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      The hotly anticipated third book in Heather Killough-Walden’s fantastic paranormal series, THE LOST ANGELS. It’s time for Azrael’s story. . .




      As the former Archangel of Death, Azrael has always stood apart from his brothers. Cursed to rule from the darkness, he is not only one of the four favored archangels, but the very first vampire, and king among his kind. 




      Sophie Bryce is a woman scarred by the dark secrets of her past. Though she is overwhelmingly attracted to the brooding archangel, she simply cannot believe that she is the one fated to be with such an extraordinary being.




      But Azrael has known differently from the moment he laid eyes on Sophie and he will stop at nothing to win her heart – even if he has to fight an army of unimaginable evils to do so. . . 


 






      
      

      Heather Killough-Walden has written more than a dozen novels, short stories and poems. Her award-winning paranormal romance
         thrillers, including the brilliant BIG BAD WOLF series, have achieved huge online success and record-breaking sales of over
         half a million copies. Heather lives in Texas with her husband and daughter.
    

 



      
      


      
      
      Death’s Angel is the third novel in Heather’s The Lost Angels series. The first two novels, Avenger’s Angel and Messenger’s Angel, were highly praised:
    

      
      ‘With the launch of her new Lost Angels series, Killough-Walden offers readers a sizzling novel populated with highly intriguing characters, not the least of which
         is the “villain.” Good story pacing, believable characters and sizzling sex add up to an author and a series to watch!’ Jill
         M. Smith, Romantic Times Book Reviews

      
      ‘Avenger’s Angel is a fantastic addition to the paranormal romance genre, with sexy Archangels and a strong, beautiful heroine. The world
         is intriguing and the action is fast-paced. I for one can’t wait to read future instalments. Fans of paranormal romance will
         lap this up – a great start to a new paranormal romance series’ Book Chick City
    

      
      ‘HKW’s Lost Angels series is going to create an entire new paradigm on the subject of Angels and in particular one specific fallen angel we
         all know well. Over the course of the book each and every one of the characters managed to worm their way into my affections,
         and I am eagerly looking forward to the next books in the series so that I can spend more time with them’ Sugar & Spice
    

      
      ‘An enjoyable read that creates a world where archangels develop human sympathies and the lines between good and evil are
         blurred’ Book Savvy Babe
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      Introduction

      
      Long ago, the Old Man gathered together his four favoured archangels, Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and Azrael. He pointed to four stars in the sky that shone brighter than the others. He told the archangels that he wished to reward them
         for their loyalty and had created for them soul mates. Four perfect female beings – archesses.
    

      
      However, before the archangels could claim their mates, the four archesses were lost to them and scattered to the wind, beyond
         their realm and reach. The archangels made the choice to leave their world, journey to Earth, and seek out their mates.
    

      
      For thousands of years, the archangels have searched. But they have not searched alone. For they are not the only entities
         to leave their realm and come to Earth to hunt for the archesses. They were followed by another . . .
    

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      Two thousand years ago . . .
    

      
      Michael gripped the rock in his right hand so hard that his fingers left imprints in the stone. Azrael heard it crack. Michael’s
         jaw was clenched tight, his eyes shut fast against the pain Az knew to be coursing through his veins.
    

      
      Azrael could feel that pain as if it were his own. It was there because of him.

      
      The woods were sparse this far north and Az knew that the ground beneath his brother grew colder and harder for him as the
         strength was sapped from his inhuman body. Azrael’s fangs were embedded deep in the side of Michael’s throat, and with each
         pull and swallow, Michael experienced a new and deeper agony.
    

      
      ‘Az . . . that’s enough,’ Michael ground out, hissing the words through gritted teeth.

      
      I’m sorry, thought Az. He didn’t speak the words, but whispered them into his brother’s mind. They were laced with genuine regret.
         Az had yet to pull out and stop drinking Michael down. He couldn’t stop.
    

      
      For not the first time in the two weeks since they’d come to Earth, Az felt his brother’s mounting fear and knew that Michael would soon have to use force against him. It was an inevitable tragedy.
    

      
      Az watched through eyes that glowed bright gold beneath half-closed lids as Michael raised the rock he tightly clutched, and
         after another grimace and wince of pain, slammed the stone into the side of Azrael’s head. Az knew it was coming; he’d registered
         his brother’s thought long seconds before the deed had been done. But he still hadn’t been able to pull away. He needed the
         blood so badly.
    

      
      At the impact, Az was knocked to the side and his teeth were ripped from Michael’s throat, tearing long gashes in his brother’s
         flesh. Az toppled sideways, catching himself on strong but shaking arms.
    

      
      Across from him, Michael dropped the rock to cup his hand to the side of his neck. ‘Az,’ he gasped, ‘I’m sorry.’ He slowly
         rolled over, propping himself on one elbow as he attempted to heal the damage Az had done. That was Michael’s gift – the ability
         to heal.
    

      
      Azrael’s gift? The ability to harm. It seemed that was all he would ever be able to do.

      
      Light and warmth grew beneath Michael’s palm, sending curative energy into his wound. Az watched him in silence, his head
         lowered, his long sable hair concealing his features from Michael’s sight.
    

      
      ‘Az?’ Michael let his hand drop from his neck, his wound obviously healed.

      
      ‘Stop, Michael,’ said Az. ‘I can’t bear it.’

      
      The blond archangel closed his eyes as the other-worldly sound of Azrael’s voice infiltrated his mind and body. Az scraped
         his brother’s mind, reading his surface thoughts. He was desperate for some fleeting word or phrase that might distract him from the endless torture his existence had become.
    

