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        We had a lead, but I knew this wasn’t over. Finding Jinx, stopping Samantha; those were the urgent things. But I knew I couldn’t let Requiem take Luc back without talking about us, if there even was an us. Luc had always been my friend, a person I turned to when I couldn’t talk to Jinx or Evan, but could I reciprocate the depth of emotion he felt for me?
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      I leaned against the bar, sliding my empty glass toward the bartender with a simple nod. He filled it without a word; after all, this had become routine. As soon as the amber liquid splashed into the glass, I raised it to my lips and took another long swallow, the burn doing little to soothe the ache lodged in my chest. Five years. Five long years since I had Fallen, and since my boyfriend had paid the ultimate price for it.

      It wasn’t my fault. Not really. But that didn't stop the guilt from eating away at me, especially on this day, every year. I always ended up here, drowning in whiskey, trying to numb the constant ache of regret. Evan had never blamed me for what happened, not even in those final moments, but I could never quite forgive myself. Being an angel hadn’t made me perfect, and I had known that better than anyone. But now, as a fallen angel, everything I did seemed to carry a heavier weight, as if the world expected me to atone for sins I hadn’t meant to commit.

      I sighed and took another drink, the whiskey going down a little too easily. My thoughts spiraled in the usual pattern; back to that day, back to frantic call, back to the moment I realized what I had messed up. I slammed my glass down harder than I intended, the sharp clink snapping me out of my thoughts just as my phone rang. Its sharp tone cut through the haze I’d wrapped myself in, jolting me back to reality. I stared at the screen, debating whether or not to answer. On the sixth ring, I gave in, swiping the screen with a sigh, my voice heavy with exhaustion as I greeted whoever was on the other line.

      “Lin?” My heart clenched as I recognized the voice. Sarai, my sister. It had been months since I’d last heard from her, and longer still since we’d seen each other. My grip tightened around the glass as her soft voice filled my ears, bringing with it a flood of memories and emotions I wasn’t ready to deal with.

      “Is this… a bad time?” she asked hesitantly.

      “One sec.” I quickly finished my glass before sliding it away, signaling that I was done. After paying my tab, I stepped out of the bar and into the cool night air, my head still clear despite the alcohol. The effects would wear off soon enough anyway, since angels didn’t stay drunk for long. The familiar streets stretched out before me, and I headed to my car, slipping into the driver’s seat as I switched the phone to my earpiece.

      “What’s up, Sarai?” I asked, trying to keep my tone steady. Her voice on the other end was soft, almost hesitant, as if she wasn’t quite sure how to word what she wanted to say.

      “Just wanted to say hi,” she said softly. There was a weight to her words, the kind that made my chest tighten. “I miss you. We don’t… we don’t see each other anymore. Not since…”

      She trailed off, but I knew how it ended. Since you Fell.

      Her words lingered in the air between us, unspoken memories and shared history weighing down the conversation. I could see her in my mind, just as beautiful and perfect as she had been the last time I saw her; flaming red hair that matched my own, blue eyes that sparkled with a light mine had long since lost. Sarai had always been the bright one, the one who could make everything seem a little less dark.

      “Yeah, well, things happen, Sarai,” I muttered as I pulled up to a stoplight, my foot hitting the brake with a bit more force than necessary. “I did what I thought was right, and… well, here we are.”

      “I know, Lin. I don’t blame you,” she said, but the weight in her voice told me there was more she wasn’t saying. She sighed, a sound filled with a thousand unsaid things. I waited, giving her space to speak, but when the silence stretched too long, I couldn’t help but push.

      “Was there something you wanted to talk about?” My tone was sharper than I intended, but I couldn’t help it. Today of all days, I wasn’t in the mood for drawn-out conversations.

      “A bit, but… I think it should wait. Today isn’t the best day for that.” She let out a small, sad laugh, and I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. She was right. Talking about my fall on the anniversary of Evan’s death wasn’t going to make either of us feel better.

      “Yeah. Another time then,” I agreed softly.

      “Bye, Lin. I love you.”

      “Love you too,” I mumbled as I ended the call. I continued driving, the streets blurring past as my thoughts drifted. Sarai and I had once been so close, inseparable even. But after my fall, visiting her felt like tempting fate. I loved her too much to risk dragging her down with me.

