn’t approve of the mortal government shipping her bestie off to that classified facility where they prod and probe alien lifeforms.

      Which meant, neither would Cole for that matter.

      As Tayla returned to the hall, leaving him alone with Jemma again, he mentally sifted through their current predicament. Darkness in a mortal’s soul wasn’t the end of the universe. It would likely align their soul with Hell instead of the Heavens, which wasn’t ideal, but not a dire issue. Except for the fact that said mortal was the best friend of a Guardian’s soulmate. They couldn’t exactly let her slip down to Hell.

      Which left healing her soul the only option.

      And he only knew of one way to heal a soul.

      How much trouble would he be in if he told them about his…other ability? The one no one, except his sister, knew about?

      The one Fate made him vow never to mention in the mortal realm.

      “Sunshine.”

      He jolted when EJ beckoned from the doorway. “Meeting in the war room. Stat.”

      Just as quickly as the Guardian appeared, he darted off again.

      Well, at least that was one thing. If they weren’t ever going to need him, at least they were polite enough to keep inviting him to their meetings and including him in their sparring sessions. He was like the cute, stray puppy they couldn’t quite leave out in the rain.
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        * * *

      

      After raiding his emergency candy stash, River sat in his usual seat at the long boardroom style table in the war room and nestled the packet on his lap for easy access. These meetings could go for hours, and one always needed sustenance.

      Everyone was here today which was how he knew chaos still reigned in the household. Another indicator? Hailee already sat beside EJ and there were no cupcakes on the table. Not one.

      Luckily, he’d grabbed that extra bag of candy.

      Aric and Willow, plus Tayla across from them, were deep in conversation, and as usual, his sister leaned by the cabinetry running along the side wall. Her favorite spot where she thought she slinked in the shadows.

      He chuckled to himself. With platinum blonde hair, his sister stood out like a ninja with a glowing halo.

      She caught him smiling and curled her lip. Which made him smile wider.

      “Why do you eat that shit?” Raine’s words appeared in his mind just as he popped another soft candy in his mouth. This time a purple snake.

      He cocked a challenging brow. “Why do you stab things?”

      She’d asked him that question countless times during the past four years since they’d lived in the mortal realm together and each time, he responded the same. Why not indulge? Why deprive himself of sugary sweetness when his teeth wouldn’t decay? He couldn’t contract any mortal ailments or gum diseases, and only Fate knew how long he’d have left here. So, why the Heaven’s not?

      Raine shook her head, but he caught the tiniest lift at the side of her mouth. Enough to prove she enjoyed their sibling banter as much as he did.

      Raven strode into the room with an air of authority that silenced the conversations at once. “I’ve summoned Gabe, but he hasn’t responded. How long do we expect Slater and Cole to take in Hell?” he asked, sitting at the head of the table.

      Twisting slightly, he gave the boss his full attention, ready and keen to step in where required. Surely this was his chance. His time to prove he was more than a sidekick.

      EJ braced his forearms on the table. “When I ventured to Hell with Reaper, we were gone for a few mortal days, I think. And that felt like we were only in Hell for minutes.”

      “That was a simple snatch and grab mission,” Aric added. “This time, Cole and Slater have to make it to Zath’s lair, use him as bait, and then rescue Evie. It’s gonna take a few days longer, if not weeks.”

      “Right.” Raven leaned back in his chair with a heavy sigh. “This latest stunt from Blaine is fucking bullshit. Any new ideas on how to help Jemma while we wait for news on Evie or for Gabe to pay us a visit?”

      “Yeah, River, any ideas?” Raine’s snark resonated in his mind. Not the first time today she’d asked him. His sister was nothing if not persistent and feisty.

      How did he end up with all the sunshine?

      A little swirl of guilt churned in his stomach for not having told her about his…issue. She was his sister, after all. She should be the first to know. And while he was at it, he should probably come clean and tell the others. But would it make a difference? They already overlooked him for countless missions. Telling the Guardians that something felt off with him would only make him appear less capable.

      Plus, there was the whole threatened-by-Fate thing, and he wasn’t the rule breaking kind.

      Raine teased him about that all the time. But what did he have if not his loyalty and stunning fashion sense?

      As the Guardians resumed brainstorming ways to help the mortal still unconscious upstairs, he continued to toss candy in his mouth until he emptied the packet. Mainly to prevent injecting himself in the conversation every second to tell them why that option wouldn’t work. He didn’t want to be a Debbie Downer, but he only knew of one way to heal darkness from a soul, and it wasn’t easy. Or without consequences.