      
      Michael was thinking that Azrael had a beautiful voice.

      
      It almost made Az laugh. He had always had an incredible voice. But now, in this bizarre and horrible form he had taken on
         Earth, it was more powerful than it had ever been. This much Azrael had to admit. He had become a monster – but a monster
         with a voice like no other.
    

      
      Michael was also thinking that he could hear the despair in that voice.

      
      Of course he could. It was plainly evident. How could it not be? Az was desperate. He despaired as no living creature ever
         had.
    

      
      Michael opened his eyes again and looked upon his brother’s bent form. ‘This pain you’re going through can’t last much longer,’
         he said softly.
    

      
      ‘A single moment longer is too long,’ Az whispered. Slowly, and with great effort, he straightened. He raised his head so
         that his brother could see his stark, unnatural gaze, and Michael stilled beneath the weight of it. ‘Kill me,’ Azrael said.
    

      
      Michael steeled himself and shook his head. ‘Never.’

      
      Az didn’t know why he’d bothered asking. If any one of the four archangel brothers could have summoned the will to kill the
         other, it would not have been Michael or even Azrael, but rather Uriel. He was the Angel of Vengeance. Only Uriel would be
         capable of comprehending what it would take to smother reason long enough to deal the final blow Azrael begged for.
    

      
      But Uriel was not with them. He and their other brother, Gabriel, had been lost in their plummet to Earth. The four archangels had been separated and scattered, like dried and dead leaves on a hurricane wind. Azrael had no idea where the
         others were, much less what they might be going through. He didn’t care.
    

      
      He only knew that he had gone through a transformation as he’d taken on this human form. Both he and Michael had, and he assumed
         the other two had as well – wherever they were.
    

      
      Michael was not as powerful as he’d been before their descent. The nature of his supernatural powers was the same, more or
         less. He was still the most accomplished fighter Azrael had ever known – and, most likely, the most accomplished that had
         ever been created. He was also still capable of healing. But the scope of his powers had diminished greatly. He was able to affect only what was immediately around him, and only for a relatively
         short period of time. His body grew weary. He knew hunger. He often felt weak. He had changed drastically.
    

      
      But not as much as Azrael.

      
      As the former Angel of Death, Azrael experienced a change that was different from Michael’s. It was darker. It was painful.
         It was as if this new form were steeped in the negative energy he had collected during his endless prior existence. As the
         reaper in the field of mortal spirits, Azrael had ushered away so very many lives. There was a weight to that many souls,
         and they carried him down with them now. His altered form bore the fangs of a monster, a sensitivity to sunlight that forced
         him to hide in the shadows of night, and worst of all, a demand for blood.
    

      
      Always blood.

      
      ‘Please, Michael.’ Azrael’s broad shoulders shook slightly as he curled his hands into fists and the powerful muscles in his upper body drew taut and pronounced. He glanced down at
         his hands, slim-fingered and perfect, and marveled at his pale skin. He knew what it looked like against the midnight color
         of his hair. He was a study in contradiction. Even his eyes were wrong. The sun was caustic to him – and yet his irises glowed
         like the very same star.
    

      
      He was a living joke, cruel and merciless. Vicious anger now joined the pain-induced adrenaline flooding his inhuman blood.
         He gritted his teeth, baring his blood-soaked fangs. ‘Don’t make me beg.’
    

      
      Michael got his legs beneath him and stood. He backed up against one of the few trees in the area and opened his mouth to
         once more refuse his brother’s request . . . when Azrael suddenly blurred into motion.
    

      
      Michael’s body slammed hard against the tree’s trunk and the living wood splintered behind him. He was weaker than he’d been
         several minutes before; Azrael had seen to that. Blood loss drained precious momentum from the former Warrior Archangel’s
         reflexes. Though Michael was still able to heal his wounds on Earth, for some reason he was not able to replace missing blood.
         It was a new weakness, especially in the face of Azrael’s bloodthirsty new form.
    

      
      Az and his brother had been here before, locked in combat as they now were. They had been here every night for weeks.

      
      Azrael didn’t know how long Michael would be able to engage in this nightly battle with him. Az was very strong. Even half-crazed
         with pain, he was most likely the strongest of the four of them. The monster that he had become was eating him up inside.
         It was devouring the core of his being, leaving him an empty shell.
    

      
      
      Life was different on Earth. There had been no discomfort before this. No hunger. No thirst. These sensations were novel to
         them both, but whatever discomfort Michael might be suffering in his human form, Azrael was suffering a thousandfold.
    

      
      Az knew now that pain had not existed before this. Not in any form. Not for anyone. As far as he was concerned, suffering, in and of itself, had been conceived the moment his soul had touched down and solidified into the tall, dark shape it was
         now.
    

      
      But he knew that despite what he was putting his brother through, Michael wouldn’t give up on him. Not now – not ever. The
         foolish archangel would probably die first.
    

      
      With great effort, Michael shoved Azrael off of him, and Az managed to hold himself back long enough to allow his brother
         to prepare for another senseless fight. Somewhere, Uriel and Gabriel were most likely struggling as well; either with themselves,
         or with each other. If Az and his brother survived this – if Azrael didn’t simply walk into the sun the following morning
         – they had to find them.
    

      
      They were on Earth for a reason, though it was nearly impossible for Azrael to contemplate that reason while under the spell
         of the tormenting affliction of his transformation. The Four Favored archangels had come in order to find their other halves.
         They’d come for the soul mates that the Old Man had created for them. They’d come to Earth to find their archesses.
    

      
      If the lacerating chaos that now engulfed him was any indication of how their quest would play out from here, Azrael was certain
         they didn’t stand a chance of finding their archesses until they found one another first. If even then.
    

