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	Chapter 1

	 

	I sat alone in the room, listening to the machine follow my mother’s weak heartbeat, and tried not to think of what came next. Of the arrangements that would need to be made soon. Of what I would do once Mom was gone. 

	My mind lingered on the last, perfect day I’d had with her. My eighteenth birthday. The warm memories of that day, when it seemed like she was getting better, ran through my mind despite my best efforts. Instead of pushing them away, I held them close like the treasures they were as I stared at the wasted form that was once my beautiful, vibrant mother. The woman who always looked so much younger than her age, who cooked a big breakfast every Sunday morning, who was my anchor in a world I didn’t feel like I belonged in. The woman that cancer was stealing from me. 

	Breast cancer. You always hear about the survivors and see the pink ribbons everywhere. Mom wasn’t going to be a survivor. When an aggressive form of it took hold of her five years ago, she’d fought it and won. Then it came back. This time, it had no intention of letting her go. 

	I shied away from those thoughts and focused on the monitors. As long as those were all going, Mom was still there, in some form at least. It’d been three months since she spiraled into this, and although I’d had time to prepare myself, I wasn’t ready to lose my mother, to face my first year of adulthood without her. To face the rest of my life without her.

	I clung to the quiet sound of the heart monitor, the hiss of the oxygen, and the occasional noise of the blood pressure cuff. They recorded every precious moment of Mom’s life. They became the center of my world. Just like the whiteboard on the wall across from the bed with my mom’s name, Miranda Collins, the names of her nurses, and any notes about her. As long as her name stayed on that board and the monitors kept going, everything was okay… as okay as it could be.

	A television was affixed to another wall. I could have watched something. Mom certainly wasn’t interested. My cell phone, a Christmas gift from Mom, lay ignored in my purse. It held no attraction for me. 

	A nurse came into the room, her smile full of compassion as she asked me how I was holding up and checked the machines. I told her the same thing I told everyone, even my older sister, Victoria. I told her I was fine. As far as they were concerned, I was. Victoria knew me well enough to know better, but she never pushed, for which I was grateful. 

	I adored my sister, even if she could be annoying, but I could never connect with her. Only a year and a half separated us in age. We should have been close. Instead, we were different in ways I didn’t fully understand. Victoria seemed to fit in easily everywhere she went, the popular one in school. Unlike most popular kids, though, she wasn’t the snobby type. She believed everyone mattered. 

	I, on the other hand, could never seem to find a connection with anyone other than Mom. It was like there was something in my DNA that made people shy away. The only people who took notice of me were the occasional bullies. While Victoria had friends to lean on during all of this, I was on my own. 

	Mom never made friends easily, either. Like me, she didn’t make connections. We’d lived in the same house for eight years; it was telling that no one ever dropped by to see how she was doing. 

	It wasn’t that Mom was a horrible person. People just seemed to avoid her the way they did me. Obviously, she’d made a connection once since my sister and I existed. It couldn’t have been a deep one because whoever our father was, he’d disappeared when my mom was two months pregnant with me. She refused to speak of him. 

	Sometimes, I wondered if he’d been abusive or something terrible. Anytime we tried to bring him up, she would go pale, a grim expression on her face. She told us not to waste precious time thinking of him. I couldn’t help doing that now. Who was he? Why did he leave? Was he some monster? 

	My thoughts were interrupted by the quiet entrance of my older sister as she slipped into the room and settled into the chair next to me. Even exhaustion couldn’t mar her tall, golden-haired beauty that was so unlike my short, black-haired self. 

	I figured she must have gotten her height and perfect looks from whoever our father was. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the way I looked; in fact, most would call me pretty. I just didn’t have that airbrushed, cover-of-a-magazine look that Victoria managed without even trying.

	In silence, she handed me a candy bar and a soda. I smiled as a way of saying thank you. The cold from the can soaked into my hand as I focused on Mom again, almost afraid to look away for some reason.

	Victoria sighed. “You have to eat, Josephine.”

	I glared at her for calling me that instead of Jo, but said nothing because she was right. I popped the can and opened the wrapper to the chocolate-covered caramel and nuts. As if by some strange agreement, neither of us spoke. We just ate our snacks, our attention focused on Mom. 

	While a lot of people watched what they ate and counted calories, I wasn’t one of them. With an extremely high metabolism, I could eat a ton without worry. It was nice in its own way. It was also another thing that set me apart. One of the few things I had in common with Victoria.

	Another nurse came in a while later; I’m not sure how long it had been. I’d stopped looking at the clock a long time ago. When she asked how we were doing, Victoria’s answer was thick with tears. My eyes remained dry as I answered, once more, that I was fine. 

	I kept my answer short and sweet. My default setting was to keep things to myself. With no close friends, I wasn’t used to sharing with anyone other than Mom. Even with her, I quit the first time her cancer showed up. I couldn’t bring myself to bother her with any of my issues when she was fighting for her life. There was enough on her plate without me adding weirdly-dysfunctional-daughter to it.  

	As the sun sank ever closer to the horizon, I finally pulled myself away from Mom and went down to the cafeteria with Victoria. The pale blue walls of the large space were supposed to be soothing. As we moved through the line with our trays, I couldn’t think of anything that would make this place soothing. For me, the place was a precursor to death.