      Falling wasn’t just about breaking the rules, and it was surprisingly easy to do. Committing a sin, saving a demon, killing another angel; one mistake, and then you were done. Once you fell, there was only one way back; manage to convince the Angelic Council to forgive your sins and you could return with open arms. But I had no time for that kind of redemption. I had a life to live, even if it wasn’t the one I had planned. If the Creator was as wise as everyone claimed, he should have understood my choices.

      The only thing I regretted was my wings.

      As soon as I stepped into my apartment, my wings stretched out behind me, eager to be free after being pressed against my back all day. They unfurled like old scars, ragged and tattered in places where the Fall had left its mark. Fallen angels were always known by their wings, and mine were no different. It was a reminder that I would never be whole again.

      Before I could dwell too long on the sight of them, a familiar voice snapped me out of my thoughts. “Lin! You’ve been drinking again, haven’t you?”

      Lee, my tiny guardian, zipped into view, his childlike face pulled into a frown. His sea-green eyes were filled with accusation, and his red curls bounced as he hovered in front of me, his arms crossed.

      I brushed past him, heading for the kitchen. “Then I won’t tell you.”

      “By the Creator, Lin, it’s been five years! You need to let Evan go. He wouldn’t want this for you.”

      I stopped in my tracks, his words hitting harder than I’d expected. Lee might have looked like a child, but his wisdom often cut deeper than anyone else’s. He sat on the counter, softening his tone as he continued. “You’ve got to let go, honey. You can’t keep doing this.”

      “I know, Lee. I’m trying.” The lie felt hollow, even to my own ears, but I didn’t have the energy to argue. “Where’s Jinx?”

      “She’s out. Won’t be back ‘til sunrise.” He gave me a pointed look. “You two are alike in your denial, you know.”

      I didn’t respond as I climbed the stairs to my bedroom. My computer came to life as I entered, its screen lighting up the dark space. Technology had come a long way since the Revealing, when supernatural creatures made themselves known to the human world, forever changing the way we lived.

      “You have three new messages. Shall I proceed?” The voice was a cruel imitation of Evan’s, a choice Jinx had made when she programmed it. Every time I heard it, the familiar ache clawed at my chest, but I couldn’t bring myself to change it.

      “Proceed,” I whispered, sinking onto the bed.

      The first message was from Sarai. “Hey, Lin. Just wanted to say I love you and miss you. A few of us spoke to the Angelic Council today, and they said all Fallen could visit for Mother’s Day next week. Hope to see you there.”

      “Reply,” I swallowed, the offer tempting in a way I hadn’t expected. “Thanks, Sarai. I’ll be there.”

      As the message was sent, the computer immediately moved on to the next. “Demons. Luc.”

      My heart clenched as Luc’s voice filled the room. “Lin, I’m sorry about Evan. I know today marks five years. If I could, I’d turn back time to save him for you. I miss you. Bye.”

      The words hung in the air like a weight tied to it. Luc had always been there, lingering in the background, his feelings for me no secret. I lay there with my thoughts, trying to decide how I wanted to respond. Lee was always encouraging me to move on, but what did that mean? Jump into another relationship, or just stop blaming myself for Evan’s deaths? Was it a betrayal of Evan’s memory to turn to Luc, who had never been quiet in his attraction to me? The computer moved on before I could decide, playing the final message.

      “Witches. Jinx. Hey, Lin. Won’t be home tonight. Don’t forget we have a job tomorrow. And DO NOT REPLY.”

      I laughed softly at Jinx’s abruptness, then whispered, “Delete.”

      Exhaustion overtook me as I lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. All I wanted was for this day to be over. With a sigh, I closed my eyes and let the weight of sleep pull me under, hoping that tomorrow might bring something better.
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      I jolted awake to the shrill blare of my alarm, the computer flashing obnoxiously beside me. My hand slammed onto the desk, silencing the noise. I blinked at the clock, my heart lurching as I processed the time.

      “Shit!” I scrambled out of bed, tripping over my own feet as I tried to yank on some clothes. A whole day; how the hell had I slept through an entire day? The pounding in my head answered that question, and I cursed my body’s betrayal. Once dressed, I flew down the stairs, nearly colliding with Lee as he rounded the corner.

