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of prime source material, but I won’t. Just know this: It’s a hell
of a book. Buy it. Read it. It may keep you up at night, but you
won’t regret it.”

—Gregg McCrary, former FBI Profiler
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cathartic for our community as a whole to understand how evil
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—Nola Tedesco Foulston, Esq.
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Chapter One

 


I’d just helped save the world. I thought I deserved
to get laid. But then I learned I’d made the world much more
dangerous.

I’d just boarded a private jet when I heard a male TV
commentator’s voice. “The news is just coming in. It’s a parent’s
worst nightmare! A security guard and four staff members were
killed this morning as parents dropped off their children at
Fountainbridge Daycare, near London. It seems to have been an
ambush. Two teachers are in critical condition.”

A female anchor with Middle Eastern features took
over. “A teacher’s aide was shot as she tried to protect two
children, and others were rushed to a hospital with serious
injuries. Witnesses described several gunmen, suggesting a
terrorist act, but no one has claimed credit. We’re hearing reports
of at least one child carried off. Others are missing. Medical
personnel are arriving. This is an ongoing situation. Stay tuned
for updates. We will bring it to you as we learn more.”

The camera cut to an agitated young man out of
breath. “There was a lot of screaming!” he said. “I heard shooting!
Kids were running. I ran outside, but I didn’t know what to do! I
saw a dark van speed away, going south.”

Next, a middle-aged woman with red hair, being
interviewed in a calmer context, explained the daycare’s mission.
“We strive for security and quality in our program. This is an
excellent facility for young families—”

The male anchor cut in. “We’re hearing now about
injuries.”

It felt surreal. I sat in a white leather swivel
chair in a pine-scented cabin of a luxury Airbus watching this
terrorist event unfold on a large-screen TV. Elegant glass plates
of perfectly arranged cheese and apple slices sat on a
Danish-Modern style teak table. On-screen, people sorted through
chaos.

This was the youngest group of victims I’d ever seen.
Kids as young as four were in critical condition. Some had been
abducted.

And I knew there was far more to this story than
these newscasters would ever know.

I focused on the news report to block the sense of
dread that twisted my stomach. Why the hell hadn’t I left this
plane when I’d had the chance? Too late now. We’d taken off. My
stupid romantic ideas about flying to Paris for a cup of coffee at
a quiet sidewalk café with the supernatural creature I’d just
seduced had evaporated. I was here; Sitri was not.

Earlier that evening, just a day after an occult
group had killed my father during their murder spree, Sitri had
urged me to come with him. He’d said that my life as an NYPD
detective was over. I was one of the noea, the children of
human/angel couplings, and I belonged with others like myself. He
was right. I was ready. But I’d hoped for time to adjust, and to be
with him, not be thrust into a new emergency.

The British news anchors looked alarmed as they
announced another shooting at a daycare in Norway. Still no group
claiming credit.

Sitri had brought me on his Ducati racing bike to a
remote airstrip. I’d expected him to board the rumbling Airbus with
me, but he’d stayed on the bike. “I will see you in Paris,” he’d
promised.

“You’re not going with me?”

“I’m needed elsewhere. Get some sleep while you
can.”

I’d been about to say, forget it, take me back
home, when a slender brown-skinned woman in a stylish gray
Kiely dress appeared at the top of the airstairs and gestured for
me to come. Her black hair was swept so perfectly into a knotted
side ponytail that I’d felt ridiculous in my throw-on jeans and
T-shirt under Sitri’s leather jacket. He’d said he needed me, so
I’d jumped on his bike. I hadn’t realized I’d be on display.

“Adria is noea, like you.” He’d gestured
toward this woman. “She can show you what to do.”

“But—”

He’d revved the black Ducati and was gone. I’d
watched him disappear, astonished. It was as if our heated
encounter had never happened. He’d quite literally left me in the
dust.

“Come!” Adria gestured.

Self-conscious over my cuts and bruises, I’d climbed
the steps. “I should get a cab and go back.”

She looked surprised. “Non, not at all!
S’il vous plaît. Come in!” She introduced herself. Her
accent was French and her Dior perfume made me feel even plainer.
“We’ve been waiting for you.” She touched my tangled blond hair.
“We can fix this in here. It is time for you to return.”

“Return?”

“Come in, so I can close the door. Quick! We must be
on our way.”

“I don’t have my passport. I can’t—”

“Ne vous inquiétez pas. We have it. You will
have everything you need.”

So, that’s how I was on the plane now, learning the
terrible news. Adria had motioned for me to sit in this chair, so
we could hear the latest. I snuck a glance around the cabin. It was
so sturdy I barely heard the engine’s hum. If this was Sitri’s
plane, he had money. A lot of money. I wondered what part I
could possibly play. Besides some detective skills, I had no
resources.

Adria gestured toward a woman with pale skin and
boy-cut auburn hair on the other side of the cabin. Her back to us,
she talked urgently on her phone with a refined Irish accent. Her
creamy silk blouse and short black skirt showed the same slender
build and height as me. “That is Leith,” Adria said. “Please excuse
her manner. Even at her best, she can be abrupt.”

I heard her say, “How many?” and then, “He should be
there by now. He’ll find you.”

I wondered if she meant Sitri. He could travel faster
than this plane, I’d learned. Or maybe she meant the other
ma’lakh, Pascher. He was also in this band of celestial
warriors. I’d met two, but I’d seen others. My hasty lessons had
been thrust at me recently, along with some hasty thrusting, and I
had a thousand questions.

On the screen, news anchors seemed confused as they
reviewed what little they knew. Terrorism experts were on the
phones to offer their ideas and onscreen crawlers suggested
hysterical feedback from social media. I looked at Adria. I didn’t
know if she realized that I’d just stopped a lunatic who claimed to
be Jack the Ripper from coordinating a world-ending catastrophe.
Some of his associates were dead, but he’d escaped. “Is this about
us?”

Adria nodded. “Oui, they had a back-up plan.
They are wasting no time.”