      
      
      And at the moment he couldn’t have cared less.

      
      Michael gritted his teeth, narrowed his gaze, and rolled up his sleeves. Azrael came at him like lightning, and like thunder,
         Michael met him halfway.
    

      
      Eleven years ago . . .
    

      
      Sophie gritted her teeth, grimaced at the sharp pain that shot through her knee, and hurriedly pushed herself back up. When
         she did, the wildflowers she carried in her right hand were once more crushed. She’d lost several petals the last time she’d
         fallen, but this fall was what really did the damage. The sweat from her palm was wilting the stems of the buttercups, sweet
         dame’s rockets, and star-of-Bethlehems. The second fall had almost entirely mulched the highly delicate sweet white violets.
    

      
      But she didn’t have time to pick more. With a worried glance over her shoulder, Sophie pushed off once again. At fourteen
         years of age, she had legs that were suddenly longer than they should be. Normally that made her look like a doll on stilts,
         but this afternoon she was incredibly grateful for the added height. Her stilts carried her on a mad dash through Greenwood
         Cemetery, toward the headstone and empty flower vase she knew waited just over the next hill.
    

      
      He was close behind. She could hear him grunting. He couldn’t move fast without grunting. He made noises when he ran, just
         like he made noises doing everything else. He snored when he slept and wheezed when he ate and seemed to be enveloped in a
         permanent whistling, which was caused by the extra thickness around his neck and nasal passages.
    

      
      
      Sophie heard those sounds in her nightmares. But right now, they served as a warning. She could hear him clearly over the
         fog-dampened hills. Each sloppy crunch of his tennis shoes and each subsequent humph, humph, humph was an alarm bell warning of his pending arrival.
    

      
      She had a hundred yards to go. She felt it like a magnet on her blood. Her heart raced and her eyes watered and the grass’s
         unevenness jarred her joints, but she pushed harder. Faster. Seventy yards to go. She could almost see it now. Mom would be
         there, waiting. She would be wearing an orange zip-up hoodie, like she always did. Dad would be sitting on the stone, gesturing
         animatedly as he talked to his wife – who wouldn’t be listening because she was looking for her daughter. She was always looking
         out for Sophie, waiting for her to come over that last rise.
    

      
      Fifty yards to go—

      
      ‘Sophie! Get back here, you fucking little cunt!’ Her pursuer’s voice cut through the fog, slicing through her reveries like
         a chain saw through flesh. It was brutish and out of breath and utterly cruel. He was mad now. Madder than she’d ever heard
         him. ‘I swear to God I’m gonna kill you, you little bitch!’ he hissed. She heard him slip and slide on a wet spot at the bottom
         of the hill and she pushed harder.
    

      
      Faster.

      
      Thirty yards to go, and there it was, its rounded top peeking through the swirling mists like a lighthouse in a fog. It had
         several small stones atop it – left there from Sophie’s previous visits.
    

      
      ‘Stop!’ he bellowed, each extra foot he was forced to run making him that much angrier. But Sophie didn’t stop.

      
      Her mother was waiting.

      
      
      There she was, in her favorite color, smiling warmly at Sophie as Sophie ran from the monster, tears streaming down her cheeks,
         her jeans torn, her knees bloodied. There she was, waving in welcome, her caramel-colored hair shining in sunlight that came
         from nowhere.
    

      
      Sophie called out to her. She wanted her mother to hear her. She wanted her to know that Sophie had tried. The rim of the
         metal vase at her mother’s feet peeked out of the mist, beckoning.
    

      
      But the beast was gaining and her mother didn’t seem to hear. The crunching was too close now. Humph, humph, humph—
    

      
      No!

      
      The back of Sophie’s shirt ripped, nearly choking her into instant unconsciousness as her foster father grabbed her by the
         garment and jerked her to a violent stop, spinning her around with the momentum. The two of them went down hard, Sophie landing
         on her arm and destroying what remained of the wildflowers she had picked for her mother’s birthday. She wanted to cry out
         with the pain of the impact, but she had learned long ago not to appear hurt in front of the predator.
    

      
      Never let them smell your blood.

      
      ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing? I’ll teach you—’ He was up and pulling her with him before Sophie could see past
         the stars that swam in front of her eyes. ‘Disgusting little troublemaking whore. You aren’t worth a shit.’
    

      
      His fingers bruised the flesh of her arm as he began to make his way back across the cemetery, dragging Sophie with him. She
         ignored the pain and looked back at the waiting headstone. Her mother was gone. For the first time in eight years, there was no shot of orange above the stone. It stood empty
         and alone. Even the pebbles Sophie had left seemed smaller than before.
    

      
      The graveyard mists turned red, shrouding the cemetery in scarlet contrasts. ‘No!’ Sophie screamed. She didn’t even realize
         she was the one yelling. Before either of them knew what she was doing, Sophie had jerked out of her foster father’s grip.
         His grubby fingernails dug furrows in her upper arm as she pulled free and stumbled backward. ‘No!’ she cried out again, fury
         boiling her blood and painting the landscape crimson. ‘Get away from me!’ She took a shaky step back, rage causing her to
         tremble uncontrollably.
    

      
      Her mom was gone. She’d lost her flowers. And the grave marker stood empty on her mother’s birthday.

      
      Alan Harvey stared at Sophie with wide eyes. Something strange flickered across his unshaven features. Maybe it was surprise
         – maybe something else. His gaze shot to her neck and then to her shoulder, exposed and white where he had ripped her shirt
         free of her body. ‘Why, you little tramp,’ he hissed, his voice different now, too. It had lowered and was gravelly with an
         emotion that sent nausea roiling through Sophie’s belly. ‘You wanna fight me?’
    