      When the meeting concluded after Willow suggested Raine try her magic and if that didn’t work, they would wait until Gabe responded, River shoved the empty candy packet in his pocket and pushed back from the table to follow the others. At the door though, Raine snagged his shirt.

      His new shirt.

      The audacity.

      “There’s no need to take your frustration out on my cool threads, sis. This is new. And the first time I’ve worn it. Have some respect.”

      “River, stop calling material covered in pineapples wearing sunglasses cool threads. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      He lifted one shoulder, unfazed by the insult. “No need to be grouchy. I offered to buy you the pink version, but you declined. Rather rudely, I might add.”

      Her lethal eyes narrowed.

      He smiled and stepped aside, but she held him back again.

      “Why won’t you help Jemma?” she whispered in a too harsh tone.

      “Since when do you care about an injured mortal?”

      Raine’s top lip twitched, the tiniest little bit. “She’s…grown on the others.”

      That was code for how much that particular mortal, and everyone else in the Guardian residence, had grown on her. Raine had developed these things called “feelings” and still didn’t quite know what to do with them. And it amused the Heavens out of him. Of the two of them though, he was positive he would’ve caught the soulmate bug during their time in the mortal realm, not his hardcore sister. But alas, love wasn’t in his future even though he had plenty to share. Instead, he harnessed that love by obsessing over decades old, heartbreak songs and the gooey smiles on the couples around him.

      “You know why I can’t tell them.” He peeked out the door to make sure the others weren’t within earshot. “Fate will…” He made the motion of slicing his neck.

      Raine snatched a Kiel from her belt and spun it around her index finger. An action he figured gave her emotions an outlet.

      “I don’t know how I managed to imbue my magic on Slater’s soul, something I wasn’t meant to do, and Fate didn’t throw a bolt of lightning at me. In fact, I think she approved of it. You’ll be fine. Rules are meant to be broken.”

      He shuddered. “I beg to differ.”

      He quite enjoyed the mortal realm and all its colors. He wasn’t about to piss off Fate.

      “For fuck’s sake, River. Just help the damn female. All the moping around the household is giving me hives.”

      He patted Raine’s shoulder, holding back his grin at the second time she’d admitted having feelings in the past few minutes. “Hives. Sure it’s not concern? Worry? A feeling of helplessness for someone you care about?”

      She deadpanned him. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She slipped the Kiel back into her weapon belt. “You’re the only one who can do this. I know how much you want your own mission. Well, here it is, dumbass.”

      Ooh, Raine knew exactly what candied words to dangle in front of him and he couldn’t hold back the sense of purpose igniting behind his ribs.

      You’re the only one who can do this.

      Purpose. Maybe this was his purpose? This was officially the second time someone had called upon him for help. Him. The second time someone had laid out a mission for him. And Heavens, the warm rush of someone needing him felt too good. Right even.

      Perhaps this was his destiny, his individual mission that Fate had neglected to mention during her your-sole-purpose-is-to-ensure-your-sister-achieves-her-path speech before he’d departed the Heavens. Maybe helping Raine was his practice mission and this was real?

      Giddiness fluttered his pulse. Could this be it? The moment he’d been waiting for?

      How could he say no when he was the only one? And his sister was right, he had been wanting a mission of his own. Desperately. Aching for the others to take notice of him, consider him an equal.

      A mission. A duty.

      A chance to solidify his worth in the Guardian household before Fate recalled his soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Ebony

      Fire burned through her. A volcano spewing blazing, molten lava into her veins, forcing it into her body, blistering her flesh. The agony. The nightmares. The torture tearing apart her soul thread by thread. White-hot pain scorched her throat, stealing any air she’d managed to inhale.

      Having long given up, she awaited death. Welcomed it.

      “Go.”

      Voices argued, fading in and out like her consciousness. Some muffled by the roar in her ears, others swallowed by the blackness encroaching her mind.

      Familiar. New. Close. Distant.

      “Once I figure…hell to…with her.”

      Deep inside, a strange pull lured her to the surface. She recognized this voice.

      Help.

      Safety.

      But he was too late. She’d already given up.

      Death had already come for her.

      “Damn duty…Why do I…fuck it.”

      As darkness encroached from the corners of her mind once more, weightlessness lightened her chest. Floating. One side of her body pressed against something hard and warm. Hotter than her burning flesh. Fueling the fire not only from inside, but now outside, too. Her skin flamed. Panic clawed at her chest, and she tried to push away, to flee, but her limbs wouldn’t respond.

      Tingles erupted deep within, tearing her body apart molecule by molecule. A silent scream ripped through her, stretching her consciousness to the edge like an elastic band, right before it…snapped.