I stared at her. “We’re heading into another
fight?”

She touched my shoulder. “Je suis désolé, I’m
so sorry. I know you need rest.”

She was right. I’d just lost my father and had barely
begun to grieve. I had injuries, too. Touching my neck, I
remembered my companion from that struggle. Her injuries had been
worse. If not for her, I would’ve died. “Do you know
Charmaine?”

“Oui, of course. She is in back.”

“She’s here? Is she all right?”

“Come with me.”

Adria led me down a narrow hall and opened a door to
a small bedroom with dim lighting that smelled of antiseptic salve.
On a double bed, under a tan blanket, lay Charmaine. Her slender
Asian build hardly raised the blanket, except for over the extra
padding around her injured left leg. Her almond eyes were closed
and her black hair was pulled back. I flinched at her swollen face
and hesitated to wake her. She probably hated me. Her condition was
my fault. Just last night, before midnight, she’d begged me to kill
her. The vampire who’d broken her leg and crushed her ribs had
contaminated her blood. She’d said it would separate her forever
from Pascher, her lover. She preferred to die.

I hadn’t done it. Charmaine, who’d owed me nothing,
had saved me during the fiery melee. Just in time, Pascher had
arrived and carried her out. We hadn’t spoken since that awful
moment. I’d known her just a day, but I needed contact with
something familiar, so I touched her hand. Aside from shallow
breathing, she didn’t stir. I looked at Adria. “Will she be
okay?”

“Physically, she can heal. As for the rest…” She
shrugged.

“You don’t have some way to…to… cleanse her?”

“We have healers. They can tell us.”

“Where’s Pascher?” He and Charmaine had shown me the
first bond I’d seen between a noea and a ma’lakh. I’d
thought it was the stuff of ancient tales, but then I’d seen them
together. Their intense heat for each other had given me some lusty
ideas about Sitri. Except that he’d basically just abandoned
me.

In the other room, Leith let out an agonized shout.
“No…!”

Adria ran out. I followed.

“They took two in Oslo!” Leith said. “At least three
from London.”

“More than half a dozen children are confirmed
missing,” said the female anchor. “A search is underway. It’s hoped
that some children might have escaped during the commotion. All
security personnel are notifying local residents to be alert. Stay
tuned to this breaking story.”

There was some suggestion of a well-executed plan and
the perpetrators waiting inside the buildings, but witness reports
were conflicting. Leith dropped onto a leather loveseat with a look
of dejection. Adria stared at the screen and hugged herself.

Leith’s phone made a chirping sound. She sat up to
answer. “Yes,” she said. She glanced at me with narrowed eyes. “We
know. But it’s just three, right?”

I sat down and waited. The cabin air was thick with
blame. Directed at me.

Leith ended her call. She stood, crossed over to me
and held out a hand. “I’m sorry. Leith. I’m afraid we’re in a bit
of a state here.”

I nodded. “I can see that. Do you know these missing
kids?”

Leith and Adria looked at each other. I felt like
that girl who came to a party but doesn’t really belong.

“It’s all right,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me
anything. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. Once we land,
maybe someone can help me get back.”

Adria frowned. “Back? Sitri said you’re coming with
us to your—”

A sharp glance and shake of Leith’s head stopped
her.

I held up my hands. “Obviously, I’m not privy to
anything. I’ve only pieced together some story from the past few
days about my mother that I hardly believe and I’ve made a hasty
decision to come that I wish I hadn’t.” I was referring to the tale
my aunt had told me. My mother, Kaitlyn, had engaged in some crazy
threesome with a ma’lakh and a human to produce a unique
child—me. I hadn’t yet absorbed it. “I don’t want to interfere. I’m
not—”

“Get in here!”

Charmaine’s throaty command startled us all. She
sounded angry, but at least I knew her better than these two. We’d
fought vampires together. I returned to the bedroom, followed by
Adria and Leith.

“He said he was going back for you,” Charmaine
croaked. She meant Sitri. It took effort for her to address me.

“Yes,” I said. “He came, but he …” I shrugged. “He …
baited me.”

Char snorted. “Get used to it.” She gestured for me
to sit on the bed. I did, which made her clench her swollen eyes.
Then she scanned the bruises on my neck where I’d been choked. “Be
patient. This is what you need to know.” She coughed. “You’re going
home. Keep your flat in Manhattan if you want, but you own a
building in St.-Germaine. Kaitlyn gave it to Alexandre. Now it’s
yours. It’s our command center. Five of us live there.”

“What?” Alexandre was my father. My recently deceased
father. “I would know if he—”

“No, you would not. There’s very little about you
that you know.” Charmaine took a labored breath. “It’s been kept
from you, by design, to keep you safe. But now you must be told.
You’ve been to this building. You were born there and you lived
there as a child, but you won’t remember. So stop fussing.” She
winced. “We brought you into this because we need you. If we don’t
get that ring back, we’re all dead, including you.”

Adria looked shocked, as if Charmaine had just
revealed a secret.

The ring had been my mother’s. It contained her
special blood, formed into a diamond. She’d left it in my care and
I’d let it fall into the wrong hands. A man who’d introduced
himself as Scott Bateman, my father’s protégé, had grabbed it. He’d
told me then that he was Jack the Ripper. He’d offered other
names he’d used, identities he’d stolen, but the noea knew
him as Miegul.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“Kaitlyn’s blood is in the gem,” Charmaine continued.
“It carries vital information about our entire network. Generations
of noea all over the world. Miegul can pierce our shield and
locate us.” She gestured toward the door. “They’re already finding
us. That out there, that shooting. It’s the fourth one in less than
six hours, and one of a dozen—” She coughed hard, and Adria poured
some water and handed it to her. “A dozen abductions that no one
has yet linked. Our kids are at those facilities. Noea.
That’s who they’re taking.”

“Who’s doing this?” I asked. “And why?”

“I’ll tell her,” Adria said to Charmaine. “You
rest.”

