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      Five centuries ago…

      

      An icy breeze knifed through the ivory tower, causing their fractured wings to flutter. The marble floor was cold against their battered feet. Droplets of blood streamed from their cuts, down their hardened faces, over their broken collar bones, their displaced shoulders, and their raw, clawed skin.

      Roughly seven-hundred-thousand Powers fit into the temple, elbow to elbow. Their warrior bodies were bloodied and broken, yet they kept their heads raised to their superiors, who outnumbered them.

      Seraphim, the highest order of angels, filled the cosmic sky and blocked out the glowing light of the Otherworld. The soothing warmth of their home and refuge called to the Powers. It was where they’d hoped to heal after their battle with the demons of the Netherworld. Yet the Seraphim impeded their reentry.

      Each Seraph had pairs of wings, four humanlike heads, and a serpent-like body that shimmered crimson and ginger. Their usual loving gazes were distorted by fiery eyes that warned of trouble to come.

      Cherubim, the second highest order in the hierarchy, with their four wings and four faces, remained quiet. Millions of them peered through the tower windows, acting secretive and timid. As the bearers of knowledge, they habitually chattered about nonsense the Powers had no use for. Now, the eeriness of their silence said more than words could.

      Thrones, the third order in the hierarchy and the last of the first triad who occupied the Otherworld, were nowhere to be seen. As usual.

      Dominions, the fourth in the hierarchy and the regulators of all angels underneath them, with their gold capes, single pair of wings, and an impressive sword hooked to their rope belts, stood upon the platform that circled the inside of the temple. As if they were trapping the Powers inside.

      “What have we done wrong?” a single brave Power dared to ask, breaking the silence.

      Zadkiel, a Dominion, stepped forward and clasped his hands together. “The Hierarchy Elders have concluded the Powers must be disciplined.” His tone was noticeably hesitant. He gestured toward the Cherubs and Seraphs. “They—we… believe the Powers have grown too accustomed to battle. The hatred seething from you cannot be ignored anymore.”

      “Love is what we strive for,” one of the Seraphs sang out, his voice a beautiful chiming in their stubborn ears. “Altruism and love are what you are lacking.”

      “Preposterous,” a different Power shouted. “We are warriors. Our duty is to protect the Otherworld, the heavens, and the earth from evil and the demons of the Netherworld. How else can we do this but to battle?”

      “Alas,” Zadkiel said with more determination this time, “we feel that your combatant duties have tainted your heart and your mind. Today, you initiated a battle with the Netherworld. An unnecessary and violent battle.” He gripped the hilt of his sword and glowered at the mass of bloodied warriors. “We are not pleased by what is written in the Akasha, and we feel we must change your direction. We know of your plight to overturn the Netherworld, to annihilate the demons, and we cannot allow this to happen.”

      The Dominions had the ability to read the Akashic Records, the ethereal universal filing system that held chronicles of a soul’s journey from beginning to end. Therefore, the hierarchy angels were aware of the Powers’ plans before they transpired.

      Some of the warriors hung their heads in shame, while others continued to hold their willful gazes. It was true. Secretly, they had planned to rid the heavens and the earth of the demons permanently. They’d intended it to be the war to end all wars, to end all evil. Against the Holy One’s orders or not, they’d proceeded. It was for the good of all, and they had expected the hierarchy angels to agree and turn the other cheek.

      A head Seraph floated to the ground and stood aside Zadkiel. “Powers, you have deceived, you have conspired, and you have proven yourselves unsuitable to reside so closely to our Holy One.”

      Harsh murmurs broke out among the warrior angels. Their voices rose and echoed between the towering walls of ivory. “What does this mean? We fight for the Holy One.”

      “You fight for yourselves,” Zadkiel shouted over them. “You fight for blood and for entitlement. You fight because you have lost your way. We cannot allow such belligerence in the Otherworld so near to our Holy One.”

      The Powers clenched their fists and puffed out their chests. “You cannot keep us from our home.”

      The Otherworld was the only place that gave their souls peace. When their minds were programmed for war, they cherished the tranquility their home provided them. Without it, they would be lost.

      “We can and we shall,” Zadkiel said. “Your resistance only proves you are not willing to conform. From here on, you will be earthbound, reborn over and over again, until you can find your way back to the Otherworld.”

      Another enraged roar detonated from the crowd. Some drew their swords and daggers in a vain attempt to threaten their superiors.