      Blackness.

      Shadows flooded her. Dragged her farther beneath the surface, toward the fiery lava.

      Images flashed in her mind as one thought replayed before the nothingness swallowed her whole: I failed.
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        * * *

      

      Coldness pressed against her cheek, seeping into her skin, fighting against the raging heat in her blood. Fire and ice. Two eternal forces at war inside her. Shards of pain shot through every part of her body, not a limb unaffected.

      Make it stop. She sent the mental plea to anyone close by, whoever could hear, anyone.

      Please…make it stop.

      No one responded. No one came.

      No one saved her.

      Drawing on her last reserves of energy, she tucked her legs up despite the roaring pain and curled on her side, spreading the coolness along her shoulder, down her hip and thigh, while her chest quaked with silent, tearless sobs.

      Alone.

      Always alone.
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      River

      River perched on the side of the bed, while Jemma still slept. He’d stood by and watched the others try to help her for nearly a fortnight without success. Now it was his turn. He hoped this was it—his mission. His chance to shine. He hoped to the Heavens this was the secret calling Fate had neglected to mention because he was about to summon magic he’d vowed not to use in the mortal realm.

      He’d never flown a wing out of line, so surely Fate wouldn’t retaliate. Especially, if it was his true mission. Right? Besides, this way, he still kept his magic a secret. Fate had sworn to recall his soul after Raine completed her mission, yet here he was. Still in the mortal realm.

      The way he saw it, he was on borrowed time anyway.

      Logic worked for him. Raine was the one who broke rules. She ignored rules like they were bright pink flip-flops. He, on the other hand, had always prided himself on being a star angel, one who followed Fate’s rules to the letter and never stepped out of line for the good of the Heavens. Hoping one day, she’d grant him that mission. Reward him.

      And now, he was about to break the only rule Fate gave him before he left for the mortal realm…to save a mortal.

      This was what it felt like to rebel.

      He didn’t much care for the quivering in his belly.

      Raine paced at the foot of the bed, her pointy heels clicking on the hardwood floor, but he knew better than to ask her to be quiet even though the action made him more jittery.

      “Hurry up,” she hissed at him. “Before someone comes in.”

      They should have told the others what he was about to do. What happened if it failed? What if it wasn’t his mission? What if the weird glitch he’d felt when Raine had healed Slater corrupted his magic? What if he made Jemma’s condition worse?

      What if, and here was the kicker, this wasn’t his mission and Fate recalled his soul to the Heavens?

      He’d never recover.

      He’d never taste candy again.

      But…if this truly was his purpose, then he couldn’t worry about any of those what ifs. Not when he was the only one who could help eliminate the darkness inside Jemma, at least enough for her to wake.

      The Guardians would praise him, consider him an equal. Finally, he’d have found his place in their brotherhood.

      The clicking paused. “River? Did you hear me?”

      He tossed a candy in his mouth. “I’m immortal, just like you. I have spectacular hearing.”

      “Then hurry the fuck up.”

      “No need to be…snappy.”

      Raine glared at him, and he held back the urge to laugh. Instead, he shuffled closer to Jemma and gently held her hand between both of his. Possessing Raziel magic and using it were two completely different things. For instance, he’d had the magic his entire existence. But calling on it now took more energy, more concentration. It didn’t come as easily as when Fate had called upon him to use it for her in the Heavens.

      A nice little obstacle in his mission.

      Nothing he couldn’t overcome.

      Still cradling Jemma’s hand between his, he closed his eyes and summoned the beacon of flickering light flaming deep inside his soul. What started as gentle tingles across his skin, progressed to a tremor in his blood, until pale teal light beamed from his fingertips, streaming from his hands into Jemma’s. Pulsing light bled from him, encasing Jemma’s hand in a mystical glow before slipping beneath the surface of her skin and up her forearm, disappearing when it seeped into her veins. He kept his eyes closed, tracking the magic through his mind as it raced toward the shadows surrounding her soul.

      Readying himself for the first clash, he yelped as his magic collided with the darkness. He entwined his fingers through Jemma’s, steadying their connection, as he flooded her veins with power.

      Another jolt slammed into him as the next waves collided. Not enough to make him lose his connection, more like…a warning.

      Willow was right. The darkness lurking around Jemma’s soul was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. It was…darker. Thicker. More twisted. Layered with a murky omen that screamed for him to retreat.

      But this was his mission. He couldn’t back down.

      Needing more power, he drew on his reserves. His magic was usually strong enough to eliminate the darkness in one cleansing blast. But now…he struggled.

