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Most people strove for Heaven throughout their mortal life in the hopes of salvation, but I would break through Heaven’s gates to drag my father to Hell.

With a slow smile, I leaned back in my chair and laced my fingers behind my head, swinging my attention to the dark, starry sky.

Soon, Father, soon. You’d better enjoy what little time you have left because when I get ahold of you, no one can save you—not even God.

I summoned the power bestowed by Lucifer, who preferred Lucian nowadays, and sent a thin tendril toward the city, seeking my next target.

“Each soul I claim brings me closer to true freedom, to wings,” I murmured, turning my focus from the black velvet of night to my current home hidden in the wilderness of Central Texas, away from the prying gaze of humans. “And to long-overdue vengeance.”

The old familiar beat of fury fueled my heart, and I let the darkness and pain consume me like the old friend it had become.

How sweet it’ll be when I finally face him after all this time. Bet he never imagined his curse would lead me straight into the enemy’s arms.

When I finally became one of Lucian’s Fallen and received full powers, I would burst into Heaven and tear my father to shreds.

I closed my eyes in ecstasy, imagining Adam’s shocked face as I stormed into his precious sanctuary, and he realized I'd become everything he despised.

He’d thrown me into the wilderness of Nod after Abel had died without giving me a chance to defend myself.

We’ll see how righteous and brave you are kneeling before Lucian’s black throne, awaiting judgment and punishment.

Would the Prince of Hell throw my father into the Lake of Fire or disembowel him first?

It didn’t really matter because Lucian would own his soul, which meant no true death would ever relieve a spirit from the clutches of Hell. Instead, Lucian would revive my father repeatedly—and I planned on having a front-row seat to every sordid cruelty.

My vengeance and fury might never be fully sated, but it would be a hell of a start.
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“Oh my God,” I whispered as I carefully pried an intact arrowhead from the red Texas dirt. I’d only been on location for an hour and couldn’t believe my luck.

“Hey.” My best friend, Tara Howard, leaned close to peer at my find, her short red hair frizzing in the humidity. Using the tip of her trowel, she gently tapped the loose soil around the bluish-gray stone shaped by an ancient culture centuries ago. “That’s one of the best I’ve seen so far.”

“I know, right?” Excitement fluttered in my belly. Even though this was a routine anthropology dig for second-year students at Barkley University—to me, it might as well have been a mining expedition in search of diamonds. Being able to combine the past few months of book knowledge and using it in the field was like finally being able to open presents on Christmas morning.

With exaggerated care, I bagged the sample, labeled the section it had been in, and hurried toward Professor Smith, standing farther away in the sun examining other students’ bagged goodies.

“I found a fully-intact arrowhead.” Pride flowed through my veins. My mother would’ve said, “Pride comes before a downfall,” but I couldn’t change what I felt. If Dad were here, he’d understand how important this find is to me.

Thinking of my missing father dampened my excitement.

“Nice, Phoebe.” Professor Smith turned the bag in her hand, squinted, then gave me a wide smile. “From the lack of markings or chips on the exterior, I’d say this one probably never got a chance to be used.”

“Yeah, it’s in perfect shape.” Unable to hide the smile curling my mouth, I nodded. “Can’t believe I found one so fast.”

“Well, that’s the advantage of digging in a dry creek bed on private property. Rainwater churns the soil, and over the years, runoff deposits these artifacts into creeks and rivers. Only wildlife has probably disturbed this land over the past few centuries.” Her gaze wandered upward, to the towering oak and cypress trees surrounding the top of the cliffs.

She pointed to the edge. “There’s a network of limestone caves up there I’d love to explore on a future trip. They could have provided shelter for indigenous tribes for hundreds—maybe thousands—of years. It wouldn’t surprise me if there are more of these”—she shook the clear plastic bag—“just waiting to be discovered, along with pottery and tools if we’re lucky.”

With a wink, she returned her attention to the table and placed the bag in a box.

Her words sent a thrill through my blood.

Imagine if I find a stockpile of treasures that haven’t had a human eye on them for centuries. I glanced at the gently sloping walls of the creek bed. The trees blocked any view of what might lie farther up the embankment, darkening the area with the thick canopy. Where I stood, near the creek, sunshine poured down.

The distinct line of dark and light between the different areas sent a nervous tumble of butterflies through my stomach, squashing some of my excitement.

But if there’s a chance there are more weapons or tools up there, and I’m the one who finds them, it would be a sure sign this is what I’m meant to do with my life.

Ever since I’d been five or six, I’d wanted to become an archaeologist. My father had been an anthropology professor, and many times, he’d taken me and Mom to a museum for weekend trips. The old tools, weapons, and dishes left behind by ancient civilizations had always stirred something within me.

Sometimes, after our weekend jaunts, Dad would sit down in the living room, plop a humongous bowl of popcorn between us, and marathon the Indiana Jones films with me.

Mom had always yawned and claimed she had a novel to edit then placed a kiss on each of our cheeks with a smile and warn us not to stay up too late before she’d head off to her study.

Dad’s passion fed mine, and even at eight years old, my career choice had been sealed. He and Mom had gifted me junior science kits and booked camping trips to Dinosaur Valley State Park, where fossils had been discovered and preserved for all the guests to enjoy. If I stood above the river, and the water was clear enough, I could even track the dinosaur footprints left in the bed.

I miss you, Dad. Though he’d been presumed dead for years, Mom and I still struggled with the aftermath of his absence. His disappearance and the grief it brought sometimes hit out of the blue, which was bad enough, but without his additional income, Mom had needed to find a second job and sell what we absolutely couldn’t do without to make ends meet.

At least I’ve been able to help for the past few years.

Several feet away, uneven rocks cut into the embankment, creating a short incline of natural steps.

It wouldn’t take but a few minutes to check out the area, and if I found something awesome, the little side trip would totally be worth it.

Besides, my professor practically gave me permission with her wink and little tidbit about the caves.

