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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Bye, Lin. I love you.”

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

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

      The only thing I regretted was my wings.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Lin, what-”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hello? Lin?”

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

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

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

      “I can’t.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The lump in my throat grew, and I ran a hand through my hair, trying to shake the sudden vulnerability I felt. Of course Luc had been concerned for me all this time; wondering how much pain I might be in, how much I might be blaming myself for what happened. The words tumbled out before I could stop them. “I’m sorry,”

      Luc stopped at the gate to the graveyard, turning to face me fully, his expression unreadable but his eyes intense. “For what?”

      “For not responding,” I admitted, my heart pounding in my chest. “For not reaching out. I wanted to, but I… I just wasn’t sure how.”

      The silence stretched between us for what felt like an eternity. When Luc finally spoke, his voice was softer than I’d ever heard it. “You’re here now.”

      Without thinking, I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around him. The hug was sudden, impulsive, and as soon as I did it, I felt a surge of regret. But the moment my arms circled him, Luc’s hand found my shoulders, grounding me in a way that made me hesitate. His touch was firm, but gentle. It wasn’t like anything I had expected. It was… steady.

      For a long moment, we stood there, the world around us forgotten. I let myself feel it; the warmth, the strange sense of comfort that came with being this close to him. It wasn’t like Evan. It wasn’t like anyone else. It was Luc, and it felt different. Eventually, Luc pulled back, his expression returning to its usual calm.

      “Show me the grave,” he said softly.

      I nodded, leading the way into the darkness of the graveyard, feeling the weight of his presence beside me, heavier than ever.
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      Luc knelt beside the grave, his fingers brushing lightly over the disturbed soil, his expression unreadable in the shadows of the cemetery. I stood a few steps back, my eyes scanning the dark yard around us. The night pressed in from all sides, thick with the unsettling quiet that always came with places like this. Despite the cool air, a heaviness settled over me, a feeling I couldn’t shake.

      Jinx. I swallowed the knot of worry that tightened in my chest. The thought of her, trapped by Samantha’s twisted possession, made my stomach churn. She was out there, and we had no idea what Samantha was planning. I couldn’t help but imagine Jinx’s reaction if she knew I had turned to Luc for help. She hated him, blamed him for Evan’s death even though she didn’t know the full story. The weight of that guilt, our shared responsibility, pressed down on me.

      “Hmm,” Luc’s soft hum pulled me from my thoughts. He rose from the ground, his blood-red eyes glowing faintly as he turned toward me. “She was killed, but I think she wanted to die.”

      “That tracks,” I muttered. “Given her attitude, it was obvious that she wanted them to take the fall for something.”

      Luc nodded, his gaze distant as he stared off into the darkness beyond the graveyard. “Her rage is entirely focused on them, but there’s something else. Fear. She’s afraid for the one who killed her. There’s a connection between them, strong enough to cloud her intentions.”

      I studied him for a moment. Luc’s vampiric senses gave him insights I couldn’t hope to understand, but even now, I could see the strain in his expression. He wasn’t just tracking Samantha. This was taking something out of him, and I wondered how long he could hold it together.

      “Do you know where she is?” I asked, though I already suspected the answer.

      “Not yet,” Luc said quietly. “But I think I know where she went first.”

      “Then let’s-”

      “Wait,” he interrupted, his voice suddenly sharper. He lifted his head slightly, his eyes glowing more brightly. The shift in his posture was immediate, and I felt a jolt of tension run through me. I followed his gaze toward the distance, squinting into the darkness. At first, I couldn’t see anything, but then a figure emerged, walking toward us with slow, deliberate steps.

      My instincts flared, and I reached for the power buried within me, preparing to defend myself if necessary. The figure drew closer, the outline of a woman becoming clearer in the dim light. The tension in my body didn’t ease, and a sickening sense of familiarity settled over me as she came into view.

      She was a Feeder. I could tell by the way she moved, her pale skin dotted with bite marks and her clothes revealing far too much of her worn-out body. Feeders were humans, and sometimes other creatures races, obsessed with being fed on by vampires and they wandered around at night searching for their fix. They claimed the experience was like nothing else, better than sex, better than anything a normal life could offer them.

      “Sir, please,” the woman pleaded, her voice trembling as she approached Luc. “Please, drink from me.”

      I glanced at Luc, expecting to see disgust or irritation on his face, but his expression remained calm. His blood-red eyes glowed with a cold intensity, and the power of his demonic side stirred faintly in the air. Luc didn’t feed as often as most vampires, since Requiem kept him locked away, feeding him only when absolutely necessary. That meant that even now, Luc’s thirst was being carefully controlled.

      “Sir,” the Feeder continued, her voice desperate. “Please, I’ll do anything. Drink from me.”

      “No,” Luc’s voice was firm, carrying a dark, commanding authority that sent a chill down my spine. His power surged briefly, enough to make the air around us feel heavier. The Feeder flinched, her eyes widening in fear as she stepped back, suddenly realizing she had crossed a line.

      Luc didn’t move. He didn’t need to. His presence alone, amplified by the quiet weight of his demonic nature, was enough to send the woman scrambling back into the darkness. She ran without another word, her retreat almost as desperate as her initial plea.

      The glow in Luc’s eyes faded, and I saw the way his shoulders sagged, his hand coming up to cover his face. He looked drained, like the control he had exerted had cost him something. Without thinking, I stepped forward, placing a hand on his back.

      “Are you-” I started to ask, but before I could finish, Luc turned toward me, wrapping his arms around me in a tight embrace. His sudden closeness startled me, and I froze, unsure of what to do. This wasn’t like the tentative hug we’d shared earlier. This was different. Desperate.