      Pushing forward in his mind, he poured all his magic, tangling with the darkness, fighting for the upper hand. Two forces battled, dark versus light, good versus evil, until an invisible hand clenched his throat. It squeezed, blocking his airway.

      Dots flashed before his eyes.

      His ears whooshed.

      Right before he passed out, he jerked back from Jemma, tumbled off the bed and landed with a thud on the floor.

      Blinking, he found Raine glaring down at him. “What happened?”

      “The power…” He cleared his throat, sitting up. “My magic didn’t…it felt weird. Different. Not like it did in the Heavens.”

      Wrong.

      But he didn’t say that out loud. Because if his magic felt wrong, then maybe this wasn’t his mission. And if that were the case…Heavens help him. He couldn’t deal with his name falling into Fate’s BBBA. Her Black Book of Bad Angels.

      Raine waved off his concern. “It’s because you haven’t used it in the mortal realm. It’s fine. Takes a bit to get used to.”

      Maybe. But…

      “What if when⁠—”

      Jemma gasped and jolted upright. “What happened? Where am I?”

      Raine threw her hands in the air. “Thank fuck you’re awake. Now the moping can…” She stilled and tilted her head as though someone spoke in her mind before she turned to him. “I’ll send Willow up. Slater’s back…and has the evil twin.”

      Without another word, she strode from the room.

      Thank Heavens. Because really, Jemma didn’t need Raine’s grouchiness right now while she recovered. And she’d been particularly grouchy while Slater had been in Hell helping Cole rescue Evie. He bet her stormy mood had nothing to do with the others moping around the house. She missed her soulmate. Not that she’d ever admit that to anyone, including herself.

      Now, Slater had returned with the evil twin. Hailee’s evil twin? What a plot twist.

      Turning his attention back to Jemma, he jumped off the floor and offered her a fresh bottle of water from the nightstand. “Sorry about Raine, she doesn’t do people well.” He perched on the side of the bed. “How are you feeling?”

      She winced a little as she swallowed. “Weird. I feel strange. How long have I been out?” Jemma peered around the room with a slight frown as though seeing everything for the first time.

      “On and off for a long while. A fortnight I guess.” He set the bottle back on the nightstand. “What do you remember?”

      “The last thing I remember is finding out that the Beast stole my bestie after he stopped using my body as a human ride share.” She gasped, hand on her chest. “Have you found Evie?”

      That was a loaded question. Raine said Slater had returned, but nothing about Cole. Jemma didn’t need bad news right now, not after she’d just woken from an extra-long hibernation.

      “I’m sure Evie is fine. Cole will do everything he can to keep her safe because they’re meant to be together.”

      Someone softly knocked on the door before it opened, and Willow entered. She smiled at Jemma, moving to the other side of the bed. “It’s so good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”

      He was about to tell Willow she was fine, and that he’d just asked the same question, when sudden queasiness sloshed in his stomach making him break out in a sweat. Had he eaten something bad? Too much candy?

      Impossible. No such thing existed. Yet…

      Bile rose in his throat, and he slapped a hand over his mouth.

      “River? You look…pale.”

      He stood, backing away, still covering his mouth. “Uhh…”

      Tingles erupted at his nape, and he panicked, mentally searching for the nearest bathroom before he emptied his stomach in front of Jemma and Willow.

      Willow stepped closer, but he held up his free hand to stop her. “All good,” he said before he hightailed it out of the room, bolting to the hall bathroom praying he made it on time.

      Just as he darted inside, the nausea vanished as quickly as it came. The tingling, the sloshing in his stomach, the queasiness, all gone.

      He splashed water on his face, trying to recognize the sickness, but came up empty. He’d never contracted mortal ailments, nor had any food affected his stomach. Was Raine right when she’d accused him of eating too much candy? Had it gradually made him…sick? Did he need to slow down? Pace himself? Try another brand?

      After patting his face dry, River exited the bathroom, drawn to distant voices down the hall. On the ground floor, he paused by the stairs leading to the basement as a sharp tugging sensation flared in his chest. Unlike his earlier sickness, this force almost pulled him down the stairs, toward the armory where Raine forged weapons for the Guardians. As his foot hovered over the first step, his sister’s angry voice diverted his attention enough for him to continue to the living room where other Guardians had converged. Raine stood on one side, fists curled in a face-off with Slater, while Aric, Raven, and Tayla held back by the leather sofas watching the scene unfold.

      He approached with practiced caution.

      “My queen, listen to me,” Slater lowered his voice, bravely closing in on Raine.