	After we sat at a small table near the edge of the room, I stared at my tray with a total lack of enthusiasm. I didn’t feel like eating, but knew I needed to. Poking at the strange, protein-like substance that was supposed to be chicken-fried steak, I wished for a lower metabolism. One that didn’t make me weak and shaky if I didn’t eat enough. 

	Making a face, Victoria stabbed her fork into the odd, gray-covered lump in the corner square of her tray. “What is this supposed to be?”

	I considered the lump on my own tray for a moment as the clatter and conversation of the busy cafeteria swirled around us. “I think it’s supposed to be mashed potatoes with gravy.”

	“At least the pudding looks good,” Victoria said hopefully.

	“It’s applesauce.” 

	“How does applesauce end up looking like that?” Victoria shoved the offending substance around in its little space on the tray. 

	I gestured toward the walls with my fork. “It’s a hospital, Victoria. I think it’s required for their cafeteria workers to go to an anti-culinary school or something. Besides, it’s not all bad. The dinner roll looks like it’s made of actual bread.”

	Victoria pointed at the square of red Jell-O. “They got that right.”

	“Possibly. I’m sure they are just doing their best,” she said, bravely scooping a bite of the mashed potatoes and gravy. 

	Leave it to Victoria to give them the benefit of the doubt. I didn’t bother to argue with her; it wouldn’t do any good. She never believed people could be bad, or even just lazy or uncaring, until it smacked her in the face. Even then, she would forgive them or feel sorry for them. Sometimes, she truly irritated me. Or maybe I’m too judgmental. Never claimed I was perfect. 

	In the end, my hunger overrode my fear of the food, and I managed to choke it all down, even the unnatural applesauce. At least I could count on the soda actually being soda. I rarely drank it before all of this, preferring tea and coffee. However, I quickly learned never to trust either of them in the cafeteria. I’m not sure how one screws those two up, but they managed. The nurses on Mom’s floor had their own coffee source that they thankfully shared with me. 

	When we were done, we walked toward the elevators that would take us back to Mom’s room. I stepped into the car and closed my eyes for a moment, trying to pretend I wasn’t in a hospital. Unfortunately, that smell, the one unique to hospitals, was forever in my nostrils. I abandoned my attempt at mental escape. 

	It was confusing because I desperately wanted out of there, never to set foot in a hospital again. At the same time, I never wanted to leave because I knew that when I did, it would be without my mother. 

	The atmosphere of the room felt different and strange when we entered. My eyes quickly sought my mother. She was still there, the machines still recording her vitals. I’m not even sure why they left the monitors on. A DNR order resided in her chart. It didn’t matter if she flat-lined; there would be no effort to bring her back. 

	Tearing my eyes away from her inert form, I scanned the room. It was empty except for the three of us, yet I swear I sensed other people. It left me feeling edgy as I took a seat in one of the chairs and Victoria settled in the other. 

	Neither of us spoke. I don’t think we knew what to say. I didn’t know if Victoria could feel it, but instinct warned me that Mom was slipping away. I drew my chair closer to the bed so I could take one of Mom’s frail hands. Her dry, paper-thin skin was cool against mine. I wanted to yell at her, demand she fight harder. I wanted to scream at her, ask how she could leave me alone in this world. I wanted to sob and beg her to stay. I didn’t do any of it. 

	I hadn’t said anything to her since the day before, when she told me that nothing was as it seemed, that Victoria and I weren’t meant for this world, and to be careful who we trusted. I didn’t even get a chance to ask her what she meant before she closed her eyes and lapsed into a coma, leaving me with only monitors to tell me she was still alive. 

	Victoria moved her chair to Mom’s other side. We sat quietly, each holding one of her hands. The nurse came in to check the machines again and asked Victoria how she was doing. She didn’t bother to ask me; I guess she gave up getting anything other than the word ‘fine’ out of me. 

	Time ticked forward; the nurse came back more frequently. It seemed as if the night dragged; the clock showed only about an hour had passed since we returned to the room. I glanced at the large window. The lights outside the hospital reflected in the rivulets of rain that ran down the darkened glass. I thought briefly of shutting the curtains but made no effort to do so. If I let go of Mom’s hand, she would leave. It was an irrational feeling, though not one I could get rid of. 

	I laid my head on the edge of the bed, my eyes on the clock. This whole time, I’d barely looked at the thing. Now, I couldn’t take my eyes off it for reasons I couldn’t explain. The monitors went flat. There was no sound, no warning, no last gasp of breath. Just a quiet leaving. 

	I let go of Mom’s hand, backing away from the bed as a couple of nurses came in, followed by a doctor; they must have known it was coming. There should have been tears in my eyes, but there weren’t. Only a heavy lump in my throat that made it hard to breathe. Victoria stood across the room, her eyes swimming with the tears I couldn’t shed, her face ravaged with grief. 

	My own sorrow rose like a wave that would crush me if I let it. I quashed it down. Not now, not in front of these people. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Mom’s body. If I looked at her lying there while the doctor called time of death, I would break into so many pieces I might never be whole again. I cast my gaze around the room, desperate to look at anything else, to think of anything else. That’s when I saw them.