      His face pressed against my neck, and I felt his breath against my skin; cool, almost cold, and steady. The light brush of his fangs sent a jolt of electricity through me, though he didn’t bite. His grip tightened, and I could feel the tension in his body, the restraint he was clinging to as he spoke.

      “I'm so thirsty, Lin,” he whispered, his voice rough with a mix of hunger and shame. His arms tightened around me, as if I was the only anchor keeping him from chasing after the woman and satisfying the thirst that seeing her had caused. But I sensed unspoken words in his simple statement and I stiffened, my heart pounding against my ribs.

      He wanted to drink from me.

      The realization hit me hard, not because I didn’t know how much Luc wanted me, I had known that for a long time, but because of the rawness in his voice. He was still part demon, so I didn’t even know if it was safe for him to drink my blood, but to hear the desperation, the restraint… The intensity of it made me feel unsteady.

      My hand remained on his back, but I didn’t know how to respond. Part of me wanted to push him away, to tell him that this wasn’t the time, that we had bigger things to worry about. But another part of me, one I didn’t fully understand, wanted to stay, to let him hold me, to feel the weight of his desire.

      I didn’t trust that part of myself.

      “Luc,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. He sighed at the sound of my voice, still not letting go as his breath sent a shiver down my spine.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he murmured, his voice strained. “I don’t want to push you. But you have no idea how hard it is to stay away.”

      I bit my lip, my mind racing. Luc had always been careful with me, always kept his distance, even when it was clear how much he wanted to be close. He was still holding back, even now. I could feel it in the way his arms trembled slightly, the way he struggled both with the desire to let me go and to never let me out of his sight again.

      He wanted me. But he wouldn’t take what I wasn’t willing to give.

      For a long moment, neither of us moved. The tension between us thickened, and I could feel my pulse quickening, the heat rising in my chest. My fingers flexed against his back, my body responding to him in ways I didn’t expect but I couldn’t afford to focus on that. Not when everything was so tangled and confused.

      The shrill sound of my phone ringing broke the moment like a splash of cold water. I jerked back, pulling away from Luc as I fumbled for the phone in my pocket. Luc released me immediately, his arms falling to his sides as he stepped back, the tension in his posture unmistakable.

      “Hello?” I answered, my voice shaky.

      “It’s Lee,” the pixie’s voice crackled through the line. “I haven’t found the girl yet, but I’ve dug up something on the parents.”

      “What did you find?” I asked, grateful for the distraction.

      “They’re centuries old,” Lee said, his voice tinged with disbelief. “They’ve been using surgery to stay alive for hundreds of years. Samantha was their third adopted child, and the first two? Both died under suspicious circumstances.”

      “Of course they did,” I muttered under my breath. “What else?”

      “That’s it for now,” Lee said. “I’ll keep digging, but this family is wrapped in all kinds of dark magic. Be careful.”

      “Luc thinks he knows where she went first,” I told him, glancing at Luc, who still hadn’t looked at me since I’d pulled away. “We’re heading there now.”

      “Good,” Lee said. “Keep me posted.”

      I hung up the phone and slid it back into my pocket, my heart still racing from what had almost happened. I forced myself to focus on the task at hand, turning toward Luc, who was standing rigidly a few feet away.

      “We need to go,” I said quietly. “We don’t have much time before dawn, and we need to get to this place before she makes her next move.”

      Luc nodded, but he still wouldn’t meet my eyes. I could see the conflict in his expression, the way his emotions warred with the mission we had before us. He was trying to push it all down, to focus on what needed to be done, but the tension between us lingered in the air, unresolved.

      I softened my tone, taking a small step toward him as I reached for his hand. He let me take it but still refused to meet my gaze. “I promise when… When Jinx is safe, we can talk, Luc. About everything, okay?”

      He nodded again, this time more slowly. With that, I turned and started walking, feeling Luc’s presence close behind me. As we made our way out of the graveyard, the weight of everything unsaid hung between us like a shadow.
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      The neighborhood Luc led me into was one of the many slums that lined the city’s edges, a place where the forgotten and suppressed seemed to gather, tucked away from the rest of the world. It wasn’t somewhere I would have expected Samantha to go, given her privileged background, but her disdain for her adoptive parents made it clear she had likely found comfort with people who shared her feeling of being outcast.

      The streets were narrow, littered with broken glass and debris, and most of the buildings had fallen into disrepair. Still, Luc continued forward with quiet certainty, his presence almost ghostly as he moved ahead of me. He stopped in front of one of the slightly better-kept houses, though “better” was relative in this part of town.

      “She came here,” he said softly, his voice tinged with exhaustion as he turned toward me, waiting for me to knock on the door. I took a deep breath, stepping past him to the door. Vampires couldn’t enter a home unless they were invited; an irritating limitation, especially given the urgency of our situation. I raised my fist and knocked against the worn wood, hoping whoever answered would be willing to help us.

      Footsteps approached from inside, and soon the door swung open to reveal a young girl, no older than thirteen or fourteen. Her face twisted in irritation, but that quickly faded when she saw me. Her eyes widened, and she glanced between me and Luc, her gaze lingering on him for a moment longer than it should have. There was recognition in her eyes.

      “Are you… the one who Falls into the Dark?” she asked, her voice shaky.

      “That would be me,” I said, forcing a smile. The question was a code, one only Jinx used. Somehow, she had managed to break through Samantha’s control long enough to leave a clue. I didn’t let my surprise show as I continued, “May we come in? I’m looking for Samantha and my friend.”

      The girl glanced at Luc again before shrugging and opening the door wider. “Sure, yeah. Come in.”