      “You brought a Fallen,” Raine growled. “A known enemy of the Guardians, inside this house knowing how to bypass the Raziel spell I placed for our protection.” She reached for a weapon at her hip but came up empty.

      The collection of metal littering the wall behind Slater was proof she’d already thrown her stock. Not that it made them safe. Her heels were just as lethal.

      “Yes.” Slater stepped closer, hand out. “And I did it for a good reason. Would you have preferred me let her burn in Hell?”

      Raine opened her mouth to reply, but Raven held up his hand. “Don’t answer that. For the love of Fate, do not answer.”

      Creeping into the living room, he sidled up to Aric. “What happened? Where are Cole and Evie?”

      If those two didn’t get their happily ever after, he’d never watch another rom-com for the rest of eternity.

      Keeping his gaze locked with Raine, Slater answered him instead. “Cole took Evie to the Heavens. She’s badly injured.”

      Whew.

      He had no doubt Fate would help heal Evie, and if not, the cleansing power of simply being in the Heavens would do the trick. Relief tumbled through his belly, releasing his earlier worries of the mysterious sickness and his new mission. Evie would be fine, and he’d cured Jemma. Movie night could go ahead this Saturday after all, and he’d make sure to have extra popcorn on hand to celebrate.

      His unexpected mission—albeit a short and simple one—was complete.

      But when Slater’s reply didn’t defuse the situation in the living room, he frowned. “Should I ask what else is wrong?”

      “He,” Raine’s gaze shot to him, fury steaming from her ears. “Brought not just any Fallen here. He brought Ebony.”

      “Oof.” He grimaced at Slater, recalling Raine’s run in with the Fallen. “Good luck getting out of that one, buddy.”

      Slater grumbled a response then addressed Raine. “I couldn’t leave her there. You know that don’t you? If I left her there…she’s so wounded, she wouldn’t have survived. I couldn’t.”

      Raine’s fists loosened…slightly, meanwhile that tugging sensation returned to his chest. From the mysterious illness or something new?

      “Will Ebony…be all right?” he asked because no one else had and despite her being a Fallen, she still deserved to have someone query after her wellbeing. Which was him. He was the designated carer this week, by the look of things.

      “Regardless of how that Fallen is fairing,” Raven answered, “until we know whether she’s a threat, or if Blaine is still in contact with her, or Hell, if Blaine is controlling her, she remains in the cell Raine forged in the armory. No exceptions.” Raven swept his gaze around the room, looking at each of them. “Understood?”

      He nodded.

      Ebony was captive in the basement. That explained the strange tug. His soul’s natural reflex to warn him of a nearby Fallen.

      Slater slowly reached for Raine, pulling her into his arms. And just like that, the living room chaos dissolved from all-hell-breaking-loose to let’s-comfort-one-another. It should’ve eased the tension, now that his sister was no longer at risk of throwing more weapons, instead, that unsettling feeling in his gut intensified. This time though, instead of sloshing in the background, it gripped him in a vise, slamming into him with the force of a truck load of candy. Whatever was happening wasn’t over.

      Maybe, it was only the beginning.
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      Ebony

      Humming to himself, the strange angel glided around the deserted dance floor once again as she watched from afar. Hips swaying left and right, he closed his eyes and tipped his chin to the exposed metal beams and leaf covered sky lights. Yet to notice her, he moved with rhythm and grace, a stark contrast to his tall, athletic build. With wide shoulders and a narrow waist, wearing a ridiculous Hawaiian shirt covered in a confetti bomb of bright colors, she watched him for the third or fourth dream in a row. Slightly captivated, slightly annoyed, as he lost himself in the music right there in the center of his silent rave party for one.

      Not her usual clientele.

      But intriguing all the same.

      Even though his tone was slightly flat, and his humming way off beat, she recognized the tune. After all, she’d played it as part of her final set at the end of every party she’d ever DJ’ed. The song that guaranteed to lure people together on the dance floor and lift the roof off the warehouse. A decades old song that still managed to capture the hearts of generation after generation. Or in this case, an immortal angel.

      Not the funniest thing she’d seen, but damn close.

      Music had always been the one medium which brought people together regardless of race or background. And her part, her sole objective in those precious minutes right before dawn rose and the magic of the night faded away, was to facilitate that congregation of humans. Encourage people, even for four minutes, to lay their troubles aside and surrender to the emotion. Lose themselves in lyrics written by strangers, in haunting melodies or sweaty baselines crafted by musicians miles across the ocean.

      The magic of music had been her lifeblood.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Now, it had been far too long since the simple pleasure of a song had soothed her. Any pleasure if she were honest.