I climbed the stony area, grabbing the rough outcroppings of the wall for extra leverage. The porous limestone scraped against my fingertips.

When I reached the top, I glanced over my shoulder to the creek bed below.

Several white canopies, which we’d erected earlier this morning, squished together and sheltered my kneeling classmates who studiously sifted the dirt, their square sections marked by thin yellow strings.

Tara swept away layers of dirt with a brush as she knelt on the soil.

Turning back to the forest, I inhaled the sharp scent of freshly-turned dirt and clean air.

I tried to imagine how Native Americans must’ve felt living here centuries ago.

Who knows? Maybe one of them even stood in this very spot, preparing to go to the creek for water.

Birds chattered in the shady trees, and sunlight dappled the green leaves. Tiny brown acorns littered the ground.

I paced forward, scanning the area for any sign of the caves Professor Smith had mentioned. To my left lay the creek. On my right, the land rose upward at a gentle angle, and something gleamed through the dense tree trunks.

Hmm. That could be the outer walls of a cave. I’ll go a little farther and have a peek.

I didn’t want to get lost, though. The rancher who owned this land had graciously let Barkley University use it for research and hands-on learning. He owned thousands of wild, pristine acres in this area.

As I picked my way through the underbrush and swiped branches out of my face, the ground steepened. When I looked backward, the opening I’d taken from the cliff was visible, but barely.

I turned to my goal. Ten feet ahead through the trees, several scraggly, thorny bushes grew against a stone wall.

“Looks like a cave.”

Moving closer, I investigated the rock. Yep, more limestone. I traced my fingertips across the hard, cool surface, trailing the rough stone and walking around a gentle curve.

A dark opening appeared, five feet high and three feet wide. It yawned before me, a black hole without any sunlight reaching into its depths.

A feeling of trepidation washed over me. My heart thudded, and a light sheen of sweat broke out over my back. But another sensation competed with the fear. Excitement. The thrill of the unknown.

I wonder how big it is on the inside. I reached into my pocket for my phone’s flashlight, then groaned. “Damn. I left it below.”

The thought of entering the dank, lightless cave should’ve made me nervous. Foxes or coyotes probably used it as shelter, yet the thought of wild animals didn’t deter me from my curiosity.

Maybe if I get a bit closer, I’ll see inside better once my eyes adjust. A mental image of loose arrowheads spurred me forward beyond the edges of the opening.

“Hello?” My voice sounded high and weak. Stupid. I didn’t know why I felt the need to announce myself—it wasn’t like anything was going to answer.

I giggled, hoping my nervous laughter would override the energy somersaulting through my blood.

What the hell am I thinking, entering a dark cave all by myself? An image of rabid bats flying through the pitch-black air and landing on my neck for a bite flitted through my mind.

I cleared my throat, and the silence swallowed the noise down its invisible maw. Another image of vampire bats hanging overhead clenched my stomach and I stepped backward, my adrenaline pumping furiously. Forget it. I don’t care if there’s a hundred arrowheads in here—this is a dumb idea. Foxes and skunks were one thing, but bats?

Oh hell naw.

“Hello,” a dark, husky voice whispered from somewhere in the dark.

The hairs on my arm popped, and a chill entered my veins. My lungs froze. Of all the things I’d imagined living in a cave, a man had never crossed my mind.

Phoebe, you idiot. Realizing I was quite alone in and hidden from view of my fellow students, I turned to flee, not bothering to respond. Safety waited in the sunshine with Tara and the rest of my class.

“Oh, you’re not going anywhere.” He gripped my hips and stalled my forward momentum. “Don’t you know it’s rude to invite yourself into someone’s home?” He bunched the back of my shirt right before yanking me against him.

Leather and smoke swirled into my nostrils. My throat clenched, and I froze, fear and shock ripping through my body.

I have to get away. Now. Out of options, I screamed, the sound bouncing around the black interior, as I thrashed against him, thrusting my elbows behind me, hoping the sharp contact would surprise him enough to release me.

His stomach might as well have been a slab of concrete.

The light at the mouth of the cave enticed and teased, begging me to run to its warmth of protection, but the grip around my waist was a cold, hard shackle.

A hand clamped itself over my mouth, cutting off my scream.

Hot breath swirled against my neck as his lips brushed the shell of my ear. “Stop struggling.”

Twisting, I tried to get a good look at him since he was also positioned toward the cave’s lit opening. If I’m going to die, I want to at least see the face of my killer.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” His head turned, and I could only glimpse straight hair falling over the side of his face. “Unless you have a wish for death.”

His manner of speech struck me as odd, somewhat quaint and accented. Right now, I need to focus on getting out of here in one piece instead of worrying about his voice.

Hot and tight, his hand continued to press against my mouth, leaving just enough room for me to breathe through my nose. He didn’t budge otherwise.

Pulling my lips backward, I bit and slammed the heel of my shoe against his shin at the same time.

With a grunt, he shoved me against the wall.

I turned my head to keep from smashing my nose against the hard rock, and the rough stone scraped my cheek.

“Stop trying to escape. I can hold you here forever.” His breath smelled clean, like sweet mint. “But I suspect you wouldn’t enjoy it very much.”

Suddenly, the pressure of his body disappeared, but I still couldn’t move my limbs. It was as if my arms and legs were glued to the wall along with my cheek.

From the corner of my vision, his silhouette shifted to my right. The outside light outlined his lean body but obliterated any distinguishing features of his face.

“W-what do you want?” My voice, small and weak, shamed me. I was terrified, and it made my words waver, but I couldn’t help it. No sane or benevolent person would hide in the woods and hold a stranger captive. “My friends are nearby, they’ll—”

“Never know, will they?” One finger reached outward and grasped a lock of hair that had escaped my ponytail. He lifted the ends to his nose and inhaled. “What’s your name?”

There was no way in hell I’d give him any information.