      
      Sophie’s legs flooded with numbness. Her stomach cramped and her heart began to beat between her ears. It was the whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of utter terror and it threatened to overwhelm her. She was alone with him. This part of the cemetery was deserted.
    

      
      She’d pushed him too far.

      
      Her vision tunneled as Harvey took a threatening step toward her. This was it. He was going to rape and kill her out here. He wouldn’t have to travel far in order to bury her body.
    

      
      I’m gonna die, she thought. This is it.
    

      
      When he lunged at her, she was too numb, too heavy with fear to move out of his way in time. Her world became a thump and
         a whir of pain and motion. Something crunched beneath her as she went down again. She felt the corner of a burial plaque bruise
         her spine and hip.
    

      
      Harvey’s fingers curled into the waistband of her jeans – and suddenly, Sophie’s fourteen-year-old body was moving of its
         own accord. Her leg came up as if controlled by someone else. Her bloodied, bruised knee connected with his groin, digging
         hard and fast and deep.
    

      
      But it wasn’t enough to dislodge his body from hers. Harvey grunted as he continued to paw at her. He always grunted. He was
         so heavy. Her wrists twisted and her fingers went numb as she dug her fingernails into his skin, trying to claw him off of
         her. Her hands slapped and pulled and punched. Harvey’s palm found the side of her face, but she felt no pain. She heard the
         impact and her head moved a little and there was warm metal in her mouth running rivers over her tongue. But there was no
         pain.
    

      
      She just kept fighting. Finally, her right knuckle banged something hard and cold. Metal. She knew instantly what it was.
         It was Harvey’s gun – he owned a gun. She didn’t know where he’d gotten it, but he loved to take it out and clean it and load
         it and unload it and wear it tucked into his pants. Like it was now. It formed an indentation in the pudge of his belly where
         it separated flab from denim. Sophie wrapped her numb fingers around it, forcing them to grip it tight. She yanked and knew that the hammer sliced into him as she pulled it out.
    

      
      She didn’t get it far before he realized what she was doing and tried to grab it out of her hands. So she took a chance. Anything
         was better than this. If the barrel was pointed at her, so be it.
    

      
      Sophie pulled the trigger.

 



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Present day

      
      He’s an archangel, Sophie told herself sternly as she tried with all her might not to fidget. She stared up the long aisle of decorated chairs
         to the altar before Slains Castle in Scotland. Azrael stood there beside the groom, and to her, he was the epitome of everything
         desirable in a man. His incredibly tall, imposing form was draped in the color of night and it was tailored to fit his extraordinary
         physique with absolute perfection. His sable hair fell in gentle waves to his shoulders and made Sophie’s fingertips itch
         with the need to touch it. His skin was so fair it was nearly translucent. He looked like a vampire lord in his expensive
         tux, his gold eyes nearly glowing in their intensity, and it was making her a little nuts inside.
    

      
      Juliette Anderson, Sophie’s best friend, was getting married. Sophie was the maid of honor. It was her job to stand there
         and be supportive, to take the bouquet and carry the train and all of that business. But as the vicar gave his Gaelic blessing
         to the gathered members of the wedding party and the pipers poured their bittersweet music across the castle grounds, Sophie
         could concentrate on nothing but Azrael.
    

      
      
      Azrael, the archangel.

      
      Juliette had told Sophie all about him. He and his three brothers were the Four Favored, the Old Man’s favorite archangels.
         Jules had hammered Soph with the news about them mere hours after Sophie had stepped off the plane in Edinburgh. Sophie had
         had her own news that she’d been wanting to share with Juliette for the last three weeks, but when she’d seen the look on
         Juliette’s face and caught the frantically anxious tone in her voice, Sophie’s affairs had instantly taken a backseat to Juliette’s
         and they’d remained there ever since.
    

      
      Gabriel and his brothers were none other than the four most famous archangels in existence: Michael the Warrior Angel, Uriel
         the Angel of Vengeance, Gabriel the Messenger Angel, and Azrael – the Angel of Death.
    

      
      He looks the part, Sophie thought now as she again stole a surreptitious glance at the beautiful man. He was too handsome. It was the kind
         of handsome that was difficult to look at. He had a Dorian Gray appearance about him that made her wonder whether he’d sold
         his soul so that he could look the way he did.
    

      
      According to Juliette, the Four Favored had come to Earth two thousand years ago in order to find something very precious
         to them: their mates. It sounded like something out of a werewolf romance, but there it was. Apparently the brother archangels
         had been given gifts by the Old Man in the form of four perfect female archangels. These, he called archesses. Before the archangels could claim them, however, the Old Man sent the archesses to
         Earth, and there they were scattered – lost to their mates for centuries. Lost, until now.
    

      
      
      For some reason, archesses seemed to be popping up all at once. Well, maybe not all at once, Sophie reasoned as she dutifully lifted the train of her best friend’s gorgeous wedding gown and followed her down the aisle
         toward the altar. After all, Juliette was only the second archess to be found of the four that had been created. Maybe it
         was only coincidence that she and the first archess had both made their appearances within months of each other. Still . . . two thousand years without anything, and then in the course of a few months, two archesses appear?
    

      
      Sophie glanced furtively toward Uriel, the first archangel of the four brothers to have met his archess. He also looked unbelievably
         handsome in his fitted tux, with his piercing green eyes and wavy dark hair. Uriel had been surprising enough for Sophie to
         take in because he was also Christopher Daniels, the famous actor who played Jonathan Brakes, the ‘good’ vampire in the hit
         movie Comeuppance.
    