      “Silence,” the Seraph said. “And relinquish your weapons. Your lack of love and tolerance is astounding. Where have you learned such behavior? You have adopted the evil in which you presume to fight, have you not?”

      The temple went silent as the Powers looked from one to the other, their swords dropping to their sides.

      The Seraph continued. “I’m deeply saddened, for I see no other choice but to banish you to Earth. There, you must learn to be selfless, to be patient, and accepting. You must relearn what you have lost throughout time. Not until then will you be allowed back into the Otherworld. Each of you will be assigned a Dominion to advise you. They will be your leader, your mentor, and you will obey them. Your new duties will be to protect and guide vulnerable or lightbound souls. But beware—some of you will resist this path, and, in doing so, will fall even further from grace.”

      At the sound of this, the renewed fierceness of the Powers’ rage shook the temple walls. The Seraph blew out a gusty breath, covering the noise and the warrior angels in a large shield.

      They were contained for now, at least. He spoke over their confined shouts, allowing only the quiet ones to hear what he said next.

      “It may take lifetimes for you to prove you are worthy of reentry. You must abide by a moral protocol in each existence to even be considered.” The Seraph paused and took in the raucous bunch. His hopes for their salvation were diminishing by the second. “If you are fortunate enough to find your twin soul and the scroll, which only they are able to possess, then passage will be granted to you. But only if your intentions and your heart are pure.”

      Their twin soul, or soulmate, may or may not be able to show them true love and possibly soften their hearts. They will bring out the true nature of the Power’s soul. If evil has become their nature, they will never gain passage.

      Time would only tell the Powers’ destiny.
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      Coraline Oliver absently dragged her fingertip over the rim of her wine glass and ran her tongue over her numb bottom lip. Good. The liquor-induced anesthesia was kicking in. She was going to need it to dull the inevitable blow.

      Gabriel Parker was breaking up with her.

      He hadn’t said so yet, not out loud, but the signs were all there. Poor eye contact. Checking his cell phone every ten seconds. Watching the door to Mugley’s Tavern as if it was the escape route from a fiery, agonizing death. And were those beads of sweat accumulating on his forehead? She couldn’t tell because he was leaning back in his chair, far away from her.

      Cora stretched a warm smile across her face and ignored the uncomfortable cramp in her gut that seemed to have taken up permanent residence. There wasn’t much she could do at this point. After the disastrous date they’d had last night, she knew a breakup was unavoidable.

      “So.” Parker—he liked to be referred to by his last name—loosened the neck of his too-bright neon green polo shirt and leaned in for the slaughter. The pale blue eyes she’d stared into for the past six months met hers with a fresh determination. Of all the men she’d dated, this one was definitely the cutest and the smartest. He was dependable and kind, and he had a respectable career. More importantly, he’d lasted longer than any other boyfriend.

      Which made it all the more confusing why she couldn’t bring herself to sleep with him. She’d tried. Damn, had she tried. She’d prepared by wearing sexy matching bras and panties on every date, just in case she could talk herself into undressing. Her lingerie drawer looked like it belonged to someone with a far more active social life.

      She’d kissed him until her lips felt bruised, wanting desperately to feel a spark. They’d fondled each other for hours, touching tentatively at first and working up to heavy petting, only to end with her pushing him away and him cursing under his breath.

      Not counting last night when he’d lost his temper, slammed the door to her apartment, and sped away in his BMW, he’d been more patient than any of the other thirteen men she’d attempted to have a relationship with in her adult life. Now, it appeared he was finally ready to move on. Right here in Mugley’s Tavern, the local bar owned by her half sister Maddie, and the place Cora felt the most comfortable. She’d insisted on meeting Parker here, knowing she’d need Maddie’s support afterward.

      Cora took another long sip of her wine. If only she could prevent the breakup somehow. She pressed her numb lips together, smoothing in her matte red lipstick, trying to ignore the urge to pull out her compact mirror and check the blemish on her chin. At twenty-eight years old, she’d expected pimples to be a mortification of the past. She supposed stress was the culprit. With all that had happened lately, it wasn’t a complete shock that her pores had regressed to her teenage years.

      Tonight was the capper. She wasn’t ready to give up on Parker yet. The need to keep the relationship going had become an obsession.

      A way to prove to herself there wasn’t anything wrong with her.

      She was normal. She had to be normal. And despite the way her life had U-turned onto a wrong one-way street for the past couple of years, she desperately wanted to believe everything was going to be all right.

      “Cora,” he began again, seeming to search for the right words. “Look, I really like you.”