      I stepped inside, the musty scent of the house hitting me as I passed through the doorway. The interior was as dismal as the exterior; ragged furniture, peeling wallpaper, and dim lighting. The girl plopped down onto what passed as a couch, her eyes fixed on me, though she kept sneaking nervous glances at Luc. He stayed near the entrance, blending into the shadows almost as if he were part of them. I settled into a battered chair across from her as she shifted, clearly unsure of what to make of the situation.

      “So…” I started, keeping my voice gentle, “what’s your name?”

      “Katie,” she mumbled, looking away from me as she fidgeted with her fingers.

      “Katie,” I repeated, my tone light but firm. “Do you know why Samantha came here?”

      “She hated her parents,” she said after a long pause. Katie’s fingers stilled, her eyes flicking back to me before darting away again. “A lot. She didn’t say much about it, but she pretty much lived here with me. I live with my dad, but he’s out right now.”

      “I know about her anger toward her parents. She was angry the moment she realized that they were the one who wanted her raised,” I said softly and Katie nodded, her face paling slightly as I continued. “Do you know where she took my friend?”

      Katie’s eyes dropped to her hands, which were twisting together in her lap. She hesitated, clearly torn about whether or not to share what she knew. “She… she came to warn me.”

      “Warn you?” I leaned forward, trying to keep my voice neutral.

      “To not tell anyone about the journal,” Katie whispered. “She said if I told, she’d… she’d come back for me.”

      I suppressed a sigh. Samantha was dangerous enough on her own, but now that she had Jinx’s body and powers, there was no telling what she was capable of. Whatever this journal contained, it had to be important if Samantha was willing to threaten Katie’s life over it.

      “Do you know what the journal says?” Luc’s voice came from the shadows, startling Katie. His red eyes glinted from the corner of the room, and she froze, clearly unnerved by him. Her reaction wasn’t surprising; even when Luc wasn’t trying to be intimidating, his presence had a way of unsettling people. Especially when he was so quiet and still.

      “N-no,” Katie stammered, her fingers twisting again. “She never let me read it. She just told me to hide it and keep it secret after she… after she died.”

      “Why would she want it hidden?” I asked, more to myself than to Katie. But the answer was clear.

      “Because it proves her parents didn’t kill her. Without it, they’ll take the blame.” Katie spoke slowly, her eyes still avoiding Luc. “She was really mad and said that they needed to take the fall. She wanted them to suffer.”

      “I’m not a cop,” I said, leaning forward. “I don’t care who gets blamed for her death. All I care about is getting my friend back before Samantha does something worse.”

      Katie’s eyes flickered toward the door as footsteps passed by outside. She visibly tensed, but when no one knocked, she relaxed slightly. “She probably took your friend to the journal… to guard it.”

      “And where’s that?” I asked, keeping my tone steady, though my heart quickened at the thought of being close to finding Jinx.

      Katie hesitated, her eyes darting to Luc again. “Are you sure you’re not working with her parents… or the police?”

      “I’m a fallen angel, and he’s the son of the Demon King. I can promise you we’re not working with the LPD,” I leaned back, sighing. The girl’s eyes widened in shock as she realized what that meant. The code she had used at the door likely tipped her off, but now she was putting the pieces together. “Like I said, we only want to stop Samantha and save my friend.”

      “It’s at Storm Coast High,” she whispered, finally relenting. “In the non-fiction section of the library. I hid it on a shelf that no one checks. She made me promise not to tell anyone.”

      “That’s enough,” Luc said, stepping forward from the shadows, his voice calm but commanding. Katie jumped, clearly startled by his sudden movement. I checked the clock and realized we had been in her home for nearly an hour. Luc would soon need to leave, as vampires couldn’t stay anywhere longer than an hour unless explicitly invited to remain.

      “If she’s guarding the journal,” Luc continued, “I’ll be able to sense her once we’re inside the library.”

      Katie pulled her knees up to her chest, hugging them tightly as she avoided looking at either of us. I stood, my heart heavy with the burden this young girl had been carrying.

      “Thank you, Katie,” I said softly. “We’ll make sure you and your dad stay safe.”

      Katie’s gaze flickered toward me, her brow furrowing. “How?”

      “I’ll cast an enchantment,” I explained. “It’ll keep you and your father hidden from anyone looking for the journal. No one will be able to find this house unless you want them to.”

      Katie nodded, relief spreading across her face. I walked to the door with Luc following close behind. Once outside, I removed my jacket and extended my hand, concentrating on the spell. Sickly yellow magic dripped from my fingers as I traced a lock in the air, sealing the house from anyone who would try to find it. Katie appeared in the doorway, watching as the glowing lock faded from sight.

      “We need to go,” Luc said quietly, his voice betraying his growing exhaustion. I could see the strain on his face and the hunger he was trying so hard to hide. His thirst was starting to catch up with him, and we both knew it.

      “I know, I know,” I replied, waving to Katie as we walked away. Once we were out of sight, I glanced at Luc. His movements were slower, more deliberate now, and the tension in his posture told me all I needed to know.

      “Should we call it a night?” I asked, my voice careful but firm. “I doubt you want to be stuck in a high school when the sun rises.”

      Luc hesitated, clearly torn between his need to feed and his determination to find Jinx. “I can-”

      “We need to deal with your thirst before we think about confronting her,” I said, cutting him off. “We have a pretty solid idea now, and I doubt she’s gonna leave the school or let herself get seen. Plus, I don’t think either of us wants to face her without knowing exactly what she is.”

      Luc clenched his jaw, clearly frustrated but unable to argue with my logic. After a moment, he sighed. “Fine.”

      We walked side by side in silence, the tension between us lingering in the air. As we made our way through the darkness, my heart pounded with a mix of anticipation and dread. The night wasn’t over yet, and I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen when it was.
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      I opened the door slowly as we returned to the house, turning to face Luc, who lingered just outside, his gaze waiting for the invitation he needed. My heart pounded, anticipation curling through me, not just from the weight of what we’d uncovered tonight, but from the unresolved tension that hung between us. His silent confession at the graveyard echoed in my mind, though neither of us had said anything more about it since.