	A dark-skinned man with deep brown eyes and a girl who looked to be about my age, with a long mess of bright red curls, her blue eyes wide. Dressed in long black cloaks, they definitely didn’t work for the hospital… then there was her. My mother. Her wasted, translucent form stood next to them. I felt weird, lightheaded. Like I couldn’t breathe. Like I somehow balanced between two places.

	My mother used to tell us tales of people who dressed in black cloaks and came for the dead. But…they were tales, nothing more. Right? I looked back at the man. Though not young like the girl, he didn’t look old either, maybe late twenties.

	“Who are you?”

	He froze, staring at me. Then his eyes nearly bugged. What was his problem?

	The nurse nearest me looked askance at me as if she thought I was losing it. I was about to ask again who they were when the man said, “You can see us?”

	I shot him a glare. “I’m not blind.”

	My gaze wandered to my mother. No, I wasn’t blind, but…Maybe I was losing it. Could I truly see her spirit?

	I glanced at Victoria, who stood in the far corner next to a nurse, and gave her a questioning look. She nodded, her gaze fixed on the two cloaked figures and our mother, ignoring the nurse who was attempting to comfort her.

	When I turned my attention back to the man, his eyes were narrowed at my sister before they came back to me. “I have to go now. However, I will return. I must speak with you. It is of the utmost importance.”

	“Speak with me about what?” The nurse gave me another strange look. What, was I not supposed to talk at all while they took my mother away? It was better to focus on Cloak Guy than on Mom’s body. My eyes strayed to her…spirit?

	“Your father, for one thing.”

	That got my attention. “My what?”

	He put his finger to his lips in a shushing motion. “Another time. Not here.” 

	The man and girl walked past me, the girl staring as if I had a third eye or something. Mom trailed in their wake. I opened my mouth to demand the guy stuff his “another time” up his ass and tell me what he knew of my father right now. 

	My demand died on my tongue as Mom paused, reaching for my hand. It passed through mine with an icy brush of air, although for the briefest of moments, I felt it solid against my flesh. She stared into my eyes with all of the love I’d always known she had for me. She turned and gave Victoria the same look.

	Then she was gone, disappearing into the hall behind the two cloaked figures. Who were they? Was my mother’s spirit following them? Or was it just a coincidence? My mind reeled from too many questions. I wanted to assign something fantastic to Cloak Guy and his companion, but my practical mind shoved such silly thoughts away. 

	I staggered against the wall as dizziness swamped me. Trying to steady the world, or maybe just my brain, I ignored the nurse who now hovered anxiously over me, asking if I was all right, and stared at Victoria, who was also having trouble standing. 

	What just happened? 

	The nurses were certain we were both too overcome with emotion. And, once past the weirdness we’d experienced, Victoria wept with a vengeance, further backing their assumptions. 

	When we finally left the hospital, I drove home while Victoria took the passenger seat. Her tears continued to fall. I stared dry-eyed out the windshield, focusing on the wet road and the rain-streaked October night lit up by the lights of San Francisco. 

	I didn’t want to think about Mom’s death or the fact that I had seen her ghost, felt her ghost. So, I concentrated on the strange meeting with the cloaked figures. What did the guy know about my father? I tried to fit Cloak Guy into some role at the hospital and failed. 

	The past three weeks had been one long, stressful nightmare that allowed for little sleep, and weariness weighed heavy on me. I gave up trying to understand any of it as we pulled into the driveway. I shut off the car and stared at the small white house, its outline smeared by the water running down the windshield. 

	With a hitched sigh, Victoria opened her door and got out. I finally followed, uncaring of the cold rain that soaked my hair. I’d just reached the small, covered side porch when the hairs rose on the back of my neck. It felt like something or someone was watching me. I turned slowly, sweeping my gaze over the front yard and the group of trees that ran along one side of the house. 

	I thought I caught a glimpse of gold eyes deep in the shadows, too high up to be a cat’s eyes reflecting streetlight. When I looked again, it was gone. Giving myself a mental shake, I walked into the house, shut the door, and tossed my keys on the counter in the warm, homey kitchen that my mother had created with her decorating. It seemed to lack something now, some of its warmth. As if what had made it so before was the existence of Mom, and without her, it would never feel the same. Neither of us spoke as we passed through it and headed up the stairs to our rooms. A landing at the top was bracketed on three sides by doors. The one in the middle led to the bathroom I shared with my sister. When we reached the top of the stairs, we turned in opposite directions, Victoria into her room, and me into mine. 

	I closed the door softly and then stumbled to my unmade bed. Even with the rain drumming on the roof, the house was too quiet. Although Mom hadn’t been there in almost two weeks, her absence was final now. There was no hope of her ever returning. The house felt emptier without her in the world. Everything felt emptier.

	The tears still didn’t come as my mind shied away from the pain. Somehow, crying would be the ultimate acknowledgment of what I had lost. If I didn’t cry, Mom wasn’t truly gone. It was stupid and didn’t make sense, and yet, I couldn’t let go of the thought. Unable to sleep, I balled up under the covers and stared at the pattern the streetlight made on the wall as it shone through the branches of a tree while I worked to build mental walls around the pain.

	***

	“I agreed to do this only because it was Rowen who asked. And so, a debt still owed sent me to the mortal world.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 2

	 

	Several days later, I stood under a blue canopy in the cemetery as the rain fell in a steady beat beyond. I felt detached from the proceedings. Mom was the tether that connected me to the world, and without her, I was just drifting on the breeze. 