      “I like you, too,” she answered too quickly, judging from the way he winced. Shit.

      She glanced toward Maddie, who was busy tending bar and laughing along with the two locals playing pool. Maddie would know exactly what to say or do in this sort of situation. She always did. If only Cora could tap into a small part of her strength… and luck.

      “But”—he checked the time on his cell phone again before slipping it into his coat pocket—“I’m not sure it’s going to work out between us.”

      For a moment, she had the strangest sense she’d been here before—same table, same conversation, same gut punch to the heart. Déjà vu, or cosmic déjà screwed?

      She shook the thought from her head because she’d prepared for his words. But they still made the knot in her stomach tighten more, as if someone held her insides in a clenched fist and squeezed at will.

      “I get it.” She nodded and kept her smile warm. “I totally understand.”

      He released a breath, and his shoulders visibly loosened. “You do?”

      “Of course. You want more, uh, affection, and I haven’t been able to give it to you.” Jeez, it was embarrassing to admit it out loud. She felt her face warm.

      “It’s not just because we haven’t had sex.” He shook his head and leaned in so close she caught a whiff of his pungent cologne. Had he purposely doused it on tonight? He knew about her sensitivity to smell, and he’d been good about not wearing anything too fragrant up to this point.

      “It’s not?” She focused back in on the conversation and realized what he’d just said was a surprise. It was easy to blame her repeated failure at love on not allowing the guy past third base without gagging and working herself up to an asthma attack.

      Her sensitivity to a man’s scent was that extreme.

      And she wasn’t sure she could handle hearing the reason if there was more to this breakup. Hell, she’d been through so much crap recently, she wasn’t sure she could handle running out of toilet paper without breaking down in hysterics.

      Be strong, Coraline. Her father’s words echoed in her mind. You’re an Oliver. Olivers aren’t weak. We’re fearless. Courageous.

      Courageous, she thought. Right. If anyone could act the part, she could. She straightened her spine and pulled back her shoulders. The brush of her just-cut-and-styled hair on the base of her neck offered a comfort she couldn’t explain. She reached up and brushed a silky wisp of her black bangs to the side of her forehead, then cocked her head slightly so her zit wasn’t as apparent.

      “Sweetheart.” Parker gave her that sweet half-grin, the one that would probably melt any other woman’s heart. “You’re beautiful, you’re sexy as sin, and I like hanging out with you. If this was just about sex, I’d have broken it off with you a long time ago.”

      “Well, then, maybe I can fix whatever’s wrong.” She was, after all, a problem solver. It was just that she’d had so many problems lately that she’d become overwhelmed.

      Sadly, the term “bad luck” was an understatement, considering her car had been totaled two months ago from a hit and run. Her house had mysteriously burned down five months before that, destroying most of her possessions.

      Now, she lived in a small apartment above the failing secondhand store her father had left her after he passed away suddenly two years ago.

      “I’d like to try, anyway,” she said, attempting to push all negative thoughts away and concentrate on saving her relationship. Her father had always told her to overcome one setback at a time and to focus on the positive.

      “I really do like you,” she added.

      “Why?” Parker clasped his hands together on the table and leaned in so close she had to focus on not cringing. His scent had never bothered her this much before. She’d always been sensitive to odors, especially on men, which was one of the reasons she found it difficult to find that special chemistry she’d always heard about with other couples. But tonight… damn… tonight the smell was just too much to bear.

      She opened her mouth to compliment him—to say something that would distract the both of them, but something changed in the air. The door to Mugley’s Tavern swung open, and a sharp static charge crackled through the space. The hairs on her arms rose in response, and for a split second, the room seemed to tilt.

      The man who entered was unlike anyone she’d ever seen.

      He was tall, broad-shouldered, and carried himself with the kind of confidence that required no theatrics. His dark brown hair, streaked with silver at the temple, was pulled back at the nape of his neck. He wore a well-worn leather jacket, the kind that looked like it had stories to tell. His skin, a deep olive tone, contrasted against his piercing green eyes—eyes that seemed to glow under the dim bar lights.

      As he walked inside, the jukebox in the corner sputtered to life, spitting out a few notes of Elvis’s “That’s All Right.” The lights flickered. The timing was too precise to be a coincidence.

      Cora continued to stare as the man slipped out of his leather jacket and shucked it over his shoulder, revealing a black T-shirt clinging to a muscled torso. Not just a gym body—a god-like body.

      His cheeks and nose were reddened, probably from the cold mountain air. He must’ve ridden in on a motorcycle. This town wasn’t within walking distance from anywhere.