Charmaine looked to her right. “Where’s Pasch?”

“With Sitri, in London.”

She made a move to get up, but Adria stopped her.
“Pascher insisted that you not move. You can’t do anything, anyway.
We are monitoring the situation.”

“What did I miss?”

Adria shook her head so subtly I almost missed it,
but when Leith tapped my shoulder, I knew they still had secrets.
“Let me show you the plane,” she said, “in case you want to catch a
nap or grab some food.”

Annoyed, I allowed myself to be handled. I was an
NYPD detective, after all, and I’d just helped thwart an event
meant to shatter the earth. I thought they should give me more
credit.

But this current catastrophe was at least partly my
fault. Miegul was also a hybrid offspring, one of the few males
that had escaped the ma’lakhim purge centuries ago. As I’d
heard it, the females had been allowed to live while the males were
slain. In retaliation, Miegul and his ilk hated—and
hunted—noea. I hoped they hadn’t grabbed the children for
something horrible.

The door closed behind me and I heard Adria speak
French urgently.

I followed Leith. The TV anchor was discussing three
linked shootings, in London, Oslo, and Rome. Char had mentioned a
fourth. Outside, I noticed light, although I knew we couldn’t yet
be near the sunrise. Leith showed me an opulent galley that smelled
of freshly brewed French coffee and offered me a glass of wine.

“Definitely,” I said.

“Vin Malique, coming up.” She poured a
garnet-colored liquid for both of us. Considering the luxury that
surrounded me, I wasn’t surprised at its quality. The wine seemed
to melt into my tongue.

Did the ma’lakhim drink wine, I wondered? I
didn’t know exactly what they were except that they were associated
with the paintings of warrior angels that graced many museums. They
certainly weren’t angels in the sentimental sense; they
burned with fire, as ready to destroy as protect. Their fatal flaw,
according to the stories, was their lust for human females,
especially for our blood.

Just 24 hours earlier, I’d used mine to seduce Sitri.
I’d pushed it into his mouth, igniting a fire that brought us
together. He’d filled me while pushing his tongue against my throat
to take my blood. I’d intended to link to his mind, but he’d
twisted it back on me, nearly disabling me. The sex had knocked my
socks off. What they can do, Charmaine had warned, you’ll
never give up. I certainly wanted more. Even now, when I
pressed the spot on my neck where his tongue had pierced my skin
for blood, it sent an erotic wave straight to my crotch. I intended
to have another go, first chance I got.

Leith watched me. Her greenish-blue eyes were large
and pretty, highlighted with expertly applied plum liner, but her
serious expression disturbed me. She looked at the bruise that
peeked out from under the bandage on my neck, left by Miegul’s
hand.

“What?” I asked.

“I’ve heard about you. I just …wonder….”

“You have the advantage, then, as I’ve heard nothing
about you. Not any of you.”

Leith nodded. “You know we’re noea, right?
Like you, but we don’t have your special parentage.”

I heard a note of jealousy. “I plan to help with this
pursuit, at Sitri’s invitation. But don’t worry. When we get my
ring back, I’m going home.”

She raised an eyebrow. With a mock toast, she said,
“I doubt that.”

I was about to retort when Adria interrupted. “Sitri
says they’re tracking us.”

Sitri. He’d spoken with her but not me? Then I
recalled: my blood had opened a connection between us, but
Charmaine had made me block it.

“They’ve probably anticipated where we’ll land,” said
Leith.

I felt like someone was turning me round and round,
keeping me from getting my footing. “Can one of you please tell me
what’s going on? Who’s tracking us? Who’s grabbing your kids?”

Leith shrugged and looked away. Adria gestured for me
to follow her. In Charmaine’s room, she opened a locked cupboard
and pulled out a wooden box that resembled an oversized tissue box
cover with an exquisitely painted glass top. She set it on the
bedside table and gestured for me to sit down. Leith sat nearby.
Charmaine watched me.

“I apologize for being blunt.” Adria tapped the box.
“Here is your father. Alexandre. His ashes.”

I stared at it. My mouth went dry and my eyes welled
up. I couldn’t breathe. He’d died in a blazing fire in a mansion on
Long Island, where’d we’d defeated Miegul’s attempt to trap Sitri.
I’d been there. The place had burned to the ground. I’d thought my
father was gone, with no trace. A tear ran down my cheek as I
touched the box. “How?”

“They can endure the heat,” Adria said. She meant the
ma’lakhim. I recalled Pascher telling me, “Our element is
fire.”

I looked at Char. Her eyes confirmed it. She’d been
there, too. That moment flashed back when Dad had taken a bullet
meant for me. I’d had just enough time to assure him I was proud of
him and to kiss him good-bye before I had to flee from the fire.
Everyone, including my partner on the NYPD, had thought he was a
traitor, a criminal, a murderer, but he’d actually been a hero. I
wiped my face and took the box in my hands.

Adria gave me a tissue. “He’s revered among us. I
thought you should know. He will be honored in a special place. But
our immediate concern is you. You’re Kaitlyn’s daughter. To our
enemies, you’re a prize, so a lot of security surrounds this plane.
But this weakens security for other noea, and Ignis is
breaking through to grab our children.”

“Ignis?”

“The nejah network—the males, like Miegul, and
the Ina, which are the weakest ma’lakhim. They hate
us. With the ring, they can locate us. We are getting our girls
into safe places, but in some cases, we were too late.”

I looked at my right hand. One small act of anger,
yanking off my mother’s ring, had caused a cataclysm. Sitri had
been gracious not to blame me. He’d given no hint of the danger I’d
punched into their world. Our world, because I was one of
them. And I was on a plane that these Ignis assholes were
tracking.

“Why do they want your children?” I asked.

“To recruit them,” said Leith. “Or use them as
bait.”

“Bait?” But I already knew. Miegul had used me to
lure Sitri. “Would they trade them for me?”

“No!” Charmaine shouted. “I knew you’d say
that. Alexandre died to protect you. Don’t be stupid!”