	My sister and the lady from the funeral home, whose name I had forgotten, sat in the folding chairs. That was it. No one else was there to remember the incredible woman my mother had been. I stared at the coffin, tuning out the preacher next to it who was going on about death, Heaven, and whatever else. The funeral was nothing big, just a small graveside service with a plain coffin. None of it mattered, Mom wasn’t there anyway. I knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt. 

	Letting my gaze wander, I looked out across the cemetery. It was a peaceful sort of place. Quiet, except for the pattering of rain. Plenty of trees bordered it, dulling the sounds of the city. Bright fall leaves stood out against their darker evergreen neighbors. Other than our little canopy-covered group, only one other stood a few grave sites away, staring at a tombstone. 

	Rain dripped from his inky black hair, but he gave no indication that he cared. I wondered who was in the grave, who he grieved for. As if he felt me watching him, the man turned and looked straight at me. 

	A shiver of fear ran down my spine as his gold eyes—a color that couldn’t be natural—bored into mine. Though he appeared to be in his late twenties, there was a hardness to his face that made me wonder if he was older than he looked. There was nothing friendly in his gaze. Too stubborn to look away, I glared back. His expression turned calculating and slightly amused. 

	The snap of the preacher’s bible closing brought me back to the reason I was here. 

	We stood as the preacher approached. I knew he was speaking to me, but I couldn’t pay attention. I could only stare at the box that contained the only person in the world ever to accept me fully. After a moment, when the preacher finally seemed to realize I wasn’t going to answer, he turned to Victoria. 

	I didn’t notice the others leave until Victoria touched my arm, drawing me from my reverie. It was just us. The preacher and the funeral home lady had already departed. Even the glaring-grave-visitor guy was gone. The cemetery seemed empty, though I knew somewhere, lingering out of sight, were the graveyard workers, waiting for us to leave so they could get to work entombing my mother in the ground. 

	As I turned away, something caught my eye. Under the trees at the edge of the cemetery, getting soaked by the rain, stood the man in the black cloak. The one from the hospital. “That guy is here.”

	Startled, Victoria followed my gaze. “What do you think he wants?”

	“He said he knows who our dad is, remember?” I certainly hadn’t forgotten.

	“Do you think he does?” Victoria grabbed her lower lip between her teeth, a sure sign she was worried. 

	I rolled my eyes. She never did anything risky. Ever. I looked pointedly at the coffin. “What do we have to lose?”

	She hesitated, so I gave her a gentle push in his direction. Finally, Victoria started toward him. The wet grass slowly soaked my canvas sneakers as I walked beside her. My stomach spent the short time tying itself in knots. Honestly, who goes to speak to a strange, black-cloaked man in a cemetery? Yeah, I had suggested it, but I didn’t completely lack a sense of self-preservation.

	When we stopped in front of him, I said, “So, who are you?”

	He kept his hands folded inside the sleeves of his cloak, which made me slightly nervous, though I showed none of it. 

	The rain made rivulets down the dark skin of his bald head. “My name is Rowen. You are?”

	“I’m Jo. You said you know who our father is.” I crossed my arms over my chest to hold in some of my body heat as the cold rain continued to fall. Why hadn’t I brought an umbrella?

	He nodded as his eyes appraised Victoria. “What is your name?”

	“Victoria. Jo’s sister.” 

	Rowen looked at me, then back at Victoria. “Sister?”

	I could understand his confusion; we couldn’t look more different. We didn’t even have the same eye color. Mine were the same soft green as Mom’s, while Victoria’s were crystal blue. “What do you know of our father? Do you know where he is?”

	“His name is Elijah. I don’t know where he is. Nobody knows. However, where he is doesn’t matter at the moment.”

	Victoria shook her head. “This is silly. You claim to know who our father is, yet you offer no proof.”

	I agreed with her. If he didn’t know where the man was, it wasn’t much help just to know his first name. “What’s his last name?”

	“He has no last name. Where he is from, there is no such thing,” Rowen said, meeting my gaze.

	Victoria shivered and pulled her light sweater closer as the rain dripped off her hair, not that it would do much good since the sweater was wet, too. “Where is he from that no one has a last name?”

	“Where isn’t as important as what,” Rowen said. He seemed to consider something before asking, “You both saw your mother’s spirit in the hospital?”

	I really didn’t want to admit to that because it made me look like I was losing my mind, but found myself nodding anyway, along with Victoria. If only one of us saw it, I could have passed it off as nothing more than a hopeful wish from someone who had just lost the most important person in the world. It wasn’t only one of us, though.

	“You both saw me there even when no one else in the room did,” Rowen said. “You saw into the veil, saw your mother leave with me.” He waited while we let that sink in.

	Victoria and I exchanged confused looks. Then the pieces of the puzzle clicked together in my mind and I sucked in a breath. Mom’s tales were always full of things about veils and those who crossed them. But they weren’t real. “So, what are you supposed to be?”

	“I am a reaper of souls.” 

	The words sent a shiver of fear through me. 

	Victoria took a step back. “An angel of death?” 

	The question ended on a flat note. I knew she was thinking the same thing I was. We were talking to a madman. What we’d seen at the hospital made no sense, but this made even less. 