      He didn’t see her, and she was glad for that. She wasn’t sure she could handle his scrutiny centered solely on her. He strode purposefully across the hardwood floor toward the back, not paying attention to anyone.

      Every instinct in her body told her to look away as he passed within two feet of her, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away or stop the violent pounding of her heart. Or the tightness in her chest.

      The shortness of her breath.

      Oh, crap.

      She grabbed for the asthma inhaler in her purse but kept her attention on him. Up close, she noticed a jagged scar running from the corner of his mouth to the back of his ear. Tiny slash-like scars littered his arms, along with a solid black tattoo that wound along his colossal bicep. Her eyes couldn’t take him in fast enough, her mind oddly consumed with his presence. She had to crane her neck to see where he was headed, but the onslaught of wheezing forced her to use her inhaler.

      Quickly, she shook the canister while exhaling a breath, then placed the mouthpiece between her lips and sucked in one puff. Two puffs. Her lungs opened up, but she still had to swallow down the knot crawling up her throat. Her head grew dizzy, faint.

      She barely registered Parker’s voice. “Are you even listening to me?”

      She dropped the inhaler back into her purse. Her hands trembled, so she latched them together and hid them under the table. Her face was moist with perspiration.

      Her gaze slid back to Parker, and she realized how his scent had become nearly unbearable—more than unpleasant, it was repulsive, like rotting fruit left too long in the sun. Her stomach turned.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Parker snapped. “You keep staring at that guy like⁠—"

      “I’m sorry.” She cleared her throat. “I didn’t mean to… What did you say?”

      He shook his head, obviously upset with her. “I asked you why you’d want to fix us when you can’t even stand to be near me.”

      “That’s not true.” Not entirely.

      “No?” He sat back in his chair again and heaved out a breath. “You were more captivated with the loser biker that just walked in the door than you’ve been with me the past six months. If that’s the kind of guy that floats your boat, then we’re definitely over.”

      “Wait.” She grabbed his wrist before he could stand and walk away from her. “I was staring at him because he’s so unusual. You saw him. You can’t say he isn’t intriguing.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He waved a dismissive hand, knocking away her grip. “I’m not a jealous guy, Cora. Stuff like this shouldn’t bother me. But it does with you. Because I’m so clearly not the right guy for you, no matter how hard I’ve tried to be.”

      How hard he tried to be. The words resonated within her. He’d tried to make it work with her, and she’d continued to drive him away. Despite her best efforts, she just couldn’t turn on the switch to allow desire in.

      Maddie had once suggested she was asexual—that maybe she wasn’t attracted to anyone.

      She was attracted to men. She wanted to have sex—craved the intimacy, the connection, the pleasure everyone talked about. But no matter how much she tried, something always stopped her before she got there.

      It was like reaching for ice cream with genuine hunger, only to gag before it even touched her lips.

      “I can make it up to you, Parker.” She winced at her desperate words. Her need to make this relationship work had become a living, breathing monster, yet she couldn’t stop herself. “We could try one more time⁠—”

      “Jesus.” He swiped a hand down his clean-shaven face, visibly frustrated. “I told you it’s not about sex,” he said so loudly that Maddie and the two pool players turned to look their way.

      Her heart raced when she felt the silent stares of everyone else in the bar on her back. She had to force herself not to turn around and see if the scarred man was watching as well. The demise of her previous relationships hadn’t been this public. Stupid to pick Mugley’s Tavern.

      “I don’t want your pity, sweetheart.” Parker’s voice took on a bitter tone—odd coming from his usually composed persona. He leaned forward so close the repugnant odor of his cologne stung her nose and made her eyes water.

      She couldn’t think with him this near. “Parker, could you just give me a little space? Your cologne is pretty strong tonight.”

      It was the wrong thing to say at that moment. She could tell from the way his eyes widened. “You’re kidding, right? This is a joke?”

      “It is potent, you have to admit. And I told you about my sensitivity to smells.”

      “I’m not wearing any fucking cologne, Coraline.” His perfect face grew taut. “I should’ve ended this weeks ago. This has been a goddamn waste of time.”

      “There’s no need to curse.” All attempts to remain dignified faded, and she shrank down in her seat. “If it’s over, then it’s over. We don’t have to drag it out.”