Leave it to Char to snap me back to reality.

Adria asked her to take it easy before she turned to
me. “Dianysus, in your world, you were a detective. Just someone
trying to do—”

“You’re a princess!” Leith broke in. “You
can’t just go out and about and act on your own. They’d snap you up
right off!”

I looked from one to the other. Not much was sinking
in. But I knew a few things about my legendary mother, too.

I put my father’s ashes on the table and sat up.
“Let’s get this straight. My mother took risks, right? I’ve heard
that she was bold. She protected what she loved.” I wasn’t entirely
sure about this, but they were listening. “I am not a
princess. I’m the daughter of two—no three—warriors. You can
try to stop me or you can join me. But I’ll tell you this: I will
be on the winning side.”

Charmaine smirked. We’d already battled side-by-side.
She, I knew, was with me. She looked at Adria. “Loose cannon. I
told you.”

“I accept the compliment.” I touched Sitri’s leather
jacket over the inside pocket where I’d stashed my secret weapons:
the Book of Fate and the mystical concave crystal that
translated celestial codes. Napoleon had used this book. In
my hands, it had led me to Sitri. Whatever lay ahead, I was
ready. “Do we trust our pilot?”

Adria nodded. “Dorion. He’s Sitri’s … eh, what would
you call it? Deputy?”

“Sitri’s second officer, after Pascher,” said
Charmaine. “A ma’lakh.”

“Then pour me another glass of that amazing wine and
let’s make a plan.”


Chapter Two

 


Keys to doors to dangerous places must be deceptively
simple; otherwise we wouldn’t touch them.

After learning about other places we might land, I
asked Adria for a private area. She showed me to a cramped cabin
that looked like an office but had a bunk to sit on. I spotted my
brown and gold Louis Vuitton luggage, which still bore Sitri’s
citrusy scent. That was comforting. Sort of.

I wasn’t about to show anyone the Book of
Fate—A.K.A, the Oraculum—although Adria had been
curious. Sitri knew what a treasure it was. He’d saved it from the
fire. I now knew it was too powerful to handle carelessly. In
whatever way it worked as a reputed prognosticator, I’d seen it
become a conduit. With it and the concave crystal I also carried, I
could form a portal through which to lure angels, if I had the
sigils that commanded them. My father, a historian with surprising
resources, had acquired the crystal and Oraculum. People
believed that both were in a museum, but they were wrong. At this
moment I owned the items that an angel had secretly given to humans
as a means to translate their language. Why the crystal worked with
the Oraculum, an item that Napoleon had used to chart his
battles, I didn’t know. But it was easy to misuse. He’d done it,
and so had I.

Yesterday, I’d forgotten a forbidden date for tapping
its power, which had sparked this whole situation, but today I was
safe. The device worked best with erotic energy. I’d discovered
that pressing the spot where Sitri’s tongue had punctured my skin
just before all hell broke loose raised the heat. It hurt, but then
it tickled my hungry places, opening me. I basked for a moment in
the warm rush that ran to my breasts and arched my back. It was
easy to recall the feeling of his muscular chest, his fingers
exploring, his lips pressing, his cock penetrating. His clothes had
melted off him while he’d deftly removed mine. My fantasies hadn’t
come close to what it was like to be against him, imbibing his
scent and gripping his taut buttocks.

I was breathing harder now, nearly moaning from need.
But I controlled the tension to fuel the energy for this strange
little book to work. I’d seen how Scott Bateman, a.k.a., Miegul,
a.k.a., Jack the Ripper had tried to use it to trap Sitri. A
diamond-shaped portal had emerged from the coded print on the
middle set of pages. Because Miegul had blooded Sitri’s sigil,
Sitri had no choice. Sigils summon them. He had to come through.
But he’d arrived with scorching fire, destroying the place while
Miegul fled.

At the moment, I only needed the Oraculum’s
guidance. Over the past few days, it had given me warnings. I
hadn’t liked them but they’d been right. Tapping into my own heat,
I opened it.

The pocket-size book operated as a list of questions
and answers. Its limited set of questions corresponded to long
lists of possible answers for each one. How they linked up to the
questions depended on how I channeled the energy.

My first task was to select a question. I scanned the
list. Not my love life…not my fortune…not future travel…. At the
ninth question, I stopped. This was it: “Shall I be successful in
my present undertaking?” I had an idea of how we could deflect our
trackers, but I hoped for affirmation.

The link to an answer depended on how I drew four
parallel lines of stars, allowing “the force” to use me to form the
pattern. Then, I performed a set of calculations and compared my
resulting pattern to those patterns on the list that corresponded
to answers. I found my answer: Success will depend much on
perseverance.

I slumped in disappointment. As usual, this response
was highly interpretable. It gave me no sense of direction. Still,
it was more positive than those from the past three days, about bad
luck and enemies looking for me. Persevere, then. I would keep that
in mind. But I needed more.

A knock on the door interrupted me. “Do you need
anything?” It was Adria. She sounded impatient.

“I’m fine. I’ll be out soon.”

According to the rules, I couldn’t ask the same
question twice on the same day. I scanned the list again before I
saw a question that hit home: “Will I recover my property?” I could
focus on the ring. That was my ultimate mission, after all. But
this was risky. If it told me no, I’d lost the race before I left
the gate. Did I want to go there?

Adria was waiting. Now or never. I drew the stars and
did the calculations. The answer was quick. As I read it, I let out
my breath. You will recover your property—unexpectedly.

Whatever that meant. At least there was hope.

Still, I had no clear direction. I had to speak to
Charmaine, alone. I slipped out and entered her room. Still awake,
she was having trouble getting comfortable.

“I need this thing restored,” I said, “my vision
connection with Sitri. How do I do it?” When Sitri tasted my blood,
he could see through my eyes. Charmaine had urged me to block it
and shown me how. I wanted to reverse it.

Her voice was weak but firm. “No.”

“Why not?”

“If they take us, our affinité reveals Sitri
and Pascher.”