Pressure slid into my mind. I could almost imagine ghostly fingertips caressing the ridges and grooves of my brain. Words spewed out of my mouth. “Phoebe Blutengel.”

What the...? I gasped then clamped my lips shut.

“Blutengel, hmm?” His words carried a silky-smooth accent. Eastern European, possibly. Moving closer, his breath stirred the hairs on my neck. “Are you an immigrant?”

“No.” Shut up, Phoebe, I screamed at myself, but I had no control over my mouth—or brain. “But my dad was.”

“Tell me, Phoebe,” he purred, the low timbre of his voice sending strange tingles through my blood. “What are you really doing here? Did Malachi send you to spy on my progress?”

What is he talking about? I bit my lip, determined not to say anything more. “I’m here for a college assignment.” Mixed with my terror rose a thread of unease. He’s doing something to make me talk.

He moved closer, drowning me with his closeness and leathery scent. Deep inside, a yearning to see his face beat inside my mind. If I could get a clear view, maybe I could... What? Spit on him? Hit him? Remembering my paralysis, I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, forcing the sting of tears down.

If I’m going to die, I will not give him the satisfaction of crying.

“I should kill you.” One finger skated across my bare upper arm, his fingernail creating a soft scrape that hissed through the cave. “But I’m trying to decide if I want to play with you first.”

Oh, God, what had I gotten myself into? Mom would never get over losing me, not after what happened with Dad. Panic flooded my veins, and my earlier resolve to not cry crumpled. “Please. I-I won’t tell anyone you’re here. Promise. Just let me go and I swear to never bother you again.”

“Please, hmm?” It sounded as if he smiled as he spoke the word. He shifted to my other side, his body brushing against my back. “How I hate that word.” A hand wrapped around my throat, squeezing gently, then harder, as if he enjoyed it.

Still unable to move my limbs and glued to the wall like a splattered bug on a windshield, I couldn’t even turn my head. Black spots danced in front of my eyes, darker than the murky cave.

Please, God. I don’t want to die. Not this way.
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Unseen tendrils of fear slid from the girl, still plastered to the wall.

Intense pleasure tingled its way through my veins. I wanted to inhale every drop of their sweetness from the air, yet I held back, enjoying the prolonged contact with her skin.

It’s been so long since I’ve willingly touched another. Letting my eyes roll back, I smiled with pleasure. The flesh of her inner arm, warm and soft, a rich velvet begging me to trace it with my fingers.

Touch was a luxury I rarely indulged in. When not on an assignment, I remained hidden and out of sight because people went mad or died within minutes of staring into my face, or more specifically, upon seeing the curse marked forever around my eye.

Low, throaty whimpers escaped her lips, bringing me back to the moment and ramping up my excitement as I imagined claiming her life and soul. But it was more than the normal ecstasy from recharging the dark ether running through my veins. A different kind of pleasure slithered along my skin to settle between my legs.

Desire.

Lust.

Hunger.

And oh, how I hungered.

The rawness of the emotions startled me. With a strangled cry, I released her throat and arm as if she burned with Heaven’s fire.

Never, in the untold millennia I’d lived, had I experienced such an urgent, desperate craving to capture someone’s soul for Lucian.

No, that’s not quite right. I wanted her soul, but there was something else I longed for, yet I couldn’t put it into words. It pulled at me like a hungry bear stalking tender prey.

She drew a ragged breath, her body spread eagle against the cave’s wall. Defenseless and alone.

Mine.

My curiosity got the better of me, and, with a flick of power, I released the dark bonds holding her in place. I wanted to delve deeper into her mind to discover who Phoebe Blutengel was, but I hesitated, unwilling to chance damage to the delicate tissues of her brain.

But once I sate my curiosity, it won’t matter.

Dropping to her knees, she coughed and grabbed her neck, rubbing it with one hand and bracing herself with the other. Her eyes flickered everywhere, as if trying to pierce the darkness engulfing this part of my home. Did she understand the true threat was not the absence of light, but the essence of me?

With a gentle turn of my wrist, I cast a shadow over the opening and blocked out the sunshine.

With my enhanced vision—thank you, Lucian—I had no trouble getting a good look at her face.

Her cheeks angled outward slightly. A faint dusting of purple powder shimmered across her eyelids. Her nostrils flared with rapid breaths, and a delicate line formed between her eyebrows. Long, red hair—mostly colored pink from highlights—fell on either side of her cheeks. Heart-shaped lips tightened as if in concentration.

I wanted to dip my tongue into her mouth and find out if she tasted as sweet as she looked.

No reason why I can’t. Right. Because I had the control. Always. With my gifts, I could do anything.

Except blend in with humans, speak with humans, live with humans.

My father had made sure.

Doesn’t matter. Humans are no longer my people. I belong to the Fallen.

Lucian had taken me in when I had no one else, and I owed him everything. If ever a flicker of guilt arose when I claimed lives, I forced myself to remember it wasn’t Lucian’s fault, but Adam and God. Those two had cursed my existence, and it gave me immense satisfaction knowing, for every soul I siphoned, Lucian’s army grew and Heaven’s army shrank. At least for a while.

Lucian treated me as a brother and had even bestowed on me a sacred gift—his demonic energy—even though I wasn’t technically an angel.

Phoebe shot to her feet and outstretched her hands to the air as if trying to feel through the black of the cave.

With a quick blink, I appeared directly in front of her, ensuring she’d stumble into my chest.

She let out a squeal then jerked away.

“Naughty Phoebe, trying to rush off before we’ve even had a decent conversation.” I let my gaze travel her form. Small and toned, she had the body of an athlete or dancer. “Do you know how long it has been since I’ve spoken with a human?” I chuckled. “Well, perhaps I exaggerate. I mean, I have spoken with them, but it’s usually a one-sided conversation because they’re too busy dying.”

Her eyes widened, the whites a stark contrast against her irises to my enhanced vision. This close, tiny amber flecks in her brown irises glinted like jewels. It was quite an intriguing combination coupled with her light complexion and pink hair.