	“Not in the way you are thinking.” He smiled slightly. “When I was here for your mother, you could see us through the veil because you are both part angel. You asked me where your father came from that there are no last names. He came from the Heavens. He was an angel.”

	“An angel?” I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. “Like stand at the right hand of God, have wings, and all of that stuff?” 

	“No.” Rowen shook his head. “Only Archangels stand next to the gods in the Heavens. They are the only angels with wings. Their power is far greater than the Soldier Angel your father was.”

	I held up a hand. “Wait, was?” 

	Why the past tense? And how could he have been an angel? Weren’t they supposed to be all perfection and whatnot? Angels weren’t supposed to abandon people.

	Rowen frowned. “Angels are not to cross the veil. There are strict laws against it. And even stricter laws against lying with mortals. Conceiving children with a mortal is possibly the worst crime an angel can commit, besides creating one with a demon.” He sighed, his expression troubled. “Elijah was cast out of the Heavens for his transgressions. He is now a fallen angel. It doesn’t change the fact that both of you are half angel. It doesn’t change that you don’t belong in the mortal world.” 

	 “Mortal world?” I raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “So, we’re what, going to live forever or something?” 

	“It’s possible, yes,” Rowen confirmed.

	My head spun. There was no way any of this was real. The guy was a whack job. Maybe he was out of whatever meds he was on. The skepticism I felt must have shown on my face because he looked like he was going to attempt to continue convincing us, but I’d heard enough. I glanced at Victoria and saw the same disbelief reflected in her eyes. 

	“I think,” I said slowly, “that we should go.”

	Victoria nodded, taking a step back. 

	“Please,” his expression became something between worried and pleading, “Just hear me out. I can prove it if you will just come with me. It isn’t safe for you here anymore. Your mother’s death unveiled you. Others will be able to sense you.”

	This just got creepier than it already was. He wanted us to go with him so he could supposedly prove his delusions. Yeah, because going off to who-knows-where with a strange man was something any sensible young woman would do. I didn’t care what this Rowen guy thought he was; I wasn’t about to become one of his victims. 

	I started backing up, my hand on Victoria’s arm, pulling her with me. “We really need to go now.”

	Rowen took a step forward as if to follow us, but stopped. As we turned and hurried across the cemetery to my car, I was suddenly grateful to the gravediggers who were still there, waiting for us to leave so they could close my mother’s grave.

	I slid into the driver’s seat as Victoria hurriedly scrambled into the passenger side. Without a word, I started the car and locked the doors. What was there to say? A crazy man who thought he was an angel had tried to convince us to go with him. No matter what Mom’s tales said, they were just that. Tales. Stories she spun for us when we were little. 

	I drove through the pouring rain, unable to forget why we’d been at the cemetery as I tried to mentally shake off the meeting with the crazy guy. I glanced at my sister. Victoria wasn’t dealing well. She never dealt with this kind of thing well, and I knew that with the weird meeting over, it was all hitting home for her. I was the one who handled the funeral home, made arrangements, and spoke to the lawyer about Mom’s will that left the house and a large inheritance to the two of us. 

	It wasn’t that it was any easier for me. I’d just learned, thanks to bullies, that it was better not to feel some things. Feeling it meant reacting to it. And reacting was a sign of weakness to the outside world. Happiness, love, and even anger were okay. Hurt wasn’t. Hurt made people want to hurt you more. Although this wasn’t the same type of situation, my response was the same. It was a self-defense reflex. Not a healthy one, but who said life was healthy?

	***

	“She met my glare with one of her own, unaware of how vulnerable she was.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 3

	 

	After parking the car in the driveway, I dragged myself into the house. Tossing my keys and purse on the counter, I stared at the kitchen, at a loss for what to do. For so long, my life had revolved around my mother’s illness, then around getting everything arranged. Now, I was at loose ends. Victoria headed up to her room. She knew me well enough to leave me alone. I wasn’t a comfort seeker; my misery didn’t like company. 

	I figured I should make dinner or something, except neither of us had been to the grocery store recently. There weren’t a lot of options beyond ketchup sandwiches. Victoria’s voice filtered down the stairs as she talked with someone on the phone. Her misery loved company. 

	The heavy clouds aided the gathering darkness beyond the window, making it seem later than it was, even with the rain tapering off. There were some fast-food places a few blocks from the house; it wouldn’t take long to run and get something for dinner. I dug some cash out of my purse, reached for my keys, then paused. Driving would be faster, but an edgy restlessness settled over me. What I wanted to do most was walk. It always helped me de-stress and clear my mind. I desperately needed that right now.

	Pulling on my raincoat in case the rain picked up, I scribbled a note for Victoria and then walked out the door. A light mist still came down; the moisture sparkled in the light of the streetlamps as I followed the sidewalk two blocks down before turning the corner. Another three blocks ahead, the lights of signs and the busier road lit up the night.

	A prickle ran over my skin. I glanced behind me. Other than a few cars and someone several houses back checking their mail as they came home from work, there was nothing. I shook it off. Probably still weirded out by the crazy guy at the cemetery. 