      “Drag it out?” He was shouting now, pointing a finger at her, invading her breathing space. So unlike him. “Right there’s the problem. Every moment you’ve spent with me has seemed like a chore to you. Do you know how many women I could’ve been with since I started dating you? How many have blatantly hit on me? How many actually want me to touch them? To fuck them? Yet, you purse your teasing red-painted lips every time I come within an inch of you. Like I’m an ogre or something.”

      “I get it, Parker. You’ve made your point.” And everyone was staring, listening in on the gritty details of just how truly abnormal she was.

      “No, I don’t think you do get it, Cora. Maybe you should get some therapy because I don’t know a single man who would put up with your shit.”

      “Pardon me,” a deep, rough voice interrupted. The stranger was suddenly there, beside her. No, not just beside her—kneeling, eye-level with her, his hands braced on the table. Those vibrant green eyes locked onto hers, assessing. Searching.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice cutting through the haze of tension like a blade.

      Cora exhaled, realizing she’d been holding her breath. Something about him felt… familiar. As if she knew him. Her heart pounded harder.

      “I’m fine,” was all she could think to say as she quickly assessed the man.

      The scars on his arms were like a bloody car wreck she couldn’t peel her eyes from. There were so many of them. Just nicks and cuts for the most part, but the one on his face must’ve required at least a hundred stitches. What had happened to him?

      She met his gaze again when it dawned on her she was being rude by staring at what was probably an insecurity of his. Luckily, he didn’t seem fazed by her gawking. A self-assured grin gently curved his lips, drawing her gaze to his mouth. A wonderfully shaped mouth. Sure, his nose was somewhat large for his face, and he needed a good shave, but she imagined he was a good kisser, as far as kissing went.

      Not that she wanted to do that. Or that she wanted him to continue to stare at her as if picking her apart with his eyes. Sizing her up. Judging her.

      Her fingers drifted to her chin—instinctively trying to cover the blemish she’d been battling all week—before she caught herself and dropped her hand, annoyed by the habit.

      “Really, I’m fine,” she said. “Can I help you with something?”

      Not taking the gentle hint for him to leave, he turned his intensity toward Parker, giving her reprieve. “You look familiar,” he said to him as if they were old friends chatting over a beer. “Have you met a friend of mine? His name is Juthren.”

      Parker stiffened, his entire posture shifting from anger to unease. A shadow flickered behind his eyes. The reaction was subtle, but Cora caught it.

      “I’ve met him,” Parker admitted, voice quieter now. “How do you know him?”

      Juthren. Cora juggled the name in her head, trying to stir up a memory. She’d never heard of him before, which made her wonder how Parker knew him. Maybe from work? Parker drove into Denver four times a week to manage his restaurant, a popular Italian bistro. He probably met more people than Cora could count. Loads of women, too, apparently.

      “We’ve crossed paths before.” The man’s smile tilted just enough to suggest something darker. “Juthren is dangerous, Parker. You’d be wise to distance yourself.”

      “Oh yeah? Who the hell are you—and how do you know my name?” Parker leaned forward, color rising to his cheeks. His fists clenched atop the table.

      The stranger didn’t flinch. His tone remained calm—too calm—and oddly polished. “It’s difficult not to overhear when someone’s shouting at a woman.” He turned to Cora. “My name is Nolan.”

      Cora blinked. His voice. That voice. It didn’t fit.

      Everything about him screamed hardened drifter—his weathered leather jacket, the visible scars, the scruff along his jaw. He looked like someone who lived on the back of a motorcycle, someone who spoke in grunts and curse words, not in measured, deliberate sentences that sounded like they’d been carved from stone centuries ago.

      The contradiction jarred her.

      Then he looked at her—really looked—and the unease turned electric. His eyes, impossibly green, held hers like a grip to the throat. Not threatening, though. Not even unkind. Just... deep. Quietly consuming. Like he was reading her thoughts, her fears, her history.

      She held her breath, bracing against the sense that he saw too much. Her pulse quickened, stomach twisting, and she turned toward Maddie—anything to break the spell.

      Behind the bar, Maddie had stopped mid-pour, her brows lifting, a silent, what-the-hell-is-happening hanging in her expression.

      “Your senses are wiser than you realize. Trust them,” Nolan whispered so closely she felt his warm breath brush her earlobe as if telling her a secret, though she was sure Parker could hear.

      Yet her now ex-boyfriend said nothing. Did nothing but white-knuckle his fists and plant them tight on the table.

      She met Nolan’s probing eyes once more. Instead of telling him to go away, morbid curiosity had her begging for more. “What are you talking about?” Her voice was scratchy as she nervously croaked out the words.