Affinité. Good word. I liked it. “If they take
us?”

She didn’t answer. But she had this affinité
thing with Pascher, so I persisted. “You’re not connected?”

“Closed it... before… that house. Distracts them.”
She coughed so hard I cringed. “To reopen, he must be with you, and
not blocking from his side. Can’t do it alone.”

“But after we blocked it, he could still see me. I
wasn’t invisible.”

“Closed only the mind. Physical block is harder.
Requires ingesting—” She coughed.

This was perplexing. Sometimes these ma’lakhim
could see us, sometimes they couldn’t. Sometimes they could
actually see through our eyes. I needed to understand this thing
better, but Charmaine was tired.

Frustrated, I left her. When I entered the main
cabin, I heard the latest news. There’d been a fourth mass shooting
in yet another country. Leith paced the length of the cabin, as if
she wanted to claw her way out of the plane.

“It appears to be a coordinated assault,” said the
anchor. “We’re trying to identify the source. No group has taken
credit, but world leaders believe this is a terror attack.” Several
serious criminologists and a military advisor with a deeply creased
face made cryptic comments.

“They don’t have a clue,” said Adria.

Leith shook her head. “We don’t, either. Nettaline
hasn’t learned anything yet.”

“Nettaline?” I wondered how many more of these women
there were.

“One of us,” said Adria. “Her daughter, Sheine, was
at Fountainbridge, one of the targeted daycares. We think they were
looking for her, specifically.”

“Why?”

“She has abilities they can use.”

“How old?”

“Six.”

“What will they do to her?”

Leith and Adria exchanged worried glances.

“It’s too soon to say,” Adria scolded her. “Maybe she
got away. She’s clever. Stop fretting till we know.” To me, she
said, “Do you still want to speak with Dorion?”

“Yes.”

Adria showed me to the cockpit door and entered. I
heard a resonant male voice, which I could now identify from its
distinctly rich quality as ma’lakh. I was getting better at
this. Adria beckoned for me to come in.

Dorion looked surprised that I wanted to confer with
him, even guarded. As I sat in the co-pilot seat, he glanced at
Sitri’s mark on my throat, below the bandage. I assumed it gave me
status.

Dorion was cute! He reminded me of an art teacher I’d
had in my junior year in college. His silver hair curled loosely
around his ears and he had that same flickering glow in his Persian
blue eyes that I’d seen with Pascher and Sitri—like those electric
candles that simulate real flames. Despite his smooth skin, I
figured he was much older than he appeared.

I’d known about these creatures for just two days,
but I tried to act as if discussing strategy with a ma’lakh,
a warrior angel, was perfectly normal. It helped that he looked
human. I hadn’t channeled a plan from some supernatural force as
I’d hoped, but I’d asked for a meeting so I devised a more human
idea. I suggested skirting our target runway, by twisting away at
the last minute toward an airstrip further south. Deflect their
expectations.

Dorion nodded. “I will ask Pascher.”

I perked up. “Should I tell him? He knows me a
little.”

“It’s done.”

“Done... how?”

He pointed to his forehead. “We’re efficient.”

Interesting. High-speed telepathic communication.

“Did he approve?”

“Sitri did, but he directed me to a different
place.”

I blinked. Faster than I could think it, he’d shot a
message to Pascher, who’d conveyed it to Sitri, who’d considered
and revised it. Astonishing. But I felt left out. I wanted Sitri to
talk to me. I had to remind myself that I was a newcomer.
And I couldn’t communicate telepathically. Still, there was
something privileged about witnessing it.

As Dorion made adjustments with dials and switches,
he kept glancing at me. I recalled my aunt saying that the
ma’lakhim are fascinated with the gossipy parts of human
lives. They’re hooked on things that raise our emotional heat—love,
anger, desperation, jealousy. “Like being addicted to reality
shows,” Aunt Krystal had said.

“Is there something you want to know?” I asked.

He looked forward and seemed to go still. I sensed
I’d breached protocol, perhaps embarrassed him. “I don’t really
know how to act with... you... ” I’d nearly said your kind,
but that seemed insulting. “I mean, I don’t know what I can or
can’t say.”

He glanced at me in surprise, as if I could say
anything, and why didn’t I know this? Maybe I really was
some kind of princess.

Just then, a faint yellow line along the horizon
caught my attention. Sunrise. We were moving fast! “That’s
beautiful,” I said.

Dorion pointed. “Look to the side.” I briefly saw the
shimmering outline of numerous faces, turned toward the sun. They
flashed and vanished.

“It’s quick,” he said. “It’s an effect from the first
light.”

“What was it?”

“Your escort.”

I looked at him. “What?”

“They’re always around you, but visible only at
certain times.”

I scanned the skies. They were gone. “I hate to say
this,” I told Dorion, “but that’s kind of creepy.”

He laughed. It broke the tension. “They’re part of
our network,” he explained. “It’s like a radar system. They alert
Sitri if you’re in danger. You see them as faces because your eyes
process patterns, but they’re just energy. The diam, we call
them.”

“So, they won’t judge what I’m wearing behind my
back?”

He smiled. “They won’t give you any advice.”

I liked him. Not just cute, he was easy to amuse. It
gave me hope that I might soften Sitri’s grim intensity. Granted,
our few encounters had been in dire circumstances, but I believed
that he’d have a smile as inspiring as Dorion’s. I intended to find
it.

“Why do I need these... diam?” I asked.

“For protection.”

“I’ve done pretty well on my own.”

He nodded, but his manner said there was more to the
story.

“They’ve been around me for a while,” I
commented.

“Since you were born.” He glanced at me. “You could
see them when you were a child.”

Another surprise. “You knew me then? Why don’t I
remember you?”

I had so many questions and now I had a
ma’lakh who seemed willing to talk. But Adria interrupted
us. She asked me to return to the main cabin.

“Later,” I said to Dorion. He glanced at Adria.

When she shut the door to the cockpit, she said, “You
shouldn’t ask them things.”