      “Lin, what-”

      “No time!” I threw my jacket on to hide my wings, bolting out the door before he could ask anything else. My legs pounded against the pavement as I cursed my drinking from the night before.

      Being a fallen angel had its complications, especially when it came to finding work. Since being let go from the police force, my options had become… limited. No one was eager to hire someone who’d fallen and so the only real option left for me was necromancy, a skill only angels had. Back in Heaven, raising the dead was reserved for the most sacred of duties, governed by strict rules and permissions. But as a fallen? I had no such restrictions. And people always had someone they wanted to bring back, no matter how short the reunion.

      I could already sense Jinx’s anger and impatience before I even reached her. That golden gaze of hers had a way of cutting through you like a knife and today was no exception. Her cold eyes locked onto me as I finally arrived at the meeting point, barely catching my breath. She stood in all black, her dark hair blending into her outfit so seamlessly it was hard to tell where one ended and the other began.

      “You’re lucky I don’t just go back to the LPD,” she snapped, not even bothering with pleasantries. “Come on. This couple’s a piece of work, and I’d rather be home than dealing with this crap.”

      I gritted my teeth, not bothering to apologize as I fell into step beside her. We made our way through the graveyard in silence, weaving between headstones as the last rays of the setting sun flickered through the trees. The silhouettes of our clients slowly came into view, their voices rising over the stillness of the cemetery.

      “This is ridiculous! She can’t even show up on time. What kind of professionalism is that?” a woman’s shrill voice cut through the quiet, and I rolled my eyes. I could already tell this was going to be a long night.

      “We don’t have any other options,” a man responded, his tone cold and emotionless.

      As we approached, Jinx cleared her throat loudly, announcing our presence. The couple turned to face us, their expressions an eerie mix of politeness and disdain. Their faces were almost comical in their unnatural perfection, like mannequins brought to life. Cosmetic surgery, no doubt. Lots of it.

      “This is Lin, the necromancer who will be raising your daughter,” Jinx introduced me with her usual deadpan delivery. I forced a smile, though it was hard to hide my disdain.

      “A pleasure,” the father said, extending his hand toward me. I ignored it. He didn’t hide his offense well, but kept his smile plastered on. “What exactly should we expect from this?”

      “My partner will escort you to a safe distance while I perform the raising and binding of your daughter,” I explained, my tone brisk. “Once it’s safe, you’ll be able to speak with her.”

      “Safe?” the woman screeched. “I thought there was no danger!”

      Jinx, ever the diplomat, managed to keep her frustration in check as she addressed the woman. “As I explained, Mrs. Henderson, the ritual is entirely safe. Lin is experienced and skilled in her craft. Once the binding is complete, there is no risk to you or your husband.”

      I nodded in agreement, trying to speed this along. “Afterward, you’ll be free to ask whatever questions you have. Once you’re satisfied, I’ll return her to rest.”

      The man’s expression barely shifted as he looked down at the grave. “Good. We need answers. I’m tired of all the denials and dead ends from the authorities.”

      I suppressed a sigh as Jinx guided the couple a safe distance away. Kneeling next to the grave, I prepared for the task ahead. Clients like the Hendersons were the worst; privileged, entitled, and always the ones willing to pay the most, which is why Jinx accepted the job. She handled the customers, and I handled the dead.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I muttered, sinking my fingers into the damp earth. A dull yellow glow radiated from my hands as my tainted magic began to flow, connecting me to the body buried below. The power rippled through the ground, tugging the soul back to the world of the living. I stood slowly as the earth shifted beneath my feet, and the girl’s body began to rise.

      Samantha Henderson was young, likely still a teenager, with long dark hair and delicate features that hadn’t yet been touched by the artificial beauty her parents wore. Her eyes opened, but they were glassy and vacant. I drew a circle in the air with one hand, golden chains of light wrapping around her as the final binding took hold. It took another moment, but slowly life and curiosity filled her eyes and I offered her a gentle smile.

      “What…?” the girl muttered, her voice raspy from disuse.

      “You’ve been called back,” I said gently, trying to keep my voice steady. “Just for a little while. Your parents… they need to speak with you.”