      As the angel tucked his hands in the pockets of his ripped black jeans, continuing to enjoy his silent serenade, she took the opportunity, from her hidden spot behind the DJ booth, to figure out why he seemed so familiar.

      A niggling thought told her he resided with the Guardians, that she’d heard of him. But she couldn’t recall his name. Once again, he flopped his unruly, black hair out of his eyes, but it spurred no memories. Nor did the straight set of his freshly shaven jaw, or his strong, square shoulders.

      If only he’d open his eyes.

      As though sparked by her single thought, the angel paused and spun her way. For the first time, his gaze collided with hers and his excited, almost mischievous unearthly green eyes stole her breath. Moss green. No, lighter. The color of new, young undergrowth hidden deep on the forest floor.

      The color of the rarest fern.

      Rather than speak, he held her gaze, assessing her as much as she did him, while he slowly withdrew a bag of candy from his pocket and opened the crinkled packet. The noise bounced off the corrugated tin walls in the eerily silent warehouse, almost as loud as her thumping heart.

      Hand out, offering candy, he approached the DJ booth slow and cautious, the smile on his face growing with each step closer.

      Who was he? And what did he want with her?

      How did she know he was an angel? Had he invaded her dreams as a peace offering? To coax her back to the living?

      A trick?

      Despite her mouth watering at the mere thought of a sweet treat and the urge to snatch it from him, to have something which made this dream feel real when so many others felt like nightmares, she wouldn’t accept. Wouldn’t tempt herself.

      Wouldn’t ever put herself in a helpless position again.

      Until she knew, she couldn’t risk it.

      Dreams were not aways what they seemed. They could connect, bring hope, restore faith.

      Kill.

      Explosions…hellfire…screams shrieking as lava fell from the sky…

      She shook her head, banishing the nightmares that had plagued her almost constantly until…this angel.

      Still, the angel gravitated closer, despite her back off vibe.

      In the corner of her vision, a shimmering, transparent teal wall caught her eye a few feet from her DJ booth. The same shade of wavering light that had appeared in her dreams for the past…week? Month?

      Time moved differently in her mind with nothing but loops of her sister’s soothing voice and strange dreams of this angel. She had no idea how long it had been since Blaine defeated Zath, triggering a change of reign that made her shudder.

      Had she even survived? Was this…the Heavens?

      No. She didn’t belong there. These weren’t dreams. They were hallucinations. Yet, another trick of her subconscious, dreaming of a life beyond the one destined for her.

      Though, this one felt…different. The dull flutter inside her veins was new. So was the frantic thrumming of her heart.

      The shimmering teal wall of light flared brighter as the angel glided through. Definitely hallucinating.

      No dream had ever felt this…real.

      His slightly narrowed, unearthly gaze roamed her face again, sparking heat beneath the surface of her skin…

      No.

      Not again.

      Claws tore at her chest. She couldn’t endure more flames. Not when she’d only just started to wake.

      She stumbled backward, knocking over a stool.

      The angel gasped, on high alert, searching left and right for potential threats. Did he not feel the burn? Feel the temperature in the warehouse spike? The fire licking at his skin?

      But unlike the hellfire blisters along her arms that pulled taut when she moved, the heat as he neared even closer, reminded her of the…morning sun. Warm and comforting. Soft. Healing. Cleansing energy that chased away her fears.

      It felt like forever since she’d basked in the sun’s rays without a care in the world. Had that ever been the case? Yes. Before, when she’d been naïve to the horrors of this world. Now though, her eyes were wide open.

      Directly in front of her, the angel paused on the other side of the DJ booth, merely an arm’s length away as her trembling fingers righted the stool. Encased in a shimmering teal magic box, the colors danced in his bright eyes. He’d ventured closer than her other hallucinations.

      In this alternate reality, did he not know she was a Fallen?

      Did it even matter?

      This time she should ask his name, but she couldn’t bring herself to burst their magical bubble. A moment when nothing hurt. The blisters coating her arms no longer stung, her contorted muscles and broken bones no longer ached, and memories of that horrific fight in Hell no longer haunted her. In this stolen moment of time, in a deserted warehouse where she’d once found joy, everything was peaceful.

      If she was dead, she welcomed it.

      Softening his gaze, the angel reached forward, breaching the safety of her booth and tempted her again with the open bag of candy.

      If this were real and if the roles were reversed, she’d think he was a Fallen luring her into darkness, not the other way around. But in this scenario, she was the Fallen. She was the evil one.

      Just like moments ago, she shook her head.