“Why not?”

“You put them on the spot. They don’t want to be
rude, but they answer to Sitri. He has his own timing for you. If
you could please be patient—”

I stopped. “I don’t get it. Why am I in the dark
about all this? What can’t anyone just tell me?”

Adria cocked her head. “C’est pas…
excusez-moi…it’s not that simple. You’re like someone who’s
been asleep for 20 years. If you wake and discover everything at
once, you will be overwhelmed. And we don’t know how you will
react.”

She walked away and I followed. “It can’t be that
dramatic. I haven’t been asleep. I’ve been in the world, just a
different one.”

“Not a different world,” Adria corrected me. “This is
a different universe.”

“And it’s one you might not like,” Leith added. “You
had to prove yourself as a female detective, right?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Was it tough?”

“Yes.”

“Multiply that times ten.”


Chapter Three

 


I was relieved to finally land and prepare to leave
that tense plane. I’d sensed that Adria was trying to manage me,
while Leith viewed me as a tedious burden. I’d tried to spot the
diam again, but nothing like that was visible outside.

We’d kept course for a private strip near Orly, but a
quick turn to lose our tail had sent us north toward the English
Channel. Unable to sleep, I’d held my father’s ashes for a while
and listened to the ominous news about murdered people and missing
children. Leith had stayed on the phone, glancing at me several
times.

The instant the door opened, Pascher entered as if
he’d stepped down into the plane from thin air. I looked for
Sitri, but Pascher was alone. Still, this gorgeous black-haired
ma’lakh, dressed in jeans and a black shirt, reminded me of
why I’d wanted to be here. Lean and graceful, he carried the sense
of a serious mission.

These creatures opened up a profound new mystery
about the universe. Their presence—and pleasing scent—filled the
room. They all seemed to have blue eyes, in different shades.
Sitri’s were the darkest, with that purplish midnight cast, while
Pascher’s were cobalt and Dorion’s a shade lighter.

Pascher strode through the cabin to the back. He
emerged with Charmaine in his arms, her head pressed against his
shoulder. As he passed me, he nodded acknowledgment. Although I was
the reason she was hurt, I’d also saved her life.

Adria beckoned for me to follow him. I descended the
stairs to a paved landing strip near a small building. The morning
breeze caressed my skin and smelled of ocean, but sticky air
foretold an uncomfortable day.

“Go with them,” Adria said. “We’ll take your luggage
into the city.”

Pascher and Dorion placed Charmaine into a waiting
chopper, its engine running. Dorion got out, Pascher took the pilot
seat on the right, and I climbed into a single fold-down seat in
back, facing the bench seat on which they’d strapped Charmaine. Her
petite frame just fit, with her head slightly raised.

“Sitri asks for your patience,” said Pascher. “I am
taking you to a maison sécurisée, a safe place.”

I nodded. I had no context for what was happening,
except that we were involved in this escalating international
emergency. Sitri had given me the impression he was some kind of
protector of the natural order. How could I make demands? Yet
without resources, I felt off-balance. I wished I’d at least
brought my gun. I was in France. I had no phone, no friends, and no
weapon. Alexandre, my father, had kept the information from me that
I now needed to navigate this world. Sitri had invited me here, but
he’d abandoned me. I put noise-buffering headphones on Charmaine
and myself before I fastened my harness-like seatbelt. Pascher took
us up.

When we were in the air, I pondered what lay ahead.
My father had said nothing about owning real estate in St.-Germain,
not even when I’d stayed in Montmartre during a college semester
abroad. I’d probably passed his building many times as I’d walked
through the Latin Quarter. Why the secrecy?

We flew smoothly for ten minutes before I saw
Pascher’s hand tighten on the control stick. “Keep her steady,” he
said. I leaned forward and supported Charmaine. Pascher made a
maneuver that jolted us and made Charmaine gasp. I saw flashes of
light dart around us. Was this my radar shield?

I tried to hold Charmaine in place, but Pascher swung
the chopper unpredictably. He dove and pulled it almost onto its
right side. Char grabbed something for leverage and kept her eyes
closed tight.

Something hit us. We lost altitude—and my stomach—but
then leveled out. I wondered if our tail from the plane had figured
out our deflection and come after us. I gripped my seat. Pascher
picked up speed, grabbed something on his right, and took us
higher.

I watched more flashes of green and orange light
outside. The air grew colder. I pulled the leather jacket close and
kept an eye on Charmaine.

“Up here.” Pascher gestured to me.

I froze. He wanted me to co-pilot. I’d never flown a
chopper. I’d been inside only three, including this one. I didn’t
want our safety in my hands. But what had I just said to
Adria? I had to rise to this.

With a thumping heart, I unfastened my seatbelt and
moved to the co-pilot seat to his left. I strapped myself in.
Pascher showed me the collective control at my left side for going
up and down, the pedals at my feet for switching direction and
balancing the torque, the cyclic stick on the T-bar between us to
move forward or backwards, and something about a throttle,
correlator and governor. He pointed to some small metal switches
overhead and glowing dials on the dashboard. While keeping control,
he said something about a gauge for the rate of climb and another
for engine power. I couldn’t keep it straight.

He touched my hand. “This is just a precaution.”

“We’re going too fast. I might do something
wrong!”

“You know how to do this. Focus on the controls.
Think about what each one does. Forward, back, up, down, right,
left, fast, slow. It’s all about coordination and balance. Try it
now while I’m here.”

“Here? What?”

Something hit us again. The chopper shimmied.
Charmaine gasped.

“What is it?” I asked. “Who’s doing this?” My heart
pounded so hard it hurt. I imagined us hurtling straight down to
the ground. What did he mean, you know how to do this?

“Keep it steady and aim there.”

I blinked at where he pointed. Past a thick bank of
clouds I saw a multicolored flash.

“Be that warrior!” Charmaine shouted.

I pointed at each item and repeated what Pascher had
said about its function. He corrected me twice. I took a deep
breath and went through it again. I saw my hand shake when I
pointed at a dial.