      Yes, he was a bit scary, but his nearness wasn’t off-putting, unlike Parker’s. His fresh outdoor scent held a vague hint of pine and dew. She bit her lip and casually sniffed, finding him refreshing compared to the men she’d known, who’d seemed to shower in aftershave or forget to shower altogether. Still, she held up her guard. For all she knew, he could be a serial killer searching for his next victim.

      Nolan nodded toward Parker. “If a man smells, there’s usually a reason for it, don’t you think?”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked again, dazed.

      “You’re not the only one with a nose around here.” He lifted his hand and cupped her cheek. Self-confidence ebbed from his being. He seemed so sure she wouldn’t push him away. Or slap him for touching her.

      But she didn’t. Couldn’t.

      “You’ll be okay.” His voice was coarse but compelling. The deep timbre drew her in, mesmerized her. “Let this one go, Coraline. You were never meant to diminish yourself to be with a man.”

      She nodded oh-so slightly before catching herself and forcing her head still. His lips were right there, just a few inches away. His palm was warm against her pasty, cold cheek.

      An alien sense of calm washed over her. Her muscles loosened. Her stomach unwound. More relaxed than she’d been in years, she lowered her eyelids and allowed herself to momentarily savor the moment. Without regret. Without wondering why she couldn’t be this comfortable in a normal situation.

      The peculiar intimacy she’d felt vanished when he quickly moved his hand to her back and gave her two hefty pats. Just like that, her worries rushed back to the forefront of her mind.

      “I’ll be back there watching,” he said over his shoulder to Parker, then stood to his full height. “Say your goodbyes nicely and leave her be.”

      “You can go screw yourself, buddy.” Parker piped up finally, but it was too late.

      Nolan was already walking in strides to the back corner of the room. This time, Cora took the time to watch him, too fascinated not to soak up more of his presence. She hadn’t noticed he was sitting with someone, an equally peculiar man who visited the tavern every once in a while.

      Zad. She remembered Maddie had told her his name was Zad, but no one knew where the guy lived or how he made a living. He was hard to forget with his intimidating six-foot-plus build and attentive stares. His eyes were different colors, she’d noticed one evening after brushing past him on the way to the restroom. One eye was brown, the other blue. And he always seemed to meet up with his companions at the same table. The strange thing was they were never the same men.

      “Hello?” Parker knocked his knuckles on the table to gain her attention.

      “Yes.” She shook the fuzzy feeling from her mind. “I’m here. I was just… Never mind.” They weren’t together anymore. She didn’t owe him an explanation. That was one good thing about not having a boyfriend—the act was over. She could be herself.

      “What the hell just happened? Do you know that guy?”

      “Never met him before. Who’s Juthren?” She had to ask.

      “Just a man I met a few days ago. Not a big deal.”

      “Oh.”

      He relaxed his fisted hands and blew out a breath. “I gotta get out of here. Do you have a ride home?”

      “I’ll drive home with Maddie,” she said, knowing this would be their last conversation.

      After tonight, she’d bump into him here and there. She’d smile and wave, or if he didn’t see her first, she’d go out of her way to avoid the awkward interaction. This was the one positive side of not having had sex with her past boyfriends. She didn’t have to worry about them remembering seeing her naked. There was never an intimacy between them. Nothing to make her regret.

      Parker stood and grabbed his coat from the back of his chair. Cora opened her mouth to say something else but stifled the pathetic urge to talk him into staying. It was over. At least she wouldn’t have to pretend anymore.

      Maybe it was time to take a break from men. After tonight, she probably wouldn’t have to worry about anyone asking her out for a while. Not after gossip of her being undatable was broadcast all over Forsaken, Colorado.

      Nope, she wouldn’t have to pretend for a long, long time.
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      The neon beer sign hanging above the table sizzled, popped, and then died as Nolan Keyes took his seat across from Zadkiel of the Fifth Dominion, a celestial judge and a keeper of the Akasha. Neither flinched at the spark in electricity. The phenomenon was a given when two or more angels congregated in one place. They usually avoided gathering in populated areas for that very reason. And it was probably the motivation behind Zad calling a meeting in this remote location.

      A nearly deserted bar in a town called Forsaken. How appropriate.

      The two-hour ride from his cabin through the frostbitten switchbacks of the Rockies had been—unsurprisingly—miserable. His motorcycle offered no shelter from the slicing wind, and by the time he pulled off the highway, Nolan’s fingers felt more like stone than flesh. It wasn’t a journey he’d enjoyed, but Zad never concerned himself with the burdens of those sentenced to the mortal coil—especially not Powers like Nolan—especially not Nolan.