      Not deterred, he dug his hand into the bag and popped a candy in his mouth. “Well, you’re missing out. These are the best strawberry and creams I’ve ever tasted. Except for that little shop down in Tasmania where Willow misted to last wildfire season. They were to die for. All soft and chewy with a gooey, creamy center.”

      Lighter green specks illuminated in his eyes when he spoke of the memory as though it truly was one of his favorites. But she couldn’t focus on anything except his voice. How it soothed her yet sparked a need from deep within. How it eased the fire. Quieted her mind.

      Ceased the nightmares.

      “But alas, she won’t mist there every week for me. Apparently, I need to ration them, otherwise, they’re not special. Which is the most ridiculous advice I’ve ever heard. But until she mists back there, I make do with these.” He jiggled the packet. “Still, a solid second.”

      Her reluctance to engage didn’t deter him. In fact, it seemed to make him talk more. His constant babble of useless information about candy made her mouth twitch at the corner. Maybe she wasn’t dead after all. Maybe he was an angel in her pain-fueled hallucination, sent by her subconscious to keep her hanging on.

      Keep her alive.

      The angel placed the candy packet on the DJ booth, conveniently facing her, and peered around the warehouse. “What is this place anyway? It’s got a warehouse vibe, but I can’t quite figure out why I’m here. Or how I got here.” He frowned again. “No way am I telling Raine about this…she’ll take away my candy.”

      As he continued to speak, his rich baritone swept over her like a soothing, weighted blanket she wanted to wrap herself in forever. On instinct, she reached for the treat…or him, only to snap back her hand. Now wasn’t the time to indulge or falter. Right now, she had to summon the strength to snap out of this hallucination before her mind drifted deeper.

      Would anyone miss her if it did?

      Her sister, Hailee?

      An uneasy sensation in her belly made it clear her powers were declining at a rapid rate. Her mind had held this hallucination together for far longer than the previous ones. In fact, this one felt more dreamlike than all the others since the explosion. Colors, details, smells, were more vivid, even down to the dials on her mixers and turntable. But that couldn’t be right. Unless, however unlikely, she’d dreamwalked to an actual angel. Which was beyond impossible.

      Just as she opened her mouth to ask him something, anything to distinguish between reality and dreamscape, the landscape wobbled.

      “Whoa.” The angel’s eyes widened as he spun back to her. “What’s happening?”

      The hallucination began dissolving. She stepped back from the DJ booth with a heavy, defeated sigh. By now, she almost welcomed the hallucinations, the escape, they at least made her feel something besides the agonizing pain of her burns.

      They made her feel…alive.

      And soon, they would fade, too.

      As though in slow motion, the warehouse folded in on itself, silently collapsing around them, falling away to nothingness in her mind. With a heavy heart, she braced for impact. For the moment when reality stripped the hallucination, and her mind reminded her of the state of her body.

      The DJ booth fell apart, falling in a dark pit, as the concrete below her feet collapsed⁠—

      “Watch out!” Wings unfurled, the angel swooped forward, catching her by the wrist to yank her to his chest while he hovered in the air. Sparks flashed through her blood right as the hallucination snapped.

      Breath punching in and out, her eyes shot open to darkness, a faint teal glow a few feet away.

      What the hell? None of her previous hallucinations had ended in a heart-pounding, panicked way. Like they were real. Like they were in a…dreamwalk.

      Impossible. Yet…

      Uncurling her body, she tried to sit up but cried out as a wound at her ribs re-opened. Silent sobs wracked her, while a cool, soothing blanket, much like the one in her hallucination, draped around her shoulders as though the angel were still there comforting her.

      If only it were real.
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      River

      River woke with a start, tumbling out of bed landing on his ass on a plush rug. What the actual drug-loving dragon? Had he dreamed of…Ebony? Hailee’s twin. A…Fallen? For Heaven’s sake, maybe he had ingested poisoned candy? Or too much as Raine feared. That would explain the tummy episode the other day, too.

      For the Heavens. He’d better lay off, for today at least. He refused to give up sugary treats and couldn’t fathom the idea of developing one of those terrifying mortal intolerances to his favorite sweets.

      How could he live in the mortal realm without candy?

      Yet, as he stood and straightened his plaid pajama pants, an undeniable tingle still hummed beneath his skin. Like when Raine’s magic collided with his each time he walked through the Raziel protective spell surrounding the Guardian’s property. Surely, he hadn’t sleepwalked. Had he? How else would he have encountered power that strong?

      Unless…

      No. If he’d sleepwalked to the basement and entered the cell he’d heard Raine talk about, he would’ve woken there, not in his bed, or more correctly, on his ass in his own room. He peered around the room and recognized his bright orange shirt tossed on the chair in the corner. Yep, definitely his room.