      “Please, come in,” I said softly, motioning for him to enter. Luc stepped over the threshold, his movements as graceful as ever, though I could feel the underlying hesitation in him. His desire was still there, but restrained, just as mine was still tangled up with everything I couldn’t yet admit to myself.

      “I want to check in with Lee,” I added, glancing toward the stairs. “Can you wait in the guest room for a bit?”

      Luc nodded. “Sure.”

      He glided up the stairs without saying another word, disappearing into the shadows like a ghost. I let out a slow breath, feeling the weight of his presence linger even after he had gone. It wasn’t just his thirst that haunted the space between us; it was everything unsaid. I shut the door quietly behind me and leaned against it for a moment, collecting myself before I ascended the steps.

      I knocked lightly on Lee’s door before opening, stepping inside to find Lee still hunched over his computer. The soft glow of the screen reflected off his face as his fingers tapped absentmindedly at the desk. He waved me over without bothering to turn around.

      “I haven’t found much on this Samantha yet,” he muttered, scrolling through several tabs. “It’s like she barely existed before she died.”

      I moved closer, glancing at the screen as he clicked through more files. “And her adoptive parents?”

      Lee snorted. “That’s where things get messy. I have a hard time believing the Hendersons had good intentions with her, or with their other kids.”

      “Do I even want to know?” I asked, folding my arms as I leaned against the desk.

      “Probably not, but you’re going to hear it anyway.” Lee clicked on an article, pulling it up on the screen. “Both of the Hendersons’ previously adopted children died under suspicious circumstances. Both cases were linked to cult rituals, but the Hendersons passed lie detector tests and the charges were dropped. Convenient, right?”

      My frown deepened. “So, either they’re really innocent or…”

      “Or they’re merely using the cults as scapegoats. We both know it’s possible to pass lie detectors with memory wipes or enchantments,” Lee shrugged, flicking through more articles. “It’s likely Samantha figured out what they were doing and staged her death as a way to expose them.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling the weight of the situation settling deeper. “She said she didn’t commit suicide. It’s clear she orchestrated her own death to trap her parents.”

      Lee turned to face me, his wings twitching slightly. “Do you think the journal will explain everything?”

      “It has to,” I replied, thinking back to what Katie had said. “But we know where it is now. It’s at Storm Coast High, hidden in the library. I didn’t want to drag Luc into a high school overnight.”

      Lee raised an eyebrow, a grin tugging at his lips. “You can take a demon to Heaven, but you can’t leave him in a high school?”

      I chuckled softly, shaking my head. “We don’t need a repeat of what happened in Heaven. And Luc’s… tastes are more refined these days.”

      “He likes them older, huh?” Lee snickered.

      I gave him a playful shove and rolled my eyes, but his words stirred something inside me. I couldn’t stop thinking about Luc and the way he had held me earlier. The hallway felt shorter than ever as I left Lee’s room, and my heart pounded with every step toward the guest room. When I reached the door, I hesitated for a moment, the weight of what had passed between us at the graveyard still fresh in my mind.

      An idea came to me, and I turned back down the hall, heading toward the kitchen. I grabbed a small, clean cup from the cupboard, my fingers tracing its edge as I stared at it for a moment, considering what I was about to do. I didn’t fully understand why I was offering this, but something told me it was the right step. A willingness to see what this connection between us could maybe one day become.

      With a deep breath, I pulled a small knife from the drawer and dragged it across my hand. Blood welled up immediately, and I let it drip into the cup. My wings shifted slightly under my jacket as I concentrated, the process deliberate, but strangely grounding. When the cup had enough of my blood, I rinsed off the knife and pocketed it, then walked back upstairs.

      Standing in front of the guest room door, my heart raced. I could feel Luc’s presence through the wood, a silent tension that had only grown since we’d parted earlier. I took another deep breath and knocked once before pushing the door open.

      The room was dim, the curtains drawn tightly to block out any hint of dawn. Luc stood near the window, his back to me, but I could sense the way he stiffened when I entered. His aura filled the space; heavy, dark, but controlled. He was always so restrained, always holding back, especially when it came to me.

      “Luc,” I said softly.

      He turned slowly, his blood-red eyes locking onto mine. For a moment, neither of us moved, the unspoken tension thickening between us. I walked toward him, feeling my pulse quicken, but keeping my expression calm as I held the cup out toward him.

      “I thought you might want this,” I said, keeping my voice steady.

      Luc’s gaze dropped to the cup, and I saw the brief flicker of surprise in his eyes before it was replaced with something like gratitude, but more complicated. He stepped forward, his movements slow, almost cautious, as if he were unsure whether to take what I was offering.

      “You’re giving me your blood?” His voice was low, restrained, the hunger he had been holding back simmering just beneath the surface.

      I nodded, my throat tightening slightly. “I figured it would be easier this way.”

      Luc’s hand trembled slightly as he reached for the cup, his fingers brushing against mine. I felt a strange warmth spread through me at the contact, though I kept my expression neutral. When he took the cup from my hands, his eyes met mine again, and for a moment, the tension between us felt almost unbearable.

      He lifted the cup to his lips, taking a deep breath as he closed his eyes and began to drink.

      The sight of him feeding sent a shiver down my spine. It wasn’t the same as offering my neck, but it still felt intimate in its own way. Luc’s eyes fluttered as he savored the blood, and I realized just how much this meant to him. When he finished, he set the cup down on the table beside him, his gaze softening as he looked back at me.