“The throttle is like on a motorcycle,” he said,
“except that it turns in the opposite direction. Remember
that.”

“Don’t you dare jump out of here!” I warned. He’d
done that in New York. But then, he’d had a real co-pilot. Would he
risk Charmaine?

“Relax,” he said. “It will come back.”

“I’ve never—”

Then, it did feel ok. Not fine, but ok. When I
gripped the cyclic, it felt right. I knew what to do. My feet
relaxed slightly on the pedals. My leg muscles responded, as if I
had body memories for this.

We veered off course, to the left, and pitched a
little. I held my breath. But I focused as Pascher watched. He
seemed calm, as if we were on the ground, training. He cautioned me
to use a looser grip. When we veered right, I brought it under
control.

I let out my breath. I shouldn’t have had that extra
glass of wine. But we held steady. Pascher nodded. “Like that. You
have it.”

“Don’t go.”

To my left, I saw a flash. The chopper bumped and
shook. I gripped the cyclic and steadied the pedals. I was flying!
I breathed in, sat back against the seat, and looked for Pascher’s
approval. But his seat was empty. I froze. We were now going to
die!


Chapter Four

 


My heart thumped so hard I barely heard Charmaine
say, “Don’t panic! He’s close.”

Swallowing, I mentally checked off everything Pascher
had shown me. I hoped I wouldn’t steer us into something I couldn’t
see. At least the sun was up now. My shoulders tightened.
Balance, he’d said. I had only to stay level and keep moving
forward. Nothing tricky. Just keep us in the air. I looked for that
flash of light.

“You’ve done it before,” Charmaine said into her
mic.

“I’ve never done this.”

“You have. Sitri blacked it out, but you had lessons.
It will come.”

I didn’t believe her. “Is Pascher coming back?”

“Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

Something threw us off. I gripped the controls as the
chopper shuddered. A bright flash in front made me look away. I
grabbed the throttle to open it, but the engine sputtered. We
started to drop.

No! No! No!

“Opposite!” Char shouted. Like a motorcycle, but
the other way.

I corrected. With a jolt, the engine caught and
roared back. My heart was in my throat.

“Sorry, sorry!” I said. I swallowed and stared
forward. My hands felt slippery. Why did they think I could do
this? I tried to stay calm.

We veered left again and lost altitude. Char talked
me through it. An intense throbbing in my ears shut out her voice.
I saw a ball of light coming at us, so I turned right and took it
up higher. Success! I breathed out. OK!

Then another flash.

“What do you see ahead?” Char asked.

I looked around. “Orange flashes. Is that good?”

“Take it backwards.”

How? I looked for a rearview mirror where I expected
one, but saw only a bar between the front windows. A small screen,
like a smartphone, provided a limited view behind, as did a side
mirror. What did I need? The collective. Forward, backward. I eased
it and felt the momentum slow and then we moved in reverse.

We dropped. The chopper spun right. I gasped. I
couldn’t control it.

“Pedals!” Char yelled.

I concentrated on my feet. Perseverance, the
Oraculum had said. It had promised success. Don’t give up.
But I wanted to.

“Push forward,” said Char. “Take it down.”

“What?”

“Dive. Then up, but careful. Not too fast.”

Out of breath, I did what seemed right. I wiped sweat
from my eyes. To my relief, my maneuvers worked. My throat was dry.
This was crazy! I wasn’t a pilot. My heart ached from pounding so
hard and my fingers tingled. Maybe it was a good thing I’d
had the wine. When we crashed, I wouldn’t feel it as much.

I looked to my left and saw a green and blue swirl of
light that expanded outward. Should I move? I was about to ask Char
when I felt pressure on the T-bar and something touch my hand. I
glanced right. Dorion sat in the pilot seat. How did these guys
do that?

“I’ll take it,” he said. “Good work.”

I heard Pascher’s voice in back with Charmaine.
“We’ll be there soon,” he told her.

I was relieved to let go. I sat back and clenched my
fists to control my shaking. Beneath the jacket, my shirt felt
damp. My heart still thumped and my mouth tasted like I’d been
eating dust. I needed water.

“What was that?” I asked. “What just happened?”

“It was a blind attack,” said Pascher. “Not targeted,
so it was weak. They don’t know about you yet. They were probing.
It’s over now. They won’t follow us.”

“Know about me?”

“Miegul knows we’re hunting him. He doesn’t yet know
you’re involved, but he’s trying to find out. We have shields up.
You’re safe.”

I took a breath and looked over at Dorion. “And how
can you guys just pop in and out like that? Or, is that something I
already know? Like flying a helicopter?”

“Be patient,” said Char. “Sitri decides.”

Dorion winked at me, which helped me to relax.
“Welcome to Paris,” he said.

I looked outside. He was right. We were hovering over
my beloved City of Light. Early morning fog blurred it, but I knew
where we were.

We flew slowly over the northwest area. Below, I saw
the buildings of Montmartre, “La Butte,” crowded onto jumbled
blocks of winding narrow streets. I knew it well. For three months,
I’d lived in an apartment here with a great view of the city. I
smiled. Finally, something felt familiar. If I were on the ground,
I could find my way around.

I now realized there’d been a lot more to that
semester than philosophy classes at the university. Apparently, I’d
had helicopter lessons I couldn’t recall. I suspected there was
much more.

The lopsided pentagonal patch below, I knew, was
Cimetière de Montmartre, a place wondrously
overcrowded with aboveground vaults. I’d often sit and read among
the memorialized remains of its dead artists, writers, dancers and
poets. The round shape of the Sacre-Couer, about a mile east, was
just as easy to pick out.

To my surprise, Dorion headed toward the cemetery.
Its many narrow avenues were too crowded with fully leafed trees
for a landing. But he slowed and turned in place until we faced
south. Then he brought us straight down over a relatively treeless
area, where the vaults were raised higher. It was far enough from
the very public road that crossed the cemetery at its eastern edge
that we wouldn’t draw much attention. I watched boxy shapes of
alternating white, pewter, steel gray and occasional rusty orange
rise to meet us until Dorion hovered over a tight cluster of
mausoleums. This place dated back to the early nineteenth
century.