	I spent the rest of the way letting the exercise help settle my emotions into a place I could deal with. When I reached the busier street, I went to the nearest fast-food place and ordered cheeseburgers and fries. We did have things to drink at home, which was a relief; I didn’t want to carry a drink tray. 

	After paying for and collecting the food, I cut across the parking lot in a hurry to get home. The last of the light penetrating the clouds abandoned me as full night settled in. My pace quickened, the sound of my shoes hitting the wet pavement loud in the damp night. I should have driven. A small sigh of relief escaped me when I turned the corner to my street. Just two more blocks. 

	Once more, there was a sense of being watched. I took a careful look around. The street was empty. Lights glowed through the windows of the houses around me, but no one was outside. A flash of gold in the darkness three houses back caught my attention before it disappeared. Maybe the streetlamp reflecting the eyes of a cat or something. 

	A tall, hooded man passed under another streetlamp a block away. The deep shadows of his hood obscured his face. Something about him raised the hairs on my arms as my gut screamed danger. I turned away and sped up, anxious now to be home. 

	I flew up the steps so fast I nearly tripped and face-planted on the small porch. Thankfully, I caught myself in time and then practically threw myself through the door, slamming it behind me and twisting the deadbolt into place. 

	Taking a few shaky breaths, I set the food on the small kitchen island. The cozy warmth, lights, and cheery yellow walls made my mad dash into the house seem ridiculous. An active imagination was a blessing until I managed to scare myself silly for no real reason. 

	Chuckling ruefully, I pulled the food from the sack before hollering for Victoria. Grabbing a couple of sodas from the fridge, I set them on the island next to the food. I would need to make tea soon. Soda got tiring after a while. At least there were still plenty of coffee pods. 

	When she came down, her eyes were red and puffy, her complexion splotchy. I almost started to tell her about my stupid behavior, but changed my mind. She would probably worry, and there was no point in bothering her with my overactive imagination. Especially since there was nothing to worry about.

	We ate in silence. Although Victoria likely wanted nothing more than to talk about our shared pain, it was a desire that was hers alone.  I had successfully buried the pain while on my walk, locked it up behind walls in my mind where I was emotionally safe from it. As long as I didn’t talk about it or delve into it, I would be okay. Maybe someday, when it was distanced by time, I would take it out and look at it. Or not. Whatever.

	When we finished, I started clearing up the trash. Victoria hovered as if she, too, were at a loss. Though she didn’t handle the aftermath as well as me (or maybe she was handling it better since she was actually dealing with it), she’d been as much a caretaker of Mom as I had been. It would take a little bit for either of us to figure out what to do. 

	Maybe I would go to college or finally get a job. We’d always lived on Mom’s huge inheritance. By the time I was old enough to get a job and have my own money, Mom was sick. Since half the funds from that inheritance were now mine, I didn’t have to work, but I didn’t much care for the sense of drifting that consumed me now. I needed a direction, a purpose. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much I could do about it at that moment.

	After Victoria finally realized I wasn’t in the mood for communication, she disappeared into her bedroom again. I grabbed my purse and trudged upstairs. Tossing the purse into my bedroom on the way by, I headed for the bathroom. When the water in the shower ran hot, I stripped out of the clothes I’d worn to the funeral and stepped under the spray. The heat relaxed the tension in my shoulders, and I stood under it for a long time after I was clean, willing it to soak away the buried sorrow. It didn’t. 

	With a sigh, I shut the water off and dried my body before wrapping my hair in a towel. Victoria’s door was closed as I headed to my room. Her muffled voice filtered through from the other side. If I were any kind of good sister, I would be there for her now. But that would mean actually facing the pain, and I wasn’t ready for that. In fact, I was pretty sure any attempt to acknowledge it or face it would shatter me into unrecoverable pieces. It wasn’t just that I didn’t want to deal with it. I couldn’t. I didn’t have the emotional strength right then.

	I pulled on a pair of comfortable sweats, a T-shirt, and a pair of fuzzy socks. Dark circles underscored my eyes, making my ivory skin seem paler as I stood in front of the mirror over my dresser and worked the wet tangles out of my long, dark hair. 

	Turning, I stared at my bed, debating whether or not I wanted to crawl into it. In the end, I made my way downstairs to the long, narrow living room and flopped down on the couch. The television hung dark and silent on the wall across from me. The idea of watching it didn’t appeal. It didn’t seem right to fill the quiet with all of the bright colors and noise of a show or movie. Laying my head on the throw pillows, I listened to the sound of the rain against the windows as it picked up again. 

	***

	Confusion clouded my mind when I snapped awake. It took a moment to remember I had lain down on the couch, not in my room. The glowing clock on the wall said it was five-thirty in the morning, which accounted for the lack of light outside the windows. What woke me? Some deep instinct said to be silent. Slowly, carefully, I eased off the couch. All the hairs on my neck and arms stood up. The light from the kitchen barely reached the living room, leaving most of it in darkness. 

	On silent feet, I padded toward the kitchen. A room where I could see better would help. Uncertain, I hesitated in the shadows next to the kitchen doorway. Yes, I would be able to see better in there—so would anyone else. Inching forward, I peeked one eye around the doorway. 

	The side door stood open. The door I distinctly remembered deadbolting when I came through it with the food. I slid back into the shadows and inched toward the stairs. My cell was in my room. Victoria was upstairs, too. Maybe we could barricade ourselves in her bedroom while we dialed 911.