      
      Azrael was harder for Sophie to come to grips with. Not only was he literally the most handsome man she had ever laid eyes
         on, but he was supposedly the lead singer for Valley of Shadow, which was at that moment the most popular rock band in the
         world.
    

      
      Once she’d processed the information, she’d realized it made a lot of sense. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death . . . How fitting, she thought.
    

      
      As the enigmatic lead singer of Valley, Azrael always took the stage wearing a black mask that hid half of his face from his
         fans. His voice crooned and hypnotized, pouring out over his audience with immense influence. His identity remained hidden.
    

      
      Sophie had been a breathless, swooning fan of Valley of Shadow since its inception. She’d been as mesmerized by the Masked One’s physique, charisma, presence, and otherworldly voice
         as every other woman in the world. When she downloaded his songs to her iPod, she was able to close her eyes and pretend that
         he was singing to her – and her alone. Hell, she even dreamed of him.
    

      
      Oh jeez, she thought as she flushed with both embarrassment and baffled anticipation at the memory. The bride took her place at the
         front of the altar and Sophie held her bouquet as the ceremony began. Sophie couldn’t believe she was actually standing there
         a few feet away from the Masked One. To say nothing of the fact that he was also an archangel. The Angel of Death, no less!
         Her mind spun with the implications.
    

      
      He’s looking at me. She could feel the archangel’s golden gaze searing into her from where he stood opposite her. She forced herself not to
         meet his gaze. She couldn’t do it again. Every time she glanced up at him, she felt that he was staring right through to her
         soul, reading her from the inside out, absorbing her very spirit with those piercing orbs of his. It was too much. And yet,
         even as she knew she shouldn’t because of the way it made her feel – she wanted to for the same reason.
    

      
      She was a moth to the flame.

      
      The vicar called for the rings and Sophie actually felt Azrael’s gaze lift. He gracefully pulled the set of heavy gold bands
         from the inside pocket of his black tux and handed them to the handsome groom. Gabriel took the rings with a very real smile
         and turned to face his bride.
    

      
      Sophie found herself transfixed by the image of Gabriel sliding the band onto Juliette’s slim finger. The knotted gold Celtic design winked in the moon- and candlelight. The ring fit Juliette perfectly, resting on her hand like a brand,
         final and complete, and Sophie imagined the tall and enigmatic Azrael sliding a ring on her own finger in the same fashion.
    

      
      And then she blinked. Her heart thudded hard behind her rib cage. She could almost feel the physical weight of the metal on
         her finger – and the heat of Azrael’s touch on her hand. Where the hell had that image come from? It had appeared out of nowhere,
         clear as day, and now it was refusing to fade away.
    

      
      Sophie felt her face flush with embarrassment at the thought. If he only knew what she was fantasizing about in that moment!

      
      With a start, she realized that the ceremony was over. The piper began to play ‘Amazing Grace,’ and Juliette and Gabriel kissed.
         The vicar said a few more words in Gaelic – which Juliette seemed to understand – and then she and Gabriel turned to head
         back down the makeshift aisle.
    

      
      It was the last night of the full moon. Its blue-white light cast the decorated castle and its grounds in stark, beautiful
         contrast. Streamers and ribbons of lace and satin had been strung between stone columns and draped over the battlements of
         Slains Castle so high above them. The waves of the waning tide crashed against the rocks far below, and seagulls sang the
         last piercing notes of their nightly lullabies.
    

      
      Roses and lavender scented the air, which was unnaturally warm for this time of year. While the rest of the people who had
         gathered to see the wedding – namely members of Gabriel’s clan – were unaware of the reason behind the unseasonable pleasantness,
         Sophie knew that the warm weather was due to Eleanore Granger, the first archess found by the Four Favored.
    

      
      Eleanore was Uriel’s archess and possessed powers much like Juliette’s – which Sophie was still trying to wrap her head around.
         Ellie and Jules could both control the weather to some extent, throw things around with telekinesis, manipulate fire where
         it already existed, and most importantly, they could heal.
    

      
      It was this power to heal wounds and sicknesses with no more than a touch that really set the archesses apart from every other
         supernatural creature in the world. And that was another thing Sophie had been forced to take in rather quickly. Apparently,
         archangels and archesses were not the only ones to inhabit the planet alongside unsuspecting humans. There were others out
         there – other beings with powers.
    

      
      Still, none of the other paranormals possessed the ability to mend injuries and pain. That power belonged to the archesses
         and to Michael and seemed to be limited solely to them.
    

      
      Juliette had sprung a lot on Sophie, to be sure. But luckily for Jules, Soph could handle it. She didn’t have a lot of memories
         from her early childhood. But what she did have from those precious days, she held on to with unequaled fierceness. She’d
         had six treasured years with her parents. They’d died in a car accident a week before her sixth birthday. Until that day,
         Sophie had been in paradise.
    

      
      Her mother had been an assistant curator at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. Her father had been a pilot.
         When he was out of town on a job, Sophie’s mother would take her to the museum after hours and the two of them would explore ancient Egyptian tombs and tell ghost stories in what Sophie called the Whale Room.
    

      
      Sophie’s mom, Genevieve Bryce, had been a unique woman possessed of an open mind. Nothing was impossible to her. ‘There are
         more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,’ she would quote from Shakespeare to Sophie. It was one of the few things she could
         remember her mother saying. Such things as magic and miracles were not pipe dreams upon which to fantasize, but very real
         possibilities to Genevieve. This respect for a world greater than human knowledge was passed on to Sophie, even in the six
         short years she had been with her parents.
    