      Zad, ever the regal enforcer of the High Seraphic Court, rarely missed an opportunity to remind Nolan and his kind of their fall from grace—and that they were to lie in it for as long as it took to “learn their lesson.” Do as you’re told or go rogue and become a Stray—those were the only two paths on this earth.

      The Dominions—ruling caste of the Celestial Courts, presiding over all earthbound orders: Powers, Potentates, Archangels, and the lesser Wings—had coined the term Stray in the last few centuries. These fallen ones were neither demons of the Netherworld nor worthy enough to be called angels. They were corrupted wanderers who had broken with divine order. But unlike Powers, Strays fed from the shadows.

      They drew strength from unholy places, tethering themselves to the Netherworld’s rot and resentment. Though not of it, they drank from its dark well—gaining volatile, forbidden power at the cost of their grace.

      As far as Nolan was concerned, Strays were just cowards looking for an easy way out of their punishment. Not to mention, they gave Powers a bad name. His kind of angel would never be allowed entry into the Otherworld if they didn’t somehow prove themselves or find their elusive twin soul, who, as they were told, would show them the true meaning of love and selflessness—two characteristics the Powers were accused of lacking for centuries upon centuries.

      Whatever the case, gaining entry seemed an impossible task. Ten monotonous lifetimes as an earthbound Power with no end in sight proved that. Reincarnation had become a cruel echo—each life, another verse in an endless song of penance.

      Guide and protect. Serve and save. But this last time, his mission had ended in failure.

      The recent memory returned with clinical precision. He had executed all sanctioned protocols. Projected dream fragments embedded with hope. Manipulated wind currents to deliver a calming auditory frequency during episodes of distress. He’d inscribed quiet protections into her skin while she slept, hidden sigils beneath her pillow that warded despair—each act skimming the edge of interference, each one a risk.

      All interventions fell within acceptable thresholds of interference. Each one calculated and thought out.

      None had produced the intended result.

      She had taken her life regardless.

      Nolan hadn’t wept. What would be the point?

      But he’d felt something shift inside. A dull pressure behind the sternum—tight, persistent.

      He always managed to suppress emotion—feelings compromised judgment. Distancing himself had always been easy for him in other lifetimes.

      But this one—this lifetime… Something was off.

      And now, instead of being granted rest—or punishment—he was handed a new name. Another soul. Another assignment. No reflection. No debrief. Just the next job. Grief, like comfort, was a luxury for those who still had skin in the game.

      Nolan gestured to his next charge sitting across the bar. “She’s too far gone. I won’t be able to help her.”

      Zad, in his disheveled human form, lifted the eyebrow that arched over his blue eye. “You’ve helped worse.”

      Why bother arguing? The moment the words left his mouth, her name was already etching itself into the underside of his bicep—burning lines that scored his skin in delicate, searing strokes. The pain was familiar, almost expected. Coraline Oliver, written in the celestial script the Seraphic Crown refused to name, as if speaking it aloud gave it too much power. The rest simply called it Angel Script.

      “I’m a slave to you, as usual,” Nolan said.

      “Tis’ written in the Akasha.” A rare grin slanted across Zad’s face. The Dominion had the ability to read the Akashic Records, the eternal codex etched in starlight, chronicling every soul’s truth across time and dimension from beginning to end. Yet he kept the information to himself, giving him even more authority over the Powers.

      Nolan just needed to get this over with. “How long has Juthren been torturing her? She’s a mess.”

      “A couple years, it seems. He killed her father as the initial attack. Made it seem like a natural death. Little things since then. I think he’s enjoying himself. Doesn’t usually stoop to arson.” Zad tossed a wad of cash onto the table and gestured for Nolan to take it. “There’s your stipend. Don’t spend it too quickly.”

      "I'm not a fool," Nolan said coolly, sliding the cash into his coat pocket without so much as a glance.

      “She’s attractive, and she’s lost nearly everything,” Zad countered, tone even but edged. “It’s that exact profile that’s led you to bend the Code before.”

      The Code. That sanctimonious leash. A noose wrapped in divine justification. Always choking out logic in favor of righteousness. Nolan had broken it once—or twice—depending on who was keeping score. And what had it earned him? A front-row seat to another soul unraveling and another black mark on a list the Seraphic Courts were likely all too eager to lengthen.