      At the mention of her parents, something hardened in her expression. The confusion melted away, replaced by an emotion that was far too bitter for someone so young. Her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “They would,” she said, her voice cold, barely more than a whisper. She looked down at her own hands, dirt still clinging to her fingers. The faint tremor in them told me everything I needed to know. Samantha was furious and I got a sinking feeling in my gut.

      “Samatha, before they come over,” I started cautiously, “I need you to understand that this is temporary. You won’t be here long, and I can’t give you your life back. Just answer their questions, and then I’ll return you to rest. Do you remember anything about what happened before you died?”

      She blinked, her expression hardening further. “I remember everything. Call them over, let’s just get done with this.”

      “Alright,” I waved over to Jinx as I stood, motioning for the Hendersons to approach. They moved quickly, their eyes locked on their daughter’s form.

      “What the hell do you want?” she spat, glaring at them with unfiltered disgust. I exchanged a wary glance with Jinx, not trying to hide my concern. I was certain my magic could hold her, but raising the angry dead was never a fun and easy experience for any involved.

      “Now, Samantha,” the father began, “we didn’t raise you to-”

      “Raise me? You didn’t raise me at all,” the girl snapped. “You plastic freaks just want to know if I killed myself so you can clear your name with the police.”

      I froze. What? The Hendersons were under suspicion for their daughter’s death? Jinx’s eyes met mine, a silent apology in them, replacing her earlier annoyance. I had a strict rule when it came to jobs: no resurrections tied to ongoing investigations. As a fallen angel, I couldn’t afford to get involved with the law, and Jinx was well aware of that. Yet here we were, standing in the middle of a legal minefield.

      “Well?” the father pressed, his voice sharp.

      Samantha’s lips curled into a sneer. “The truth’s in my journal. Good luck finding it.”

      Her parents barely reacted, the father turning back to Jinx with a polite smile. “That’s all we needed to know. The rest of your payment will be wired shortly.”

      As they walked away, my attention shifted back to the girl, who was seething with rage, her body trembling within the confines of the glowing chains.

      “No! They can’t just walk away from this!” she screamed, her fury intensifying. The circle I’d drawn around her began to waver, the energy crackling with instability. This wasn’t good. “They deserve what’s coming to them.”

      “Lin!” Jinx’s shout barely registered as she tackled me, shoving me out of the way just as the circle broke. The girl lunged, and before I could react, she collided with Jinx. I watched in horror as Samantha’s spirit disappeared into my partner’s body.

      Jinx’s eyes glazed over, and just like that, she vanished, leaving me alone in the graveyard. I got to my feet, my heart pounding. One thought echoed in my mind as I dusted off my clothes and began to sprint back home.

      Next time, I’m picking the job.
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      The door slammed behind me with such force that the frame trembled, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t afford to care. Adrenaline surged through my veins, driving my every action with an urgency that allowed no room for hesitation or second thoughts. There was no time for subtlety, no time for explanations. I had to move and fast. Before everything spiraled completely out of control.

      “Lin? What’s the rush? Where’s Jinx?”

      The pixie’s voice followed me, hovering behind like a worried shadow. Lee’s small frame darted into my peripheral vision, his iridescent wings flapping anxiously, but I ignored him. I couldn’t waste time, couldn’t afford the luxury of stopping to catch my breath. My chest tightened at the thought of what could already be happening to Jinx.

      I rushed toward the kitchen, each step hammering out a rhythm of urgency. The house seemed too quiet, too still, as if it was holding its breath, waiting for the catastrophe that was fast approaching. My hands fumbled when I reached for the old, battered phone book lying on the counter. The worn cover slipped under my fingers as I flipped it open, nearly dropping the fragile thing as I hurried to find the name I needed. There was no time for careful handling, no time for mistakes.

      “Lin, what is going on?” Lee’s voice had edged into panic now, rising in pitch. He was practically vibrating with worry, wings beating faster in time with his fraying nerves.

      “You’re about to find out,” I muttered, my words feeling distant, hollow. The room around me seemed to blur at the edges as I punched in the number, my fingers shaking as they moved. The shrill beeping of the buttons pierced through the suffocating silence, each tone echoing in the still air like a countdown. My heart pounded in sync with the phone’s rings. One… two… Each unanswered chime sent a jolt of dread deeper into my core. What if he didn’t pick up? What if-

      “Hello? Lin?”