      He’d eaten too much candy. The only explanation.

      Damn it.

      He hated when Raine was right. Especially with something so important to him.

      Right. An overload of candy equaled bizarre dreams. No need to panic. He just needed to cut back.

      Someone banged on his bedroom door. “For fuck’s sake, River. Wake up.”

      He had an uncanny ability to summon his cranky sister.

      Launching to his feet, he opened the door and Raine barged in. “What took you so long? Were you dead?”

      He cocked a brow. “Uh, not that I know of.”

      She grumbled under her breath. “The mortal is unconscious again. You need to cleanse her. Let’s—” She eyed his pajamas with a horrified look. “What the fuck are you wearing? You know what, I don’t even want to know. Let’s go.”

      He had only enough time to grab his shirt before Raine took off down the hall.

      His mission was back on.

      Or more accurately, Jemma had suffered another setback and needed him again. Over the past six days, she’d slipped in and out of consciousness as though the darkness regenerated after each cleansing. Not the best news. But not all that surprising. His mission had seemed too easy at first, over and done in a matter of minutes, so it was no wonder he had more to achieve.

      Jemma needed his magic. And he would deliver it in secret again.

      With the halls quiet and dark, he loitered outside Jemma’s room, tilting his ear toward the door to see if she was awake. Beyond the walls, her breathing was steady and even. Although he struggled with doing what Raine considered was right for the sake of his mission and healing Jemma, a twinge of uncertainty still made him pause at the door for longer than necessary. Completing his mission as assigned by Fate was one thing, but using his magic on another without their consent? Without their knowledge? That warred with his moral compass. He wasn’t like Raine. He actually had one.

      Despite that, he still twisted the knob and slipped inside Jemma’s room for the fourth time while Raine held back, keeping watch from the hall.

      Silvery moonlight spilled across the hardwood floor from the uncovered windows, landing on Jemma’s sleeping form, curled beneath the covers in her oversized bed. One of these days someone was going to catch him, and he’d have to reveal the magic Fate made him vow to keep hidden. Thankfully, tonight was not that day.

      Sinking onto the mattress, he placed his hand on Jemma’s cheek and closed his eyes, quickly calling his magic. Light pulsed within him, burning with an intensity that would scare him had he not experienced it each time he used his power in the mortal realm.

      On his command, bright teal magic erupted behind his lids, racing through his veins. Heat ignited inside him like a furnace. Fast and furious. He gritted his teeth, anchoring the magic in his mind, controlling the skittery tethers as they whipped left and right. And when he gained the upper hand, he slowly lowered the mental shield, allowing the heavenly light to stream from his fingertips into Jemma.

      His arm jolted, wanting to recoil but he held steady as he searched for the source of the darkness, concealed deep inside her soul. Sweeping his magic over the black blemishes, he pulled, sucking the darkness inside him, swirling it with his light, weaving and blending the two together as he cleansed the tendrils.

      His stomach twisted.

      Bile rose in his throat as he retched, struggling to maintain hold of the power and his connection to Jemma. Nausea washed over him in a sweaty rush. The heat inside him boiling to a new level.

      Chills skated down his spine.

      Hold on. Keep holding on. A mantra he repeated inside his head as he continued to draw the darkness from Jemma. More. He needed to pull more than the previous time and ensure he left nothing behind so Jemma could fully heal.

      So he succeeded in his mission.

      Again and again, he drew the darkness into himself, swirling it with his magic before pouring the cleansed light back through their connection.

      Black dotted his vision as his body swayed, the contents of his dinner threatening to reappear all over Jemma’s bed. Still, he pushed forward, determined to help the mortal and achieve his mission.

      Another wave of nausea crashed into him, snapping his connection with Jemma, throwing him sideways off the bed. On all fours, he heaved and retched, trying to catch his breath as the sickness dragged him under. Over and over, his stomach roiled. It took all his remaining energy to maintain consciousness and not collapse on the floor.

      Movement beneath the covers in the corner of his dotted vision snapped his attention. Jemma groaned. He needed to get out of the room before she saw him. Before she asked questions he couldn’t answer.

      When Jemma rolled onto her side facing away from him, he forced himself to move. Lifting his head, he crawled around the bed, straight to the door, standing just before he slipped out of the room.

      After giving Raine a thumbs-up, he used all his remaining strength to stumble back to his own room, where he threw open the door and collapsed at the foot of his bed, his body convulsing and burning up with a feverish sweat.

      In all the centuries he’d had this power, all the times Fate had summoned him to use it, it had never affected him.
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