      The Code didn’t change. It never accounted for nuance. Didn’t leave room for the gray space where most humans lived, where real choices happened. The Thrones and Cherubs could sit in their sanctified towers and pretend it all made sense. Powers like him? They waded through the wreckage, boots heavy with mud, told to clean it up without touching anything.

      He had no illusions about his place in the hierarchy. Earthbound. Monitored. Punished when convenient, ignored when not. The path to Exodus—the fabled return to the Otherworld—was paved with contradictions and impossibilities. A moving target he was expected to hit blindfolded, bleeding, and with one arm tied behind his back.

      And still, he walked it.

      Because what else was there?

      He thought of the last one again—how she’d slipped through his fingers. How he'd watched the spark flicker out despite every attempt to save her. The memory sat cold in his gut like a stone.

      If he hadn’t been enough then, why would this time be different?

      Nolan cut his gaze over to where his subject sat, now alone. Her fingertip circled over the top of her wine glass, making that ringing sound. He’d intervened the moment he saw her sag in her chair, absorbing every blow of the man’s callous words. It had taken more restraint than he liked to admit not to reach across the space, seize the man by his preened collar, and introduce him to the floorboards.

      Zad was partially right, he supposed. Temptation and emotions didn’t have a place in these types of missions. Certainly not with a soul as susceptible as hers. With a physical appearance as beautiful… as beguiling.

      He forced himself to look away. “How do you suppose Juthren persuaded her boyfriend to break it off with her?”

      Zad shrugged and yawned. “Wasn’t just Juthren’s fault in that case. You noticed she can smell the bad ones. Makes it difficult to fornicate with them. Human men are weak when it comes to that sort of thing.” He said the word human with a sneer, knowing full well that Nolan’s physical being was just as mortal as the rest of these feeble creatures.

      “Why is she familiar?” Nolan asked.

      Zad popped a pretzel in his mouth and shrugged, brushing crumbs from the front of his worn plaid shirt. “After enough lifetimes, psuches start to blur together. Echoes, patterns, threads—it all gets tangled eventually.”

      Nolan didn’t reply to Zad’s nonsense—the Dominion often talked in riddles. Instead, he turned back to the subject—Cora.

      She sat like someone keeping herself from falling apart out of habit more than will. Her aura was frayed around the edges, energy inconsistent and dim in places where despair had sunk in. He cataloged the signs: collapsed posture attempting to correct itself, eyes scanning without focus, microexpressions in conflict. None of it told him what he needed to know—but it told him enough.

      The unattached psuches that floated about the room kept clear of her. Even they knew she wouldn’t be a decent host. She could barely take care of her own soul, and what was left of it held up a guarded wall that was almost tangible.

      All of which couldn’t be seen by the human eye. Every so often, she straightened her shoulders as if forcing herself to be strong. Her sapphire eyes dared him and anyone around her to try and hurt her, though she almost imperceptibly prepared for the letdown as if waiting for disappointment. As if expecting it.

      Her lips were painted a dark cherry red, and her eyes lined heavily. She wore pressed slacks and a form-fitting turtleneck that both flaunted and hid her petite but generous figure. Her raven hair was sleekly styled, not a strand out of place.

      He noted the layers of deflection, the signs of long-term internalized damage. Still, something about her signal... pulsed. As if the remnants of some older identity flickered beneath the collapse.

      He ignored the impulse to care. It was irrelevant, nor would it help him stay within the lines of the Powers’ Oath. Observation and, most certainly, intervention were the only tasks.

      Caring leads to affection, which leads to sexual encounters, and sex was explicitly forbidden with susceptible humans, as were many other actions.

      This particular code was imprinted in his mind.

      Affection taints intention. Desire dims discernment.

      It wouldn’t be difficult. Not touching what he could not claim had become second nature. He’d long since resigned himself to celibacy—not out of virtue, but necessity.

      His focus shifted to Juthren. The Stray’s fall was fresh, his rage still sharp, volatile. This wouldn’t end with words. It rarely did. Nolan had no doubt it would come to blades and, perhaps, blood. At least it would break the tedium. His arms and face still bore the fading remnants of the last encounter with a wayward angel. Another round would be… gratifying.

      He took another glance at his subject, Cora. She was ambling, er, stumbling, over to the bar. The blonde bartender was giving her a look of concern. An ally of hers, perhaps? Good, she’d need as many of those as she could get.

      “So?” he turned to Zad again, but the Dominion was already halfway to the exit. Damn it.

      “Good luck,” he yelled over his shoulder. “You’ll need it.”
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