“Please. I won’t—”

“There’s that word again.” I tsked. “You should never beg anyone for anything. It puts you under their power.” Reaching outward, I gripped her shoulder and yanked her flush against me, then lowered my mouth to her ear, inhaling roses and the ocean. Delicious.

She stiffened but didn’t pull back.

I had to give it to her—Phoebe kept her shit together.

“Whatever,” she spat. “Get your hands off me, psycho.”

“Ah, finally. Some backbone.” I snorted then darted my tongue to taste her skin. Sweet.

I expected her to back away, but instead, she threw herself against me and jutted her head upward, smashing the tip of my nose.

The unexpected pain, instant and sharp, made me lose my grip on her and the shadows blocking the entrance.

Fucking hell, that hurts.

She darted toward the light at the opening.

Ugly anger rose within, and I gave chase, foregoing my power, physically needing to get my hands on her again so I could choke the life from her lovely throat.

How long has it been since a person bested me?

Years, at least. And they weren’t even human. I was pathetic, letting this scrap of a girl momentarily get the upper hand.

“Stop.” I threw up a palm and curled my fingers into a fist, wrapping her in tendrils of shadow and letting them squeeze her chest hard enough to cause pain, but not enough to kill her. Yet.

She’d made it a few inches past the cave’s exit and stood with her back to me, arms stiff at her sides.

Pretty or not, it was time to take. Lucian would be pleased with such a shining soul—barely blemished. If Malachi had sent her, even better. Killing one of his spies would teach him not to toy with me.

Taking my time, I stepped around her and into the sunbeams shining through the leaves. Dappled light landed on her face, brightening her skin and eyes, revealing her breathtaking, exotic features. Skin-tight pants accented her curvy hips.

She really is a beautiful creature, full of spunk and bravery. Too bad she’s about to die.

I lifted my eyes to hers. “I let no one go, Precious.”

Unable to speak or move, she only stared at me, anger or hate flashing in her tawny stare.

Chuckling, I leaned closer, wrapped her throat with my fingers, and tilted her jaw upward, ensuring she couldn’t miss the tattoo around my eye.

Her gaze roamed my face, and something akin to wonder or curiosity replaced the hate.

I squeezed her neck tighter. “Stop looking at me like that.”

Why was she not dying and her soul floating the few inches between our bodies and into my mark?

Her chest rose and fell, pulling my attention to her neck, then down to her collarbone. A golden necklace shone, reflecting the light into my eyes. An infinity pendant, with a tiny cross hanging from the middle, dangled from the chain.

Shock coursed through me. “God will not save you, foolish woman.” I fought a rising tide of anger. For a moment, I wanted to jerk the necklace from her neck, force her to her knees, and make her worship me. He did not deserve her devotion.

Black anger vibrated through me. I’d killed countless people through the eons, and seeing their worthless trinkets declaring who they served made me laugh with scorn. This necklace, however, drove unharnessed hatred into my heart. She should belong to me, not Him.

Get it together, Cain. I jerked my gaze to hers. Dread cut through the fury. Something about her seemed off, and it made me leery.

And to make it worse, being this close made me second-guess myself.

Her skin, satiny smooth and warm under my fingertips, begged me to stroke instead of squeezing, to tear the necklace into tiny, invisible pieces in front of her and watch her reaction.

A tear pooled at the corner of her eye. Just one, though. I could feel her mentally strengthening herself as if preparing for a horrible death.

I don’t have to kill her. She’s not even my assignment.

What in damnation was wrong with me? Even though I quite literally held her life in my hands, something about her put me under a weird kind of spell, and I became the victim instead of the victor.

Her mouth moved, but no sound escaped.

I loosened my hold, curiosity overriding my common sense.

“You might be pretty on the outside”—a harsh cough escaped—“but you’re an ass-load of ugly on the inside.” She spit, and the saliva landed on my bottom lip. “Go to hell, bastard.”

She spit on me. She. Fucking. Spit on me.

“If you had any real idea who I am—” I couldn’t finish my sentence. Grabbing the back of her head, I wrapped my fingers into her soft hair and tilted her jaw upward.

Her spit on my mouth cooled. Using the tip of my tongue, I very deliberately licked it away.

Those angry brown eyes followed my movements, and her eyebrows climbed upwards.

Her sweetness lingered on my tongue, and an overpowering urge took ahold of me, demanding more. I wanted to claim her soul. I wanted to steal a kiss, steal her ridiculous necklace, steal everything from this woman named Phoebe Blutengel.

Oh, you will pay my darling, with your body, your mind, then your soul.

“Not a very wise thing to do.” I pushed the tip of my nose against hers, using my power to stop the trickle of blood from my nostrils, then brushed my lips against hers. Not quite a full kiss, but a definite promise.

She gasped, her eyelids dropped, then she leaned closer.

That’s it. I grinned. She doesn’t even realize I’ve released her. As her shoulders relaxed, another thought struck me. She’s enjoying this as much as I am.

Knowing she wanted to be near me without me using energy to force her will created a burning need to wrap her in my arms and offer up my powers for protection.

Which was the dumbest idea I’d probably ever had in the history of the world.

I didn’t protect people. They needed protection from me. Because after I’d become the ward of Lucian, I created chaos and destruction in his name as payment for my powers. One lone girl, brave or not, would never deter me from my true purpose and path of vengeance.

But I could have fun. How long since I’d had any true enjoyment from stealing a soul?

Too long, and I wanted hers so badly I couldn’t keep my concentration. Plus, something about her was special and precious, and I needed to learn why.

I won’t take her soul today.

For the first time in untold years, I focused on the golden light streaming through the trees, the delicate color of rose on her lips, and the heady scent of flowers and water emanating from her hair.

I wanted to meet her again under different circumstances and find out exactly why she could tolerate my curse.