      The familiar voice on the other end brought a rush of relief so intense it nearly knocked me off balance. Luc. His voice, deep and steady, had always been a strange mix of comfort and apprehension. Even now, despite everything, that same mix of feelings welled up inside me. I swallowed hard, trying to steady myself. I didn’t have time for feelings right now, not when every second brought Jinx closer to her doom.

      “Luc, I need your help,” I blurted out, my voice cracking under the weight of the words. Beside me, I could sense Lee’s tension ratcheting up, his wings buzzing faster as if they, too, were caught in my spiral of fear. I forced myself to focus, to explain quickly. “Jinx, she’s been possessed by a vengeful spirit I summoned. I need to stop it before it destroys her.”

      There was a pause on the other end, just long enough for the knot of panic in my chest to tighten. I pushed on, desperate. “I know this isn’t your specialty, tracking spirits, but-”

      “I can’t.”

      The words hit me like a physical blow, knocking the breath from my lungs. For a moment, I was sure I had misheard him; there was no way Luc would refuse a plea from me, especially when I was being obvious that it was urgent. The disbelief in my voice felt like a lifeline, a thread to cling to in the face of this sudden, crushing turn. “What?”

      “I can’t, Lin. I can’t leave.” His voice was laced with regret, heavy with a sorrow that reached through the phone. I felt it settle in my stomach like lead. “My father… he’s forbidden me from leaving. I’m stuck here.”

      I stared at the phone, disbelief and frustration flooding my senses. This wasn’t happening. Not now. Not when Jinx’s life hung in the balance. There was a long silence on the other end, one that stretched on just long enough for the fear in my chest to tighten into something colder, sharper.

      “Then let me talk to him,” I insisted. Requiem wasn’t just Luc’s father; he was the Ruler of Demons. Luc was one of his many sons, and he didn’t particularly care for his father or his demon heritage. But he was also the King’s favorite, and Requiem was nothing but protective of his treasured children. I could hear Luc moving, perhaps shifting nervously. I knew this wasn’t something he wanted to do, wasn’t a call he wanted to make, but I didn’t have time for his hesitation. “Please.”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line, and I could hear Luc moving, perhaps walking to where his father resided. My heart pounded in my ears as the seconds ticked by, each moment lost tightening the knot of fear in my chest. Jinx didn’t have time for this. I didn’t have time for this.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, a new voice filled the line, one that made my skin crawl and my wings shudder instinctively. Requiem.

      “To whom am I speaking?” His voice was a strange blend of silk and venom, a sound that unsettled even the most battle-hardened of souls. I hated how it affected me, how it seemed to burrow under my skin like an itch I couldn’t scratch.

      “Lin,” I answered, my voice coming out tighter than I intended.

      “Ah, Evangela, the Fallen One,” he drawled, my name dripping from his lips like honey laced with venom. I could practically hear the smirk that must have been playing across his face. “How interesting to hear from you again. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “I need Lucien’s help,” I managed to say through clenched teeth, hating that I had to use Luc’s full name. He hated when people called him Lucien in the same way I hated being called Evangela, and it went against everything our friendship was built on for me to use his name. However, I didn’t have the luxury of adhering to Luc’s preferences when dealing with Requiem.

      “Do you now?” His amusement deepened, the edges of his voice curling with mockery. “And why would I allow my son to involve himself in yet another of your… catastrophes?”

      “Because I also risked everything to save him,” I shot back, the words sharp as my annoyance grew. “Lucien should be free to make his own choices. Isn’t that your whole issue with angels? Our lack of free will and our obsession with keeping the status quo?”

      There was a pause, and I knew I’d hit a nerve. Requiem might be many things, but he despised the rigidity of angelic law, the way it shackled free will. That was a point of contention we could both agree on, even if our reasons were vastly different.

      “One condition,” he said finally, and I could hear the satisfaction in his voice, the anticipation of whatever cruel twist he was about to introduce. “You must take my son on a date.”