“Sitri’s here,” said Pascher. “We can’t land, but
there’s no wind, so you can get down without difficulty. You can
use a ladder or I can lower you with a harness. Which do you
prefer?”


Chapter Five

 


There was absolutely nothing about this trip that
resembled my idea of a good time. It was my fault. When Sitri had
come for me, I’d swooned on romantic images. But this world was
difficult and dangerous—no time for strolls on the beach. I kicked
myself. It was the story of my life: jump, and then think
about it.

I shrugged. “The ladder.” At least, I was getting
closer to Sitri. And it was morning.

Dorion nodded. “You will be safe.”

Pascher slid the door open on the right. My heart
thumped as I removed my headset and climbed into the back. Pascher
lowered the flexible ladder. I looked down, but morning fog blocked
my view of whatever lay directly below. The last time I’d been on a
ladder like this, two nights ago, Miegul had nearly caught me. I
blocked the image. That ladder had also been my bridge into this
strange new world. I felt for the Oraculum in the pocket of
Sitri’s jacket to remind myself of my mission. I will get the
ring back.

Pascher’s firm grip steadied me as I turned so I
could crawl out backwards and step carefully onto the first rung.
It felt perilously narrow. But this was no time to act like a
child. I took the next step down. My foot slipped. Pascher kept his
hand tight on me. “You can’t fall,” he said.

I recalled how the ladder had detached on our last
trip, with Charmaine still on it, and he’d zipped out to catch her.
The image wasn’t comforting. I took another step down, then
another. Pascher let go but watched. A slight breeze moved me. I
froze. I felt the ladder tighten below and looked down. Someone on
the ground anchored the other end. Another of them, I
suspected. I couldn’t see who it was.

I was grateful that the air was relatively calm,
although the humidity moistened my palms. I needed to get on solid
ground. One step at a time. I held my breath and gripped each rung
as I went down, exploring with my foot for the next one. At least
this time I had shoes. But my progress felt ridiculously slow. I
just made myself do it.

As I pushed off the bottom rung and jumped to the
ground, I saw in the strangely lit denim-colored eyes of the person
who’d helped that I was indeed meeting another ma’lakh.
Number four! His chestnut hair was longer than I’d seen on the
others, touching his shoulders. Orias introduced himself, but
didn’t say where he stood in Sitri’s hierarchy.

“How many of you are there?” I asked.

“It depends on the need,” he said. “But one of us is
usually close.”

Orias’ manner was deferential, as Dorion’s had been.
I’m a princess, I thought.

The ladder went up and the chopper rose and flew off.
Across the cemetery, a crow cackled, making this place feel grim
and empty. I didn’t know this creature, Orias. I didn’t know where
my building was in St.-Germain. My sole comfort was that I’d
retrieved my ID and passport from Adria, so if I had to, I could
find my way through the city. I’d once lived near here in
Montmartre. I could figure something out.

I looked around. “I thought Sitri was here.”

Orias gestured to his right. “Come with me.”

The odor of decomposed foliage wafted toward us as I
followed him to the front of an ornate mausoleum with stately
columns and tarnished copper decor. It was taller than those around
it, and broader. Like most other tombs there, a “Famille”
designation was carved over the door, under a symbol. Famille
Incende. Family of fire? I thought it must be code. Moss and
damp leaves filling the wall cracks reminded me of how I’d once
imagined ghosts leaving through such cracks for their nightly
walks. Orias opened one of the double wooden doors and gestured for
me to enter. “Quickly,” he said.

The darkness made me hesitate. “Inside?”

“Underground protects us.”

Underground! So, I just had to trust him, whoever he
was, and let myself be led into a tomb. Taking one last breath of
fresh air, I entered.

He shut and locked the door behind us. My heart beat
against the cloying stale air as my eyes adjusted to the slivers of
light that shone through a set of narrow glazed windows. I bumped
against a large object in the middle—a tomb.

“All right?” Orias asked.

“I’m fine,” I lied. I figured he smelled my sweat and
heard the tremor in my voice. This was definitely creepy. The moldy
odor thickened my throat and I slid my hands inside my pockets. I
wondered if this place held human remains.

I knew about tunnels beneath Paris and that some
entrances were in secret places in the large cemeteries. I’d seen
one in Pêre Lachaise, several miles to the west. I figured we were
about to enter another. I hoped Sitri would be at the end of this
bizarre journey through the Looking Glass. I also hoped I wouldn’t
see any rats.

Orias moved the tomb’s heavy lid with ease, as if it
were on rollers. I saw the top of a set of chiseled steps, wide
enough for two abreast. This wasn’t a mausoleum. It wasn’t even a
creepy little slither spot into darkness. I sensed that this
underground passage had been well used for a long time.

Orias retrieved something from a shelf and suddenly
we had light. He’d switched on a bright flashlight. “For the first
part,” he said. He used the beam to show me each stair ahead in a
staircase framed on both sides by earthy stone walls.

“Couldn’t I just meet Sitri in some nice patisserie?”
I asked.

“He is waiting.” He moved the flashlight.
“Please.”

I sensed that if I refused, he’d pick me up and
deliver me. After I’d taken enough steps to be clear of the top,
Orias came behind and pulled the lid closed over us. My throat
seemed to close with it. I wanted to run back up and get out, but I
moved downward.

I pressed against the rough stone on my right. We
were going deep. I didn’t know how many stairs I’d have to take.
All I saw was darkness. I began to worry that I’d made a terrible
mistake. But surely Pascher knew Orias. He wouldn’t have left me in
his care if it were unsafe. I pulled Sitri’s jacket close against
the cooler air, breathed in its reassuring scent, and held tight to
a cold metal railing. Orias shone the light ahead. There was a
landing, and then more stairs.
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