Are you sure it’s the only reason? my conscience purred. Perhaps you want to present yourself in a better light.

No, that wasn’t it at all. I needed to investigate her immunity from my mark to see if it meant something bigger. I also needed to watch her, find out if she was truly who she said she was because only angels were immune to my curse. Plus, I could have fun while doing it.

“Forget.” I passed a hand over her face, and her eyes closed. A soft exhalation escaped her mouth, and she drooped toward me.

Excitement stuttered my heart, and with a gentle touch, I collected her collapsing form into my arms and blinked her to the dry creek, out of sight of the others, but close enough when she awoke, she’d not be too disoriented.

A few days playing with my prey wouldn’t be a big deal. And it would give me time to puzzle out her unique resistance. In all my wandering years, no human had ever survived looking upon me without losing their mind. And my touch, well, it killed within minutes.

Except with Phoebe.

My father had made sure I would never mingle with my kind again. But the punishing curse had turned into a dark blessing, and I reveled in my ability to destroy, to claim, to dominate.

Once she bored me, I’d take her soul and move on to my true assignment. Phoebe meant nothing, and she served as a reminder of why I’d originally signed up to become a soul stealer. I would discard her as easily as I’d forsaken the thousands who’d come before and the thousands who would die afterwards.

Black tendrils of power curled and retracted into my body, caressing my skin with their familiar, silky touch, filling the void of emptiness in my heart with the promise of more to come if I could hold on a little longer. I’d been patient for so long, and I’d earn my wings any day now. Lucian had been hinting at it for months.

Soon, I will get what I’ve longed for all these millennia then deal my vengeance.

When that day came, the careful control I kept on my emotions would unleash, and not even Heaven would be safe from my fury.
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“Yo, Phoebe. You okay?”

Someone patted my cheek, and even with my eyes closed, bright orangish light filtered through the skin of my eyelids.

Squinting and putting a hand to my forehead, I stared at Tara’s worried face. Her carrot-colored hair, damp with sweat, hung limply on either side of her ears. She knelt over me, scrunching her eyebrows inward.

“Yeah”—I sat and a wave of dizziness swirled in my head—“must’ve fallen.”

What happened? The last thing I remembered was thinking about climbing the cliffs to see if I could find more arrowheads...or a cave.

“Well, you’ve been gone a while. Professor Smith said you might’ve headed this way and sent us to find you.” Tara stood and offered me help up. “We’re leaving in thirty minutes.”

“What?” I took her hand and got to my feet. “We’ve only been here for a couple of hours. I thought the dig was until four.” Once I was upright, the vertigo subsided, and I breathed a little easier.

I scoured the rough cliff face, lingering on several smooth rocks resembling natural steps.

Was I thinking about climbing those before—

“Girl, it’s three thirty.” She leaned forward and peered into my eyes then gently grasped my chin. “Did you hit your head?”

“I can’t... I can’t remember.” Carefully, I ran my fingertips over my skull, but there was no wound or bumps.

Why can’t I remember what happened?

“Phoebe, I told you to hydrate in this heat.” She gave my shoulder a quick squeeze then pulled me through the trickling creek bed toward the rest of the students packing up their tools and supplies. “Come on, you need to drink some water before you pass out. Thank God you’re okay. You probably slipped and you’re lucky you didn’t hit your head on one of those sharp rocks.”

Four hours have passed since I wandered off. Crazy. Had I really fainted out in the open and laid on the ground for hours?

I glanced toward the burning sun, now easing its way toward the west. Guess so.

Tara babbled about things the other students had found, from broken pottery to spearheads, but I couldn’t stop staring at my chest.

If I’d been lying out under the angry sun, I should’ve had one hell of a sunburn, but my chest showed no signs of redness. The necklace, with its comforting cross hanging from the middle, seemed to wink.

A shiver shook my limbs, quivering all the way from my skin to the marrow of my bones.

Icy, silver-crystalline eyes flashed in my head then disappeared before I could cling to the image.

Uneasiness fluttered in my belly.

Tara’s right. I probably didn’t hydrate well enough and fainted with the unseasonal heat.

Next time, I’m staying with the group instead of wandering away. What if I’d climbed those rocks and passed out?

I could’ve broken my neck.
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Phoebe haunted my dreams, and, in retrospect, I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t just killed her then and there and solved the problem. Stealing her soul would’ve been a bonus for the rude arrival to my sanctuary.

I sat on my bed, not bothering to light a candle in the darkness. My eyes needed no light to see, and sitting in the black comforted my anxious heart.

In the distance, water dripped with a steady beat. Normally, I didn’t mind its reassuring sound, but since yesterday, a sliver of annoyance fed an inner need to do something before my careful control slipped.

What is wrong with me? I’d never been so rattled. First, my mark had no effect on Phoebe, then I’d spied the mocking symbol hanging beneath her throat, almost as if it were a bitter joke.

I’ll have the last laugh, though.

The anger and careful control I clutched with a desperate grip slipped, and this momentary lapse—more than anything—made me want to blink to where she sat in her boring classroom and squeeze her neck until her scream fed my soul with pleasure.

Earlier, with a light caress, I’d slipped into her mind, careful to not delve too deeply. It wouldn’t do to harm her before I could have fun.

What if Malachi had sent the wisp of a girl as a trap? He’d always been jealous of my position with Lucian, but why send a human without power? Might as well send a child into the den of a bear.

Because he enjoys the game. Because he’s as corrupt as I am. Because he’d love nothing more than to see me fail.

I gritted my teeth. Failure wasn’t something I enjoyed, and Malachi had been at the heart of my early mishaps, back when it had been difficult to take the souls of those who didn’t deserve it.

But I overcame the weakness. Yes—despite his incessant goading and threats. I would never be weak again. Weakness hurt. Weakness killed.

A memory flashed in my head. My father’s cold, hard eyes, angry at first, then becoming anguished as his gaze drifted to my brother’s lifeless form in my arms, his crimson blood covering his throat and my hands.