      I stared at the phone, baffled. A date? That was his condition for letting Luc help me? It didn’t make sense that Requiem would ask for something like that unless he was trying to humiliate Luc or me. Or perhaps he was aiming for something more insidious, some twisted lesson for his son who still harbored feelings for me, the fallen angel who had cost him everything.

      “Decide quickly,” Requiem’s voice interrupted my thoughts, his voice losing its playful edge. “Yes or no.”

      My mind raced. This was absurd. Completely absurd. But I could feel the clock ticking, Jinx slipping further and further away with every passing second. If I didn’t do something soon, I might lose her forever.

      “Fine,” I muttered, the words bitter on my tongue. “I accept.”

      “Good girl,” Requiem purred, the satisfaction thick in his voice. “Lucien will be escorted to your location shortly.”

      The line went dead, leaving me standing in the kitchen, my heart pounding in the silence. I took a moment to gather myself, my hands trembling slightly as I set the phone down. My mind whirled, trying to make sense of everything.

      Lee hovered close by, his eyes wide with worry. “What in the world just happened?”

      “Luc’s on his way,” I said, my voice quieter now, exhaustion creeping in as the adrenaline began to fade. I closed the phone book, leaning heavily on the counter. Lee’s wings buzzed with agitation. “I’d rather only explain this once.”

      “You better explain it soon,” he muttered, shooting me a look before flying into the next room, no doubt to brood until Luc’s arrival.

      I exhaled slowly, the weight of what I had just agreed to settling over me like a dark cloud. A date. Requiem had orchestrated this, and it didn’t take much imagination to figure out why. But as my mind kept circling back to Jinx, the fear gnawing at the edges of my thoughts, I knew I had no choice.

      Luc would be here soon. And when he arrived, we’d have to act fast.
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      The room sank into an oppressive silence as I finished explaining the situation. Neither Lee nor Luc spoke right away, their expressions heavy as they absorbed what I’d just revealed. Luc had arrived shortly after nightfall, escorted by a demon, just as promised. Despite his best efforts to maintain his usual cool composure, there was something different about him tonight; an underlying tension that made him seem both anxious and relieved to be here. His dark, blood-red eyes glanced around the room before settling on the couch where he took a seat, carefully avoiding meeting my gaze.

      His greeting to Lee had been quiet and brief, almost too polite given the circumstances, but I couldn’t help noticing how his shoulders seemed stiff, and the tightness in his jaw hinted at emotions simmering just below the surface.

      “Jinx didn’t know?” Lee finally asked, breaking the silence. His voice wavered slightly, a rare break in his usual upbeat demeanor. I shook my head and let out a slow, frustrated exhale.

      “No. She was blindsided, just like I was when they dropped that bomb on us.” My hands curled into fists as frustration and fear warred inside me. “I should’ve known something was off from the start. We need to rethink how we screen clients after this.”

      Lee nodded, but Luc’s voice was what drew my attention next. His low, steady tone cut through the tension like a knife, and when I glanced at him, I saw the concern flickering behind his otherwise calm demeanor.

      “I’m more worried about this ‘Samantha’ you raised,” he said, his voice so soft that for a moment I wasn’t sure he had actually spoke. His gaze flitted to mine for a split second, and even in that brief glance, the weight of his worry became painfully clear. His pale, otherworldly skin seemed to glow faintly in the dim light of the room, and those crimson eyes, whenever they met mine, sent a strange chill through me. Luc was always striking, always unnerving in his intensity, but tonight, there was something more to it. Something that unsettled me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “An ordinary human shouldn’t have been able to break your circle.” His voice remained quiet, but there was a sharp edge to it, something darker lurking beneath his words. He ran a hand through his dark hair, and the movement was slow, deliberate. His eyes darted away again, like looking at me for too long would betray something he wasn’t ready to reveal. “That… thing you raised, there is no way she was just a human.”

      “Yeah, I’ve figured that much out.” I crossed my arms, the gesture more defensive than I intended. “But without LPD access, I can’t exactly look into her past. And I’m not exactly eager to draw attention to myself right now. It’s already risky enough being Fallen.”