      “Thank you,” he whispered.

      I nodded again, unsure of what to say. The moment felt heavy, not just with the act of feeding, but with everything it represented, everything we weren’t ready to say. Luc stepped closer, his eyes searching mine, but I could see the restraint still there, the care he took not to overstep.

      “I told you we’d take care of your thirst,” I said quietly, glancing away for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “No need to thank me.”

      “It didn’t have to be yours,” Luc insisted, studying me for a long moment, as if trying to decide whether to push the conversation further. But then he simply nodded, stepping back. “I appreciate it.”

      Luc’s eyes flicked toward the window, where the first light of dawn was beginning to creep in around the edges of the curtain. I stepped toward the window, drawing the curtains tighter to block out the light.

      “Stay,” I said softly, keeping my back to him as I spoke into the fabric. “You don’t have to leave.”

      Luc hesitated for a moment, then I heard him slowly move toward bed and lay down. I finally turned as he settled onto the sheets, the tension in his body easing slightly as he stretched out. His eyes fluttered closed, though I knew he was still aware of everything around him, his senses sharp even as he prepared for the death-like sleep.

      I stayed standing for a moment longer, watching him. Something about the way he lay there, so vulnerable yet strong, stirred a mix of emotions I wasn’t ready to name. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen Luc like this, but tonight, after everything that had passed between us, it felt different. I stepped toward the bed and reached out, gently brushing a strand of his dark hair away from his face. His eyes flickered open briefly, and I saw the faintest hint of a smile touch his lips before he closed them again.

      “Just wait a little longer, okay?” I whispered softly, more to myself than to him. “I promise it won't be for long this time.”

      Luc didn’t respond, his breathing already slowing as the first rays of dawn crept closer. His body relaxed completely, and I knew he had succumbed to the deep, dreamless sleep that claimed all vampires during daylight hours.

      I leaned down one last time, pressing a soft kiss to Luc’s forehead, knowing that he would remain unaware of my gesture. His skin was cool beneath my lips, and I felt a flutter in my chest as I pulled away. He remained still, unaware, the faint smile lingering on his face.

      I left the room quietly, shutting the door behind me. I made my way to my room and lay down on my bed, staring at the ceiling as the events of the night played back in my head.

      We had a lead, but I knew this wasn’t over. Finding Jinx, stopping Samantha; those were the urgent things. But I knew I couldn’t let Requiem take Luc back without talking about us, if there even was an us. Luc had always been my friend, a person I turned to when I couldn’t talk to Jinx or Evan, but could I reciprocate the depth of emotion he felt for me?

      “Sleep,” I murmured to myself, pulling the covers over my head as I tried to bury my own thoughts in darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Conversion

          

        

      

    

    
      I groaned as I rolled over in bed, irritated by the sunlight beaming straight into my face. If the sun was hitting me now, that meant it had to be late afternoon. I sighed, sitting up slowly, the slight pounding in my head reminding me of the one thing I hadn’t yet addressed: caffeine. Some things never changed.

      Dragging myself out of bed, I stumbled into the hallway and down the stairs, my only mission for the moment being to find coffee. As I reached the kitchen, I found Lee perched on the table, casually sipping from his mug, his wings fluttering lightly behind him.

      “Good to see you’re still alive,” he said, not bothering to look up.

      “Unfortunately,” I grumbled, heading straight for the coffee pot. I grabbed my favorite mug and prepared it with the perfect amount of sugar and cream. Before my fall, I’d preferred my coffee black, its bitterness a sharp contrast to the overwhelming sweetness of Heaven. Now, I liked it sweeter, a reminder of something I couldn’t quite reach anymore.

      Taking a long, satisfying sip, I let the warmth of the drink seep into me before turning to Lee. “Any luck with Samantha’s identity? We know she’s not human, but I’d like to know exactly what I’m dealing with before we head after her.”

      Lee set his mug down with a soft clink, a sigh escaping him. “I can tell you more about what she isn’t than what she is. Honestly, it’s like they plucked her from thin air. But if the Hendersons’ other two kids died in ritual settings, I’m starting to think Samantha might be the product of one of those rituals.”

      I frowned, considering that. “That would explain her desire to die and why she used her death to try to expose her parents.”

      Lee nodded, sipping from his cup again. “Based on the chat logs, detectives are working on getting permission to exhume her body. They’re starting to think the Hendersons buried her to hide evidence of their involvement. If they find even one thing out of place, it’ll be enough to arrest them.”

      I leaned against the counter, taking in his words. Katie’s terrified face flashed in my mind, and I felt a gnawing sense of guilt. I had protected Katie with a spell, but in a world like ours, nothing was guaranteed. “Katie was right to be scared. If the Hendersons knew she had hidden the journal, they’d kill her without hesitation. And if Samantha finds out she told us anything, she’ll go after Katie too.”

      Lee raised an eyebrow, watching me over the rim of his mug. “Something on your mind?”

      I sighed, swirling the coffee in my cup. “I’ve been thinking that maybe the journal should end up in the police’s hands. I’ve already been paid, so it’s not like I need to protect the Hendersons.”

      Lee smirked, setting his mug down fully now, his wings giving a faint, amused twitch. “And how exactly do you plan to pull that off? Got a plan for ‘conveniently’ leaving it in their possession?”

      I shrugged. “You give guest lectures at Storm Coast sometimes, right? Maybe you’ll just happen to find it while you’re there. Could make for an interesting twist in your lecture.”

      Lee chuckled, fluttering his wings again. “Guess I’ll conveniently show up at the school tomorrow, then.”

      We exchanged a glance, and I felt the weight of our unspoken agreement. Lee was still popular among the police force and if he handed over evidence, the higher ups would accept it without question. Even when Jinx and I worked under him, it was always amazing to see the amount of respect such a tiny frame commanded.