Sweat broke out over my body. I willed my mind to the present.

Why is that scene coming back to haunt me? The darkness, instead of wrapping my heart in bliss, devoured my mind, and I burst through my living quarters, dashed up the steps, and fled into the bright daylight. Grabbing my thighs, I leaned forward, squeezing my eyes shut and breathing through the pain.

It had been years since I’d thought about that fateful day. What had changed to make the hateful memory surface?

Phoebe Blutengel.

Clearly, she was a danger and needed to be gone so I could concentrate on my real goal. Attaining wings.

Drawing in a cleansing breath, I steadied my shaky hands and let out a quiet chuckle, scaring a nearby squirrel. Only one university sat in a one-hundred-mile radius, and I’d already established the tether to her mind. Immune to my curse or not, I would steal her soul and offer it to Lucian. Afterwards, I’d stalk a random person and kill them for fun.

You thought I was a beast before, Father? You should see me now.

I smiled. Delicious wickedness coursed through my veins and sent faint wisps of black power to curl around my wrists and slither up my forearms. A new soul would charge my ether reserves, too.

Phoebe, my dear, tonight will be your last. It’s a shame, too, because you won’t even know it. Perhaps I’d remove the memory wipe right beforehand, so she’d remember the last hateful words she’d spoken about me.

“I’ll show you ugly, precious one.”
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Bang.

I jerked my head from the desk then wiped drool from my mouth and glanced around, hoping no one saw me napping.

Phil, a classmate with a shock of brown hair always sticking straight from his head no matter how many times he ran his fingers through it, raised an eyebrow then pointed to his temple and pulled an imaginary trigger.

I snickered then yawned.

Why am I so tired today?

On the other side of my desk, Tara rested her chin in a palm. With her other hand, she twirled a red lock of hair. Eyelids at half-mast, she gave her laptop a bored stare.

At the front of the classroom, Professor Mac, an elderly man with snow-white hair and red-rimmed eyes, droned on about the important battles of The Civil War.

My phone vibrated, and I snatched it from a pocket, reading the text notification from Tara.

Tara: There’s drool on your shirt. I admire your ability to sleep through the old fart’s ramble about his Air Force days.

I gave her a grin, slipped the phone under the safety of the desk, and typed.

Me: Did I miss anything important?

Tara: Just the reminder of the fifty-question quiz due Friday and his ridiculous expectation of three complete-sentence answers for each question.

Me: I’ll be glad when I’m finished with core classes. He’s crazy, expecting us to memorize so much information.

Tara: Yep. He needs to retire already. Guess we’ll be hitting the books this week. FML.

“And what was the prelude to the First Battle of Bullrun?” Professor Mac’s bright stare swept across the classroom.

I fumbled the phone into my back pocket.

From behind, someone snapped bubble gum, the sweet fragrance drifting in the air.

“Anyone?” He propped a gnarled hand on his hip, then adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. “Come on, people. We talked about this last Wednesday, and it was in this week’s readings.”

I dug myself deeper into the chair, not wanting to call his attention. Ever since yesterday, when I’d awoken in the dirt, I’d had a mild headache and couldn’t focus on this week’s assignments.

Normally, I didn’t mind listening to Dr. Mac’s lectures even if they did tend to turn into stories about his missions in the Gulf War, but today, all I wanted was to go home and sleep.

Dings from phones and watches sounded, indicating three o’clock, the end of class.

Freedom. Thank God.

Chairs scraped across the tiled floor, books slammed shut, and crinkling papers were shoved into backpacks.

Dr. Mac shook his head and gave the class a scowl. “Wednesday, I expect more participation, or you can expect a pop quiz.”

Tara and I looked at each other and groaned.

Eager to escape his clutches along with the rest of the students, I crammed my laptop into my bag and jumped out of my seat, dragging Tara to weave through the crowd into the hallway.

“Jesus, thought he’d never shut it.” She shouldered her backpack and strutted beside me. “At least Monday’s freaking done.”

“Yeah. It seemed even longer than usual.” I strode to the class exit, where several other students poured through the open double doors like lines of scurrying ants.

“You gotta work tonight?” Tara asked, stopping next to the wall and pulling out a mirrored compact.

“Yeah, headed there right now.”

“Workaholic.” She flashed a quick grin then lined her lips with gloss, smacking them together and giving the mirror a duckface. “Catch you tomorrow. Momma’s got a project she needs help with.” She rolled her eyes. “I hope it doesn’t involve climbing the roof again.” Finished, she shoved the makeup mirror into her purse.

I laughed at the memory of seeing my tall friend standing on the roof of her home, pounding nails through the shingles to secure an old rooster weathervane to the house. “Well, you have to admit—Mr. Callahan looks pretty cool up there.”

Students continued to funnel through the hall. Several of the guys from the football team hollered through the corridor and fist-bumped one another.

“Puh-lease.” Tara gave a shiver, her eyes lingering on the star quarterback as he disappeared through the exit. “Our house looks like The Addams Family merged with King of the Hill. It’s hideous.”

She and her mom lived in an old, Victorian-style home. A year or so ago, Tara’s father had died of an unexpected heart attack but had left enough life insurance for Tara’s college fund. Her mom used what was left to convert their three acres into a full-sized working farm. Needing something to focus on, she’d created chicken coops and a pen for hogs, deciding to live off-the-grid as much as possible.

Tara hated being a farm girl with a passion.

I tried to swallow a chuckle. “Well, you better hope she didn’t buy some cows today and needs help milking them.”

With her green eyes flashing, Tara bared her teeth in a snarl. “I will disown her if she did.”

“No, you won’t.” I snorted and pointed to her chest. “You’ll gripe about it, then do whatever she asks because you love her.”

“I’m such a pushover.” She sighed, and her shoulders slumped.

“There are worse faults to have.” I jerked a thumb toward the thinning throng of students. “I gotta get.”