      “We need to find Jinx before Samantha does something worse,” Luc insisted quietly. His gaze finally locked with mine, and for a second, I could feel the weight of everything he wasn’t saying. “The longer Samantha stays in her body, the more dangerous she becomes. If human authorities get involved and she’s still controlling Jinx’s body, they won’t care about what the truth is.”

      He was right, but the truth of it made the situation feel even more suffocating. The pressure of everything we had to do, the urgency of saving Jinx, the danger of Samantha, the frustration of not knowing where to even begin, pressed down on me until it was hard to breathe. I wanted to scream, to punch something, to find a way to fix all of this, but the sheer weight of it all left me frozen.

      “I can help with the records,” Lee said, leaning forward. His wings fluttered with a nervous energy, something I’d rarely seen in him before. “I still have a few connections, even if I’m technically retired. If Samantha was adopted and her family was human, there might be something in the archives that’ll help.”

      “Lin and I will search for where Samantha might have taken Jinx,” he said. His voice was calm, but there was an undercurrent to it, something simmering beneath the surface. “I can’t track spirits but since Samantha has strong emotions, I should be able to sense her intentions.”

      I shifted uncomfortably, feeling Luc’s gaze linger longer than usual. There had always been tension between us, but it felt thicker tonight, almost suffocating. My mind raced back to the years I’d spent avoiding him, avoiding whatever unspoken thing lay between us.

      “We could start at the graveyard,” I said quickly, trying to focus on the task at hand. “That’s where this whole thing began.”

      My pulse quickened as soon as the words left my mouth. The idea of being alone with Luc, of returning to the place where all of this started, felt daunting. There had always been others around us, Jinx, Evan, or someone else to break up the tension, but tonight, it would just be the two of us. The thought of that made my heart beat faster for reasons I didn’t want to acknowledge.

      “Well, let’s get moving then,” Lee said abruptly, his wings fluttering as he stood and zipped toward the stairs. His exit was quick, leaving Luc and me alone in the suddenly too-quiet room. “Luc only has until dawn.”

      And just like that, the silence between us grew heavy again. I stayed seated for a moment longer, feeling the tension in the air between us grow even thicker. It was like we were both waiting for the other to say something, to break the stillness, but neither of us moved. I cleared my throat, standing up awkwardly and rubbing the back of my neck.

      “We should head out,” I mumbled, barely managing to meet Luc’s gaze. “If you’re ready.”

      Luc stood slowly, towering over me as always, his presence overwhelming in a way I hadn’t fully acknowledged before. He moved with a quiet grace toward the door, his voice softer than I expected. “Yes. Let’s go.”

      We stepped out into the cool night, the air thick with the promise of an impending storm. The sky was a deep shade of navy, stars barely visible through the clouds that seemed to roll in with each passing moment. The only sound as we walked was the gravel crunching under our feet and the distant rustle of leaves in the breeze. I almost considered suggesting we drive but considering how close the house was to the graveyard, it seemed like a hassle to bother with driving.

      For a long time, neither of us spoke. The awkwardness gnawed at me, a constant reminder of how long I had kept Luc at arm’s length. Five years. For five years, I had avoided him. I hadn’t answered his messages, hadn’t tried to reach out. Requiem had kept him locked away from the world, and I had done the same. Walking beside him now, with all the unsaid words hanging between us, the weight of those years felt almost unbearable.

      Luc broke the silence first. His voice was soft, hesitant. “Your wings.”

      I stiffened at the mention of them, feeling the tightness in my shoulders where my wings had been cramped beneath my jacket. I had barely noticed the discomfort with everything else going on. I forced a smile, hoping to brush it off, but even I could tell it looked strained.

      “Yeah?” I prompted, not sure where he was going with the question.

      “Do they still hurt?” His voice was barely above a whisper, but it was filled with something raw and the question caught me off guard. I hadn’t thought about the pain in years. I’d gotten used to the scars, both physical and emotional, but hearing him ask brought a flood of memories rushing back. I winced slightly, trying to keep my voice casual.

      “Not anymore,” I said, shaking my head. “I got used to it. It’s been a long time since they really hurt. But… I do miss flying sometimes.”

      Luc’s gaze lingered on me longer than usual, and for a moment, I felt like he could see right through me. His next words came softly, like a confession. “I always wondered if you were still in pain.”
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