	I started to take another step but froze, not even breathing. Someone, something, was in there with me…

	The blow came out of nowhere, sending me crashing into the far wall of the living room. The crack of drywall registered before the pain that lanced through my head and back. Stunned, my brain scrambled to understand what was happening. A scream ripped through the air from upstairs as the intruder pounced on me.

	In the light from the kitchen doorway, I only had a split second to see a man’s face, eyes glowing a feverish purple, before fangs flashed at me. Too terrified to move, it took me a second to realize he was gone, lying on the floor on the other side of the room. Between us stood the dark-skinned man from the cemetery. He held a glowing white staff streaked with green, which seemed to be pure energy. 

	Lightsabers, fangs, glowing eyes. What was going on? Unless I’d hit my head too hard and was hallucinating. 

	“What the hell are you doing here?” I fumbled for the man’s name, trying to remember it.

	“Keeping you alive.” He didn’t take his attention from the guy on the floor.

	“Why am I not surprised to see you here, Rowen?” the downed guy snarled and leaped to his feet. 

	For the first time, I got a good look at his face. My breath left in a gasp as fear locked my muscles down. It wasn’t exactly a man’s face. There was something vaguely animal in the features, and there was no mistaking the fangs. I hadn’t imagined those. How the hell was any of this even possible?

	Rowen shifted his stance. “I protect my own. You should know that.”

	My muscles began to tremble even as my mind tried to concoct a reasonable explanation. There wasn’t one. The…what was he? Monster? Vampire? Whatever he was, he advanced across the room. 

	Rowen didn’t budge. “You are foolish if you think you can best me, demonborn.”

	Demonborn? Yes, because demons made so much more sense than vampires or monsters. I almost snorted at the absurdity of it. The demonborn hissed like an angry cat. An extremely large, pissed-off cat. Did lions hiss? Because if they did, I imagined it would sound like that. 

	Another scream echoed down the stairs. It snapped me out of the rambling fog that was trying to take over my brain. Victoria! She may be older than me, but somehow, I was always the one to protect her, not the other way around. Her scream cut through my mind and shot straight to my heart. I turned and bolted for the stairs. I didn’t care what these things were; they were not taking my sister from me.

	I reached the top of the stairs in time to have another…demon…stumble against me, nearly knocking me back down them. A man grabbed me by the front of my shirt as the demon thing tumbled past with a massive wound gaping open in its neck. 

	Shirt-grabber hauled me up onto the landing and pulled me toward my room, where sobbing whimpers told me Victoria was hiding.  Not happening. I dug my heels in. Thrashing in his grip, I kicked and hit with everything I had, only vaguely aware of the feral sounds coming from my mouth. 

	Unfortunately, none of my efforts seemed to have any effect on him. His fist, still wadded in my shirt, twisted the fabric so tight I couldn’t slip out of it as he held me at arm’s length with ease. He didn’t seem to have to strain to hold on and keep me at bay at the same time. I stared wild-eyed at the face at least a good foot above mine. His eyes glowed gold in the semi-darkness, but his face seemed normal. No demony-vampire look to it. In fact, he looked familiar.

	“Victoria, run!” I shouted, desperately hoping she would listen to me. There was a tree at the corner of the house, she could shinny down it if she escaped out my window and onto the roof.

	The muscles in the man’s chiseled jaw flexed as he glared at me. Without even acknowledging my efforts, he started into my room again. Furious that I couldn’t stop him and terrified for Victoria, I twisted and sank my teeth into his rock-hard forearm. The hiss of air he pulled through his teeth gave me some satisfaction. It didn’t last. His other hand clamped down on my jaw, forcing my teeth apart. Once free of my teeth, he took my upper arm in a vice grip. I kicked him again, this time in the knee. It didn’t do any good. If only I didn’t keep my nails so short, then I could have tried clawing the crap out of him.

	He dragged me into the room while I continued to fight with everything in me. I had to save Victoria. Ignoring me, he reached down, grabbed my sister by the upper arm, and hauled her up next to him. Wearing nothing more than a cami and a pair of sleeping shorts, she looked especially vulnerable next to him. Victoria didn’t protest. She looked ready to faint. 

	I didn’t stop my fight as he started for the stairs. With a curse, he released me for a split second. I spun to bolt away, only to have his arm circle my waist and yank my feet off the floor. I found my back crushed against him as he dragged us down the stairs. The new hold didn’t stop my struggle; it just made it more futile than it already was. When we reached the living room, I saw Rowen facing off with three more of the demon guys and froze. 

	What the hell just happened to my life?

	The guy who held me spoke for the first time. “Get these two out of here; I will take care of those.”

	In the light spilling out of the kitchen, he didn’t look much older than me, maybe somewhere in his late twenties, but the hard face and confident command in his voice belonged to someone much older. I knew now where I had seen him before. He was the guy who’d stared at a grave in the cemetery, the one who’d glared at me. The demons in the living room backed up a step, eyeing him warily.

	Rowen glanced at us, his bald head glistening with moisture in the dim light. “I can handle them myself, Caius.” 

	“Agreed. But I’m only here to help you with that,” Caius nodded at the three demons who edged back a little more, “not to babysit.”