“Okay.” With a smile, Tara leaned forward and squeezed my arm. “See ya tomorrow. Maybe we can quiz each other for the history exam.” Giving me a jaunty wave, she walked backward out of the doorway. “I’ll text you later, let you know what kind of shitshow Momma’s started this time.”

“Pictures,” I shouted, “or I won’t believe it.”

“Absolutely not.” She twisted and disappeared down the steps.

Shifting my backpack to the other shoulder, I stopped and dug around for a bottle of water and took a swig.

Maybe I’m tired because I got so dehydrated yesterday.

After I downed half the bottle, I recapped it and placed it into my backpack.

I was one of the last students to step into the unseasonable heat. For it only being less than two weeks until Halloween, Texas still clung to summer with an iron fist and seemed determined to fry everything before letting Autumn stake its claim.

As my eyes adjusted to the bright light, the smell of hot tar hit my nose and the punishing sun fried my bare shoulders. Shielding my eyes from the glare and repositioning my tank top straps, I walked forward, eager to get to the library for shade and cool air on my skin.

“Oof.” I collided with something hard. My hands splayed outward as I stumbled, but strong arms caught me before my face hit the concrete sidewalk.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” I gushed, fire rushing to my cheeks for not paying attention.

Large, masculine hands gripped my upper arms.

I glanced upward and steadied myself as his warm fingers wrapped around my skin. Pale eyes stared back, their color bordering between glacial ice and shining silver. A black ring surrounded the irises, contrasting with the lighter color and lending him an exotic look.

Instead of responding, he gave a small smirk and stared.

His hair, the color a rich mahogany with golden highlights shining under the sun, had been shaved above the ears and fell over one side of his face, pulling my attention to the skin around his left eye.

A delicate, silver tattoo of loops and swirls curved around the outside slash of his dark eyebrow, the design dipping to a stop underneath the corner.

I swallowed a nervous laugh. His uncanny stare gave me the distinct feeling he could see into my soul. A sudden urge pushed me to escape. Quickly.

“Well, thanks for the save.” I shrugged and turned on my heel, stepping away.

“I didn’t save you,” he hissed, his smooth voice low and dangerous. “I just didn’t want to be knocked over. You should pay attention to where you’re going.”

What a jerk.

“Sorry for the inconvenience.” Giving him a frown from over my shoulder, I continued marching toward the campus library. “Guess you shouldn’t walk so close to exits.” Jackass. It took a herculean effort to keep that last word in my head.

“Defiance. The first step to true freedom.”

His voice didn’t recede. In fact, it moved closer, so I quickened my pace. Sexual assaults on campus happened all the time. Even though it was the afternoon and students milled about the parking lot and sidewalks, I’d be a fool to let down my guard.

“Phoebe.”

That one word slithered from his lips and stopped me in my tracks.

With a quick pivot, I met his stare head on, unable to close my mouth.

His face was a mask of calm, but a muscle in his jaw twitched and jumped.

“How do you know my name?” Somehow, him knowing who I was ramped up my internal stalker alarm. I narrowed my eyelids and crossed my arms over my chest, discreetly snaking a hand into my purse’s side pocket where I kept a small canister of mace.

Only twenty feet behind me, the library beckoned with its safe interior.

“I-I’ve seen you around.” He dipped his chin, and his lips curved into a half-grin, the movement giving his somber face the hint of a boyish twinkle. “I’m Cain.” He darted a glance to the building then lowered his head as a couple passed, his longer bangs sweeping across his face and hiding it from view.

Running his name through my mind, I didn’t recognize him from any of my classes. Cain wasn’t a common name around here, so I was pretty sure I’d have remembered meeting him. I let my eyes wander over his face again. He’s quite stunning in a peculiar way.

Something about him seemed strange, off-balance.

I don’t know if it was the way he carried himself, full of quiet confidence, or the mild accent, but he exuded intensity and discipline.

My senses heightened, stiffening my muscles for fight-or-flight.

“Did you need something?” Glancing at my phone, I hoped he’d get the hint. “Because I’m going to be late for work.”

He sidled closer, leaving a few inches between our bodies.

I squeezed the small metal mace container and held my breath, my gaze roaming his face. He kept his shoulders loose, and a tiny grin shifted a corner of his mouth upward. He had a harsh beauty to his cheekbones, and the rest of his face, lean and chiseled with hard angles, wasn’t quite what most women would call handsome, yet the more I stared at it, the more intrigued I became with the ruggedness.

Focus, Phoebe.

Dropping his eyelids, he tilted his head and pursed his lips, clucking his tongue. “That’s not the question circling in your mind since we met.”

I frowned. Question? Oh, I’d asked him if he needed something. I debated whether I should answer or spray him in the face and run. Normally, my instincts were sharp, but at that moment, they were just as confused as my brain. I didn’t know whether I wanted to move away or step closer.

He smelled of dark cologne, clean sheets, and seduction. Desire heated my blood and settled in my belly, its pull alluring and dangerous.

His uncanny glance, like a circling predator caging prey to study its reaction, squashed my desire and adrenaline pulsed within.

His pupils dilated, the contrast of dark and light mesmerizing yet startling. For some strange reason, I was sure if I stared too long, I’d get lost in such a gaze. And wasn’t that how some predators trapped their victims?

I don’t want to be his prey. Licking my lips, my attention fell to the strange marking around his eye. I should be escaping to the safety of the library. Yet, my feet remained anchored to the sidewalk.

Straight, white teeth shone from a spreading smile. “You’re wondering about the tattoo.”

“How do you know...” I snapped my mouth shut. Is he reading my mind?

No, I was being stupid. People probably wondered about the tattoo all the time, and he used it as a weird, creepy way to start conversations with girls.

Or prey.

I should’ve left already. I should’ve turned on my heel and marched straight into the library, yet something about him called to me, keeping me in the angry sun and gazing up at the strange, captivating man who might or might not have been a serial killer.