      “Just don’t cause a scene tonight,” Lee teased as he rose from his seat, stretching his wings behind him. “Or at least, make sure Jinx fixes it before you leave.”

      “Duh,” I shot back, watching as he headed toward the stairs.

      As Lee left the room, I let out a slow breath, my thoughts drifting to Luc. I glanced at the clock, seeing it was almost 5 p.m. In about an hour, he’d wake up, and my heart skipped a beat at the thought of seeing him again. But there was something different now, something I couldn’t quite ignore.

      As I rinsed out my cup and set it aside, my mind wandered to the question I had been avoiding for so long: How did I feel about Luc? I had always kept that door firmly shut, refusing to entertain the possibility of anything more between us, especially since I was with Evan when we met. But after last night, I couldn’t ignore it anymore.

      Luc had always been there, hovering on the edge of my life, and I had always kept him at a distance. And yet despite five years of silence, of being forced apart, it was obvious he still had strong feelings for me. It almost felt unreal; what had I ever done to earn such affection from him? And even more so, why wouldn’t I just accept it? Evan was gone; I didn’t owe a dead man anything, and yet, here I was.

      I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts as I ascended the stairs. But the more I thought about it, the more it weighed on me. Luc had always respected my boundaries, never pushing, never asking for more than I was willing to give. But I knew how he felt, even if he had never said it directly. And I had to admit to myself that I wasn’t entirely indifferent, given I had shared my blood with him.

      I paused on the stairs. It wasn’t just the idea of being with Luc; it was what it meant. A relationship with Luc wouldn’t be simple and it would come with even more weight on my shoulders. He was part vampire and part demon, with all the complications that came with those things. If saving a demon was enough to Fall, I didn't doubt loving one was worth execution.

      By the time I reached the top of the stairs, my heart was racing, and I didn’t know if it was from the anticipation of seeing Luc or from the thoughts swirling in my head. I walked toward the guest room, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on me.

      “Luc?” I called, my voice steady despite the rising tension in my chest. When I knocked softly on the door, there was no answer. I knocked again, louder this time. “Are you awake?”

      For a moment, there was nothing. Then, his muffled voice came through the door. “Go… away.”

      I blinked, surprised by the unusual response. He wasn’t just tired; there was a deeper strain there and I pressed my ear to the door, concern knotting in my stomach. “Luc, the sun’s almost down. We need to head to the school if we want any chance of finding Samanatha and Jinx.”

      “I can’t. Not tonight.”

      I felt a flicker of frustration but swallowed it down. Luc never turned me away like this unless something was seriously wrong. I softened my tone, trying again. “Why not? What’s going on?”

      There was a long silence, and for a moment, I thought I might have to force my way in. But then his voice came again, quieter this time, strained with something I couldn’t place. “I can’t let you see me like this.”

      Something clicked in my memory, a lesson from long ago about demons and their ability to change forms. My pulse quickened as I realized what might have happened.

      “Luc…” I began carefully, stepping closer to the door. “Did your body switch?”

      I waited, and just when I thought he wouldn’t respond, I heard the faint sound of the lock clicking. I pushed the door open carefully, stepping into the room. Luc was hiding under the sheets, his form completely covered, shrouded in the darkness that seemed to cling to the air around him. His demonic aura was thick, heavier than I’d ever felt it, and it sent a ripple of unease through me.

      “Luc?” I asked softly, stepping closer. I approached the bed slowly, fighting the instinct to pull back from the dark energy surrounding him. He retreated further under the covers, and I could sense his frustration, his discomfort.

      “I don’t want you to see me like this,” he muttered again, his voice muffled but carrying a note of something unfamiliar.

      I reached out, my hand trembling slightly, and gently touched his shoulder. He froze beneath my touch, and for a moment, I thought he might pull away again. But then I carefully pulled the sheet back, revealing long dark hair spilling over his shoulders, and I felt my breath catch.

      Luc’s body had changed. He was still tall, still built, but there was a softness to his form now, a more feminine shape. His body had shifted without his choosing, just as I had suspected.

      “Luc?” I whispered, my heart racing.

      Slowly, he turned to face me, and I nearly stumbled back. Staring up at me was the face of the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, as if a Greek statue had come to life in Luc’s place. Her red eyes, his red eyes, glistened with tears, and the frustration on his face made my chest tighten.

      “Yeah,” he whispered, his voice softer now, more musical. “It’s me.”
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      Luc and I walked in silence as the high school came into view, the awkward silence only making me more nervous. Despite calming Luc down and ensuring him I didn’t find the change “gross” or “unnatural”, I had to admit it was weird. He insisted I still use “he” despite the obvious femininity and that he still wanted to be called Luc. I tried to tell myself I’d get used to it with time, but I had a feeling Luc wouldn’t give me the chance if he could help it.

      “She’s here.” I jumped slightly when I heard his voice, glancing up to look at him. His clothing had adjusted to new form and if not for the obvious changes to his hair, voice and chest, Luc mostly appeared the same. His piercing red eyes were locked on the building in front of us, absently brushing the hair from his face.

      “Yeah?”

      “She… is confused as to why we are here.” Luc admitted, his voice soft as he continued staring. I tore my gaze from the vampire and looked at the sterile white building in front of us. “She thought you would understand.”

      “Are you… talking to her?” I chanced to look back at the vampire, but he ignored me as he continued speaking.

      “You… of anyone, should understand. You knew what it was like to be tricked, to be betrayed.” My concern started to mount as I realized that Samantha was using Jinx’s power to also possess Luc and I stepped in front of the vampire. His red eyes were still locked on the building, but I frowned as I kept my eyes on him.