      
      Luckily, it was enough; otherwise what Jules had told her over the last few days would have sent Sophie to the loony bin.
         Or convinced her that Jules belonged in one, anyway. If Sophie hadn’t been the person she was, Juliette would have had a much more difficult time bringing
         her best friend into the circle of archangel knowledge.
    

      
      Now that she was here, witnessing the archangels’ immense physical presences and intensely vivid gazes first-hand, she was
         definitely convinced that magic could exist. To say nothing of what Ellie was doing with her powers.
    

      
      There was also the small fact that Juliette had actually shown Sophie her wings. Real, honest-to-God wings. Apparently Juliette
         could control when they appeared and when they didn’t, which was fortunate, because the wings were massive, stretching to
         a good seven or eight feet on either side. Most impressive of all, perhaps, was the fact that the wings were actually functional.
    

      
      That one hurt a little. Sophie was happy for Juliette and all that she’d found in the last few weeks. Jules deserved the best. She was a kind soul and always had been. She was empathetic, understanding and giving, and Sophie was lucky to have
         her as a best friend. They’d met while in high school and during Sophie’s stay with her fifth set of foster parents. As luck
         would have it, and like so many people who became fast friends, they’d been given lockers right next to each other. Juliette
         noticed the Jack the Pumpkin King poster in Sophie’s locker and mentioned that she was going solo to a Reel Classics replay
         of The Nightmare Before Christmas that Friday night. There was almost no hesitation before she went on to ask Sophie whether she wanted to tag along. And that
         was it. Their friendship was almost magical, it happened so fast and formed so strong. That Juliette never judged Soph for
         her past or her lack of a ‘real’ family or, when they got older, a ‘proper’ education, was like a gift from the fates to Sophie.
         She didn’t know what she would do without Jules.
    

      
      And yet, when Juliette spread those magnificent wings of hers and beat the air with them and rose from the cliffside where
         they’d been standing, Sophie had experienced a pang of something she’d never before felt toward her friend. Jealousy. Envy.
    

      
      It was a sour, bitter kind of feeling that left a bad taste on her tongue and coiled tightly in the pit of her stomach. She
         couldn’t help it. She would give anything for the ability to leave Earth’s bonds and escape all that was trapped below. To
         rise above it all. She would give anything.
    

      
      Gabriel and Juliette reached the end of the aisle and Gabriel’s Scottish friends began tossing flower petals upon the couple.
         Hundreds of white rose petals cascaded down upon the bride and groom amid shouts of congratulations. It was a heartwarming
         scene, especially combined with the gorgeous music pouring forth from the pipers who stood like sentinels along the castle walls.
    

      
      ‘My best friend’s getting married,’ she whispered to herself, in awe as the enormity of the event finally hit her. Juliette
         laughingly pulled rose petals out of her mass of beautiful hair. And then Sophie watched as Juliette’s new husband leaned
         over and kissed her tenderly on the cheek. He closed his eyes, seemingly lost in the wonder that was his new bride.
    

      
      And Sophie smiled. ‘Congrats, Jules. You deserve him.’

      
      Azrael stood still in the men’s restroom of the portable guest- and bathhouse that had been erected outside of Slains Castle
         for his brother’s wedding. He was alone, and the air was filled with the hollow sound of foreboding. There was a storm brewing.
         It was a hurricane, hot and windy and destructive, and it was ripping through Azrael’s insides, begging to be released. He
         exhaled a shaky breath and pressed his forehead to the mirror in front of him, glancing up at his reflection as he did so.
    

      
      Another human myth gone horribly awry. Vampires did indeed have reflections. It was the wraiths that didn’t. Azrael bared
         his teeth and laughed a cold, hard laugh at the thought. The most asinine things were going through his head at that moment.
         The thoughts were like fireflies on a pitch-black night, chaotic and useless and utterly distracting.
    

      
      Sophie’s whispered thoughts echoed through his mind, taunting him. I would do anything. She’d been thinking about Juliette’s wings and wishing she could fly. If she’d had any idea how dangerously tempting her
         thoughts were . . . To say nothing of her reaction to the image he had so carelessly planted in her mind of the wedding ring
         sliding onto her finger. He hadn’t even meant to do it; he’d simply imagined it. However, he’d been in her head at the time, thoroughly rapt
         in all that she was, and she’d caught the impression clear as a bell.
    

      
      Her heart had skipped, her cheeks had flushed, and her lips had actually grown fuller as blood rushed into them. Her eyes
         had become glassy and unfocused. Her breath had hitched. And Azrael lost a little of his sanity then and there at his brother’s
         wedding.
    

      
      He’d never felt like this before. Not in his two thousand years on Earth – nor in the thousands upon thousands of years before
         that in the realm of angels. Never had he lost focus in this manner. He felt like he had the flu. But vampires didn’t get
         the flu. Archangels didn’t get the flu. The Angel of Death most certainly did not get the flu.
    

      
      Azrael swore under his breath – and the mirror in front of him cracked beneath his palm, slicing into the skin of his hand.
         He blinked and slowly pulled away, straightening as he turned his hand over and gazed down at the welling red line across
         his palm. Even as he watched, it began to heal.
    

      
      Azrael looked back up at the mirror and glared at the evidence of his rage. Lightning had indeed carved itself across the
         glass, a reflection of the storm that raged within him and was now breaking free. Get control, he told himself sternly. He was the most powerful vampire on Earth. If he couldn’t control his emotions, they would leak
         out in an incredibly destructive manner. Broken mirrors would be only the beginning.
    