Dipping his chin lower, he pushed his cheek next to mine, and I stopped breathing. “Because you can’t quit staring at it.” His hot breath tickled the velvety area of my earlobe.

An urge to flee rose, but deeper inside, in the back of my mind, another voice warned me to stand my ground, that he’d enjoy nothing more than to give chase.

God, he smells delicious.

His nose brushed my cheek as he pulled away. “The marking was a gift given to me many years ago. My father...” Scowling, he lifted a hand to my neck, reaching out to finger the gold pendant hanging from its chain. “I hate this thing on you.”

“Hey.” My stupor broke at the touch of his fingers on my skin, and I batted at his hand, but he clenched the pendant tightly, not budging. “Keep your paws to yourself.”

The mirth left his pale eyes, and anger or irritation burned in their depths. Between us, the golden chain glinted in the sun, suspended in the air, connecting him to me.

“Let go or I’ll spray you.” I raised my hand, my thumb flipping the red safety off the pepper spray. The necklace, given to me by my dad years ago, never left my neck. The jewelry made me feel closer to him, and I’d always imagined it protecting me.

With a hard yank, he ripped away the chain, burning my skin with the violent movement.

“Ouch,” I gasped, clutching at my bare throat out of reflex.

“This”—he raised his fist, the shiny cross dangling from the pendant—“will not protect you.” His words, ominous and growling, shot a chill up my spine.

“How dare you steal from me.” I forced my clenched jaw to move. “Give. It. Back.” I rushed him, smashing myself into his wide chest, forgetting about the pepper spray and hitting him with my fists.

His silver-teal eyes met mine. Smiling, he deliberately stuffed the jewelry into his front jeans pocket, my raining blows not seeming to hurt him in the slightest.

I hesitated, debating whether I wanted to shove a hand into his pants or yell to catch someone’s attention. The mace dropped from my fingers, clattering to the sidewalk then rolling onto the street and plinking into the gutter.

Smooth, Phoebe, real smooth. That was your only real defense. A quick scan told me we were alone. Yet he didn’t seem worried. In fact, he stepped back, his eyes lit with an inner fire, as if he enjoyed my frustration.

“Give. It. Back.” I ground my teeth together and held out a palm. “Or I swear to God I’ll—”

With a sly, arrogant smirk, he turned and sprinted away.

“Cain, stop!” Shrill and panicked, my voice split the hushed air.

Under the back of his shirt, the outline of his muscles rippled with each swing of his arms. He threw a mocking glance over his shoulder, shoved a hand into his pants pocket, held out the swinging necklace, and gave a low, throaty laugh.

The ass freaking laughed. Outrage and incredulity pounded inside my chest.

I ran after him. In those few seconds, he’d cleared fifty or sixty feet. How does he move so fast? But I had a bigger question. Why the hell did he steal my necklace? It’s not worth anything to anyone else. I was sure my dad had probably picked it up as a trinket in one of the cities we’d visited on our many weekend museum trips.

Frustration welled inside me, and I blinked back hot tears. I knew the jewelry was only material, but it hurt to lose it. Especially the way he’d stolen it—literally out from under my nose.

Stomping my foot against the sidewalk, I let out a small scream of exasperation.

I need to think about this rationally.

He said he’d seen me around campus, which meant he was a fellow student. Which also meant I’d be keeping my eyes peeled for him. The next time we met, Cain would regret being a thief. I’d make sure of it.

Maybe I should call the campus police. But something about him made me pause. It had almost felt as if we’d met before, but that was impossible. I’d remember someone like him, especially with those eyes, such a handsome face, and the strange tattoo.

Besides, I planned on taking care of this myself. I didn’t know how, but I’d figure it out, and I would get my necklace back.

I imagined Daddy showing up and asking where his precious gift had gone. It represented the last time I’d seen or spoken to him, which made it even that much more priceless to me.

“Phoebe, this is yours. Never take it off and never lose it, okay?” His blue, stern eyes burrowed into mine. “Promise, okay?”

My nine-year-old self had nodded. “Okay, Daddy.”

He slid it around my neck then kissed my forehead. “I love you.”

I wiped tears from my eyes, the pain of the memory a hot poker stabbing into my stomach. I’m going to strangle Cain when I find him.

But there was nothing to do right now. I’d bide my time. The necklace wasn’t worth anything money-wise, so he’d get a rude awakening if he tried to pawn it. His clothes and brusque manner made me wonder if he might be a teacher’s assistant instead of a student.

But why steal the jewelry?

I shook my head. My shift started in five minutes, and I had no desire to be late. With a sigh, I headed into the library’s cool air and breathed in the musty, papery perfume of books and nutty coffee from the coffeemaker on the table in the corner.

Determined to put the incident out of my mind for the rest of the evening, I waved at my coworkers and grabbed a printed stack of flyers for BU’s Angels and Demons Halloween Masquerade happening in a few days to distribute amongst the tables and study alcoves.

When my path took me to the floor-to-ceiling windows near the entryway, I couldn’t help scanning for the gorgeous, frustrating thief. Only the deepening shadows of twilight and wilting flowers stared back.
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As soon as I rounded a corner, I blinked home.

What. The. Fuck?

The necklace, still clenched in my hand, swung from my fist. Never, in all the years I’d lived, had I ever stolen something so petty. Souls? Sure, I captured those all the time—loved the rush of power with the claiming. But a piece of metal? It did nothing for me.

But seeing it nestled around her neck like a shield, reminding me of our first meeting in the cave yesterday and how I’d nearly choked the life out of her, sent the blackness in my soul soaring—the shame taunting me, teasing me, challenging me.

“There’s no protection for you, Phoebe.” I paced to the darkened sitting area of my home and mentally switched on the lamp next to the couch.

Dropping onto the soft cushions, I threaded my index and middle fingers through the broken chain and let it dangle in front of my face. The cross, small and delicate, revealed letters on the back of its surface.
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