      “I do Samantha, but you can’t just keep Jinx’s body.”

      “Jinx?”

      “That is the name of the woman you possessed. Right now, you are using my other friend Lucien to talk to me.” I explained, and Luc’s blank face twitched. Good, it seemed she was only vaguely aware of what she was doing. “Honestly, I agree your parents are monsters, but Jinx doesn’t deserve to be killed by you.”

      “Killed…? No, I didn’t-” Luc seemed to falter, and I caught the vampire’s arm as he steadied himself. He clutched his head and was breathing heavily as he tried to catch his breath. He took a moment to smooth the longer hair from his face, his eyes finally reaching mine. I tried to smile, but I doubt it was very reassuring.

      “You okay?”

      “She is very scared, more so than angry.” Luc revealed, standing up straight as he managed to compose himself. “I don’t think she realized she had possessed anyone. I think she thought she just pulled her body free.”

      “Okay, so hopefully it won’t be too difficult to get her to release Jinx and let me carry her back willingly.” I breathed a sigh of relief, but Luc’s hand on my shoulder made my heart jump.

      “Don’t be certain about that. She is still determined to make sure the journal stays safe.”

      “I have an offer for her on that front.” I smiled, patting the vampire’s hand gently as I began towards the library. The night was silent behind me, but his aura told me the vampire was following. As we reached the door, I removed my jacket, summoning the sickly yellow power to my hands almost immediately.

      “Allow us entrance.” The yellow tendrils floated into the lock and released it, allowing me to open the door quietly. I took the moment to invite Luc in, waiting until he glided past me to close and relock the door. I took an extra moment to cast a quick enchantment on the door, before motioning for Luc to lead the way.

      Luc started to glide through the library, trying to determine exactly where the zombie was as I followed behind. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness, although I was surprised by the slight amount of light that allowed me to see. Considering Storm Coast was a mixed-species school, even if someone wanted to break into the library at night, it was pretty much a given that someone with low light vision would be included. Maybe the staff didn’t care.

      “I… how…” Luc held his hand out as we heard a soft voice and I immediately recognized it as a mix of Jinx’s and Samantha’s. I looked around the vampire to see the witch kneeling on the ground, golden tears falling from her eyes. “I didn’t, I just-”

      “Hey.” I offered slightly, jumping slightly from the fear and anger that flashed across Jinx’s face. Luc also put himself more between me and the zombie, his longer hair brushing my face. “It’s just me, Lin. The one who raised you.”

      “I can’t… go back yet.” Samantha insisted, looking back to the floor as she stared at the puddle of gold. No hint of Jinx’s voice was mixed with hers and my heart pounded at the implications. “Not until they pay.”

      “I have an offer for you. A trade.” I continued, once again leaning around Luc to see the zombie. She was glancing at me now and I could almost see her brown eyes through the golden yellow of my friend’s eyes. “Let Jinx go and I can make sure the police find the journal.”

      “No. The police-”

      “Already suspect your parents.” I interrupted, fully stepping around the vampire to meet the zombie’s gaze fully. I needed her to willingly let me carry her back, because forcing the transfer carried too much risk for all three of us. “They just need more concrete proof. Your journal could give that proof.”

      “How do you know?” Samantha narrowed her gaze and I took a deep breath as I answered her.

      “Because while I don’t know what you are or exactly why, I know you allowed yourself to be killed to frame them and so your journal would incriminate them for the crime.” I explained, taking a step closer. Samantha still seemed wary of my intention, but she didn’t move away as I approached. “Let me give that journal to the police and I can swear as an Angel that they will be punished for their sins.”

      “An… angel?” Samantha finally seemed to notice my wings and I smiled, fully spreading them as my sickly gold magic dripped from my hands.

      “Fallen as I may be, I am still bound to my word to punish those who sin.” I insisted, leaning down as I reached out my magic covered hand to the zombie. “Let me carry you, and I’ll even wait until after the journal is delivered to lay you to rest.”

      “Li-”

      “Deal.” The zombie interrupted Luc as she grabbed my hand, and I felt the transfer almost immediately. I could feel her soul as it slid from Jinx’s body to mine and I took a deep breath as I felt her worry and concern.

      ‘Better not break your word.’ She warned and I shook my head, standing as I waited for Jinx to wake up.

      ‘It’s not in my interest either and I have nothing to gain by doing so.’

      ‘Then why help me?’

      ‘Like I said, I’m an Angel.’ I shrugged, smiling as I noticed Jinx starting to move. ‘Kinda my job to help punish sinners like the Hendersons.’

      Samantha said nothing as Jinx finally groaned, grabbing her head as she shook it. It took her a moment to reopen her eyes, turning to look at me and Luc.

      “Who’s the chick?” She scoffed and my heart pounded as I considered what to say. Telling the truth, that I had called Luc, could potentially cause the witch to destroy the journal we needed, but lying would get me in trouble once she found out. Sounded like a problem for later me.

      “This is Lucia.” I offered, motioning toward the still and quiet vampire. “Needed someone who can sense death better than me.”

      “Makes sense.” Jinx agreed, taking my hand as I offered it to her. She offered a curt nod to Luc, who returned it politely. I took a deep breath, trying to focus on the matter at hand as I addressed the spirit inside me.

      ‘Now, where is-’ A sharp pain cut off my thoughts and I looked down to see sickly yellow blood running down my shirt. It soaked my blouse as I failed to hear Luc and Jinx’s surprised cries and I merely turned to see who had shot me.

      Sitting in the window behind me was a dark figure carrying a large rifle, and they had another shot lined up at me.

      Well Fuck.
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      I ducked quickly to avoid the next shot, rolling on the floor as it breezed through my hair. Luc and Jinx moved quickly as well, ducking into the bookshelves. I could feel Samantha’s panic and I took a deep breath, lifting my hand to my chest.