      
      He needed to think. He needed to plan. But Sophie Bryce was two hundred yards away, a walking, talking piece of the sun, and
         Azrael was losing it.
    

      
      
      The lights in the men’s restroom began to flicker, and the shadows in the corners grew longer. The temperature in the room
         seemed to drop. Thunder rolled in the distance. Again Azrael swore. He was fighting a losing battle. The image in the broken
         mirror reflected a tall, broad-shouldered man draped in stygian black, his sable hair framing a strikingly handsome face that
         was entirely too pale. Eyes that were entirely too bright.
    

      
      And fangs that were entirely too long.

      
      With a great amount of effort, Azrael forced his fangs to recede. He couldn’t get rid of them completely; his incisors would
         always be noticeably sharp and a touch longer than human canines. But with a good deal of concentration, he was able to make
         them look passable. This was a learned vampire ability; new vampires had to practice at it, and it could sometimes take years.
    

      
      Azrael would know. When he had left his realm and traveled to Earth with his brothers two thousand years ago, something had
         happened to him. Michael’s theory was that what Azrael had done up until then as the Angel of Death somehow negatively influenced
         his material form on Earth. Unlike his brothers, Az had been transformed into some kind of supernatural monster.
    

      
      At the time there was no name for what he was. The fangs, the nearly unquenchable hunger for blood, the new and horrid deadly
         aversion to the sun – these symptoms had never existed in a being until Azrael came along. He was the first vampire. He gave
         himself the name because it sounded right.
    

      
      It took him months to learn to control the hunger inside. It had been a very painful period of time, and in the years since then, he had never forgotten the way it tore him up inside, shredding his soul like tissue paper. Now, every night as
         he awoke with the stars, he thanked fate that he no longer suffered. He still had to feed. It was necessary for the survival
         of a vampire that he ingest human blood every night. But his need had become a simple understanding of his physiology – and
         an acceptance of the same. He considered himself immensely fortunate and never took for granted the fact that he no longer
         craved and hungered the way he had in those horrid moments of vampiric inception.
    

      
      But tonight . . .

      
      Now, as Azrael stood in the men’s restroom outside of the castle, he was gripped by acidic, mind-numbing fear. Because he
         felt it again. It was the same driving kind of need – one that shoved every other thought or desire or inclination ruthlessly
         out of the way and threatened absolute subjugation. Only this time, it was focused. Directed.
    

      
      He hungered. He craved like a madman. But what he craved and hungered for was Sophie Bryce.

      
      His archess.

 



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      ‘Hey, Az? You in here?’
    

      
      Azrael looked up from where he bent over the sink, his head down, his hands gripping the porcelain with dangerous strength.
         Michael slowed as he came through the restroom door and caught sight of him. The blond archangel took in Azrael’s bent form,
         saw the reddish glow to his gold eyes, and his expression became wary. ‘You okay?’ he asked.
    

      
      For the first time in what seemed like ages, Azrael didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t sure how to respond to his brother.
         Was he okay?
    

      
      Not by a long shot.

      
      He straightened and ran his tongue over his teeth. They were in check. ‘I’m fine.’

      
      ‘You look hungry.’

      
      Azrael went with it. ‘I am.’ It certainly wasn’t a lie.

      
      ‘You haven’t fed tonight?’ Michael asked, his brow furrowed. If Azrael had bothered to read his brother’s mind at that point,
         he surely would have heard Michael thinking that it was Gabriel’s wedding – it was a big event – and that Az should have taken
         his meal before attending. Michael was right. And Az had fed before coming. He just hadn’t planned on the maid of honor being his archess.
    

      
      
      ‘I guess it wasn’t enough,’ he stated simply. His voice was as melodic as ever, but now it had a sharp edge to it.

      
      Michael studied him closely and Azrael kept his features neutral. Michael had always more or less acted as the ‘leader’ of
         the four brothers, and for good reason. He was good at leading because he was good at reading others. He didn’t need to be
         able to read Azrael’s mind to know that he was lying.
    

      
      ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ Michael asked calmly.

      
      Azrael took a slow, deep breath and turned away from his brother to once more glance at his reflection in the mirror. He could
         have come clean in that moment. He could have told Michael about Sophie. But he didn’t, and there were a thousand reasons
         why.
    

      
      Michael was the Old Man’s favorite. It was the main bone of contention between the brothers and Samael, the archangel they
         were consistently at odds with – Michael unwittingly usurping that particular throne. And yet, against all logic, Michael
         would be the last to find his archess. Why was that? If Az told him about Sophie, Michael would wonder if he’d done something
         wrong. How had he fallen out of the Old Man’s favor?
    

      
      He would ask, and he would get no answers. The four of them had been involuntarily out of touch with the Old Man since their
         arrival on Earth. Michael would be left to speculate, and the notion would drive him nuts. That was bad enough. Az didn’t
         want his brother to suffer in such a manner.
    

      
      To make things worse, Michael would grow antsy and distracted. At the moment, the former Warrior Archangel was a cop for the
         NYPD. He was understandably their best officer. He was an archangel, after all. Michael alone prevented more homicides and beatings and rapes than all the other members of the precinct combined. It wouldn’t be good for
         him to suddenly become distracted. How many humans would suffer for it?
    

      
      Then again . . . the archesses were the reason the Four Favored were on Earth to begin with. It was for their mates – and
         not for the good of the human race – that Azrael and his brothers currently resided on the planet. Where did they draw the
         line between circumstance and responsibility?
    

      
      Still, Michael’s current lack of an archess wasn’t Azrael’s only reason for remaining silent about Sophie.