	Babysit? I gave him an affronted look and tried to wrench my way free again.

	It did no good, so I turned my attention to the bald man in the middle of my living room. “What the hell is going on?”

	“I told you I wasn’t lying. I told you it wasn’t safe here for you anymore. This is why.” He glanced at Victoria, who only seemed to be on her feet with Caius’s support, and then brought his attention to me. “I can’t force you to come with me. However, I can’t promise to be here next time this happens, either. I can’t spend all of my time lurking around here. I ask once more for the chance to prove my words.”

	“You mean go with you.” It wasn’t a question.

	“Yes.” 

	One of the demon guys tried to take advantage of Rowen’s distraction. A quick but furious fight ensued. One that revealed the energy Rowen wielded wasn’t a lightsaber but was something he made with his hands, somehow an extension of him, and ended with the demon guy dead on the floor. Witnessing violence up close and personal in my own house left me feeling slightly faint. I took a couple of deep breaths; I didn’t have time to pass out. 

	Fear kept adrenaline pumping through my veins as I tried to figure out what would be the best decision. Obviously, there was a lot more going on than I’d ever dreamed. And just as obvious was the fact that I was no match for it. 

	In the end, it was looking at Victoria’s terrified face that decided me. Whatever was going on, it appeared Rowen was right about us being in danger here. I couldn’t refuse to go, knowing that next time, Victoria might not be so lucky. If I agreed to go, I knew she would follow me.

	“Fine.” Resigned, I blew my hair out of my face and looked up at Caius. “You can put me down now.”

	He released me, practically dropping me on the floor. At least I landed on my feet. I moved quickly to support Victoria so he wouldn’t have to. Being shorter, I was able to tuck my shoulder easily under her arm and wrap one of mine around her waist. Caius strode away without another glance.

	Rowen gave the floor to him and rushed to us. “Come, we must hurry.”

	I pulled Victoria along as I walked into the kitchen and headed for the door, wondering where we were going. Rowen surprised me by pulling me back into the doorway along with Victoria. 

	Confused, I said, “I thought we were leaving.”

	“We are. Hold still.”

	The house began to waver like I was seeing it through heat waves.  “Whoa, what’s happening?” Panic edged my words. 

	Victoria’s breath hitched; her pupils dilated with fear.

	“Don’t be afraid. This is perfectly normal,” Rowen said in a soothing voice. 

	I wasn’t soothed. Neither was Victoria, especially when the house completely faded from view and a large room started to take its place. This wasn’t “perfectly normal.” In fact, it was about as far from normal of any kind as things could get. My sister’s fearful whimper helped me pull it together. One of us had to keep our wits. The strange dizziness that had affected me in the hospital when I first saw Rowen hit me. Rowen’s steadying hand on my arm kept me from falling out of the doorway.

	Finally, the weird heatwave things faded away. Putting a hand on the door frame, I looked around. The room was larger than I first thought and filled with freestanding doorways in every color and style I’d ever seen and many that I hadn’t. 

	***

	“Holding on to her was like holding on to a pissed-off badger. A clawless, but not toothless, badger.” ~Caius
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	Chapter 4

	 

	Rowen walked away from the doorframe. The dizziness lingered as we followed with hesitant steps, the plush carpet soft under my sock-covered feet. It was strange because, though I had never seen this room, I felt instantly familiar with it. As if it were some half-remembered place. 

	“This is called the Incoming Room. Any doorway or natural arch in the mortal world can access it.”

	Mortal. The word sounded strange in my mind. According to Rowen, Victoria, and I weren’t mortal. Thanks to our father, we were half angels. If Rowen could be believed. At this point, I had little reason to doubt him. If only it could have been my mother who was the angel and not my errant, absentee father, then I would probably still have her. I doubted angels died of cancer.

	We walked through another doorway into an even bigger room. This one was crowded with wooden cubicles and desks, with a big open area on one end. People sat behind the three wide windows spanning one wall. The crush of black-cloaked people moving through it nearly overwhelmed me. More than I could count moved past the windows, some picking things up, others dropping off. A steady stream came through a door in the windowed wall, carrying items out to the various desks. 

	Along another long wall, a bank of about two dozen or so elevators dinged regularly, spilling more people into the room or taking them away. The last wall held several doors that looked like they led to offices. It all reminded me of an unusually large, overly busy bank. 

	Rowen indicated we should follow him. Victoria glanced at me, worry plain on her face. I shrugged. What else could we do? We were here now, and it wasn’t exactly safe at home. 

	I was the first to move, my steps quiet on the plush carpet as he led us past the offices to what looked like a small conference room at the far end. A man with short, blond hair and blue eyes, and a woman with a distinctly Middle Eastern look, both stood as we walked in. Neither appeared any older than Rowen.  

	Rowen motioned toward the two, “This is Alaric, Head of the Reapers. And Aaminah, Head of the Guardians.”

	“Have a seat, there is much to discuss,” Alaric said as he took his own advice and settled into a chair at the table. 

	My head was still reeling from their titles. This was actually happening. I flopped into one of the chairs, too overwhelmed to try and be graceful, though I was careful to keep my face neutral, my façade firmly in place. Things always went smoother when other people thought I was fine. Victoria, always the proper one, sat carefully in her chair, trembling hands folded in her lap. 
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