      ‘The journal? Where is it?’

      ‘What?! You just got shot, I’m-’

      ‘If you don't, they'll destroy this library in order to find it.’ I insisted, watching as my magic swirled into my wound, healing the gunshot. I was lucky they hadn’t taken the proper precautions, as a blessed or defiled bullet would have been harder to recover from. Samantha’s surprise made me smile, and I glanced up to see Jinx’s gaze. She nodded quickly, pulling her wand from her hair. ‘We need to find that journal and leave as quickly as possible.’

      Luc glanced up, his sharp red narrowing in the darkness as he seemed to track the shooter. I watched as he disappeared into the darkness, and I silently hoped he could maintain his female appearance, at least until we got back home. Didn’t need that right now.

      “I hope Lucia’s shapeshifting is good.” Jinx whispered, and I nodded, glancing in the direction of another shot. I felt Samantha’s fear increase, and I slowly crouched as I began to glance through the books.

      ‘The Journal?’

      ‘It’s… a couple shelves over. Between two Chemistry books.’ Samantha finally answered and I nodded, moving to the edge of the shelf. I heard the witch as she followed and another gunshot rang through the otherwise silent library. I jumped when I first felt the shiver in my mind, but quickly relaxed as I realized it was Luc.

      “This gunner doesn’t know who to kill.” He scoffed, the voice in my mind still feminine as he spoke. “Orders were simply to kill whoever they found or destroy the library if they couldn’t.”

      I said nothing at first, my thoughts racing. Then softly: “Her parents?”

      “Yes. Must have figured she hid the journal at her school, the shooter doesn’t seem aware of Katie.” A feeling of relief passed over me with his words, but I still made a mental note to check on the poor girl once we were done in the library. Samantha must have sensed my concern, as her voice softly filled my mind.

      ‘You met Katie?’

      ‘Yeah, she pointed us here, saying that we might find you.’ I agreed, peeking around the corner of another bookshelf. Glancing at the signage told me we had finally reached the Sciences, but I felt Samantha’s negative confirmation and moved to the next row. A sudden shadow made me pause, and I felt Jinx raise her wand behind me.

      “Reveal.” Was her soft spell and I released my breath as nothing appeared. We continued our careful movements, the occasional shot breaking the silence as Luc kept the shooter busy. I could feel Samantha’s worry decrease as we successfully maneuver in the darkness and her confidence in me keeping my word increased. I glanced up at another shelf, making out the small ‘B-E’ on the plaque. Finally.

      “Here.” I motioned to Jinx and we finally stood, still careful to move slowly as we scanned the shelves. I wasn’t sure how much the witch remembered from Samantha’s possession, but it seemed she was checking anyway, maybe hoping to hit upon the journal. For my part, I tried to read the spine of the various textbooks, looking for any hints to chemistry. Samantha seemed to be looking through my eyes and personally, I appreciated the help. I never graduated from high school and on top of that, I hated science.

      “Found it.” Jinx whispered, and I turned as the witch pulled a small green journal from between two books. Samantha’s relief confirmed it as the correct book and I nodded as Jinx slid it into her jacket, sighing heavily. “Now, let’s-”

      “Look out!” Samantha took over my body as my hand flew out, my wings swiftly knocking away an object thrown at the witch. As soon as it hit the ground, smoke began to fill the aisle, and I heard as Jinx began to cough. The smoke seemed to have no effect on me, and I quickly scooped up the witch, grunting as I threw her body over my shoulder.

      “Luc!” I cried out, hoping Jinx was either knocked out or too delirious to understand as the vampire materialized next to me, his blood red eyes glowing in the gray substance. “Let’s go, we got it.”

      Luc merely nodded as he moved to the nearest window and I followed him, coughing occasionally to give the impression that the smoke had incapacitated us both. I could only hope they would fall for my trick as Luc reached the window, his silhouette filling the frame. I watched as his hands started to glow a fiery red and he drew on the window, the heat of his hands creating a perfect hole. I quickly leaped through, grunting as I landed on the ground, still managing to keep my grip on the witch. I turned as Luc walked through calming, his longer dark hair moving in some unknown wind. Despite stepping on grass, it sounded as if his heeled boots clicked as he walked, and I barely resisted as he picked up Jinx from me.

      “Let’s go.” He whispered, the darkness replacing his demonic magic as he started across the lawn and I scrambled to follow him. I jogged to keep pace with the taller vampire, really starting to miss my wings as I attempted to double check Jinx’s jacket, relieved to find the book still there.

      ‘Thank fuck.’ I nearly tripped as I heard Samantha’s voice, nearly forgetting the zombie as we reached the front of the school. Neither Luc nor I bothered with sneaking through the hole in the gate, both of us opting to merely jump over it before our pursuers could find either of us. The vampire leaped over the structure gracefully, but I struggled as I attempted to use my wings to glide.

      As soon as I opened them, pain shot through my shoulders and I almost immediately fell, but instead of colliding with the cold metal fence, I was instead held in strong arms against a soft body. I looked up to see Luc had caught me, and I glanced to the ground to see Jinx had started to wake up. Her wand was in her hand, and she was glancing through the fence as she raised it high. I glanced behind my back to see two shapes moving through the lawn we had just crossed, and I had no doubt it was our shooters.

      “Trip and Fumble, cause the killers to Crumble!” She cast, and I watched as the grass started to grow, causing a shriek of surprise to escape one of the assassins. I failed to see what happened next as Luc set me down, taking a moment to adjust his vest around his chest. Jinx grinned as she stood, fixing her black hair. “I’m sure you had another plan, but I’m heading straight to the station.”
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