      
      While Az had been standing across from Sophie beside Gabriel and Juliette at the altar, he had dipped into his archess’s mind.
         He hadn’t been able to help himself. She was three feet away – and he’d needed to be closer. He couldn’t touch her. He couldn’t
         kiss her. He couldn’t step forward, wrap her in his dark embrace, and take her to the skies.
    

      
      So he’d settled for allowing his mind to touch hers instead. At once, the difference between her mind and those of other humans
         was staggeringly clear. The spirit of an archess was almost painfully complex and bright; like ninety trillion fiberglass
         lights woven in and out and over and through in a labyrinth of thought and possibility. Unlike sweeping up the dust-mote thoughts
         of humans, reading an archess or archangel mind took concentration.
    

      
      Sophie’s was even more complex than the others. At first, Azrael hadn’t understood why. He’d simply been silently astounded
         by the impossibly intricate networking of her brain. But as he stood there and tuned the vicar out and concentrated on Sophie,
         he’d become more clear as to why she posed such a puzzle.
    

      
      
      Her surface thoughts made his body come alive with something he’d never felt before. During his existence, he’d experienced
         pain, yes. He’d felt hunger and sadness, hopelessness and despair. He’d even felt the serenity of resignation that came with
         the knowledge that these things were a part of life – and, in his case would go on forever.
    

      
      Then he heard Sophie’s words to herself. He has an archess out there, Soph. You can’t have him, no matter how freaking hot he and his long black hair and gold eyes
            and insanely gorgeous voice are. At the sound of those softly whispered mental words, Azrael had felt something entirely new. It was a tingly sensation combined
         with a horrid restlessness that bordered on severe anxiety. It was anticipation. It was happiness. It was hope.
    

      
      Sophie Bryce was into him. He had almost laughed aloud at the realization. It was an incredibly modern endearment and it was such an understatement
         of a sentiment when compared with the astounding importance of the situation. But that was what had gone through his head
         nonetheless. And it was something.
    

      
      However, once Azrael finished relishing the magic of her surface thoughts and began delving deeper, his tingly jubilation
         was smothered in a blanket of confusion. She was light and warmth on top – and shadows underneath. Sophie hadn’t led the easiest
         life. Her parents had been killed in a car accident when she was six years old. She went from foster home to foster home,
         each worse than the one before.
    

      
      It was as if the archess were cursed. She was surrounded by abuse and death, and with each passing year under these circumstances,
         her mind had woven more mazes for her to get lost in. Ways for her to forget.
    

      
      
      There were bits of her past, in fact, that even he couldn’t reach. Not easily, anyway. He was the Angel of Death and the oldest, most powerful vampire in the world. He could
         have ripped the memories from her if he’d chosen to, but she would know he was doing it and she would experience them again
         herself. She would remember things that her mind had obviously wanted her to forget. Azrael wouldn’t do such a thing to a
         normal human being. There was no way in hell he would do it to his archess.
    

      
      He had taken a mental step back and reined himself in. If she had secrets, he would let her keep them – for now. He’d gleaned
         enough anyway. He knew now that she had been through so much suffering in her young life, she was officially afraid of the
         human race, no matter how tough she pretended to be.
    

      
      Sophie was unnaturally attractive, and that attractiveness had earned her various unpleasant attacks from foster fathers and
         a few strangers. As a result, Sophie didn’t date much. She wasn’t physically ‘innocent,’ but she was as spiritually innocent
         as they came.
    

      
      She currently worked as a maid in a hotel due to a lack of higher education, but she longed to one day open her own dance
         studio where she could teach children.
    

      
      Children, she trusted. It was an inherent need of hers to surround herself with the happy childhoods that she herself had
         not been granted.
    

      
      She had been wounded, and moving too quickly with her would only reopen those wounds.

      
      If Azrael told Michael that Sophie was Az’s archess, Michael might intervene. He might do something that made Sophie aware
         of the situation. Michael didn’t like lies. He didn’t like secrets. He would come clean with Sophie – about everything – in an attempt to draw her immediately into the fold.
         He would tell her, point-blank, what she was and he would tell her what Az was; vampire and all.
    

      
      Az didn’t want that. Not yet. He didn’t want to do anything that might scare her away.

      
      Watching Uriel and Gabriel with their mates had been an educational experience. An archess had to grow to love her archangel
         unconditionally. She had to learn to trust him and had to give herself over to him completely. Sophie would never do that
         with Azrael if she was pushed. She was a rare bird, and just as delicate as one. She needed time.
    

      
      This wasn’t going to be easy, and Azrael didn’t need anyone making it harder on him. For now, Michael didn’t have to know.

      
      ‘It’s nothing,’ he finally lied.

      
      Michael stood there, a few feet away, in the men’s restroom and simply watched Azrael. Az reached out and brushed his brother’s
         mind. Michael was well aware that Az was lying. The good news was that Michael had his own ideas as to what was wrong. The
         blond archangel thought that Az might simply be jealous. He was wondering whether watching two of his brothers find their
         archesses was putting pressure on the former Angel of Death.
    

      
      Fine, Az thought. Let him believe it.
    

      
      Several more beats of quiet followed before Michael broke the silence by clearing his throat. ‘I have a favor to ask,’ he
         said, changing the subject and letting the issue drop with practiced grace.
    

      
      ‘Ask it,’ Azrael replied.

      
      ‘I want to bring McFarlan in on something that is going on in New York. It’s a rape case, but I think something nonhuman is involved. Randall’s expertise and talents would really
         come in handy.’
    

      
      Randall McFarlan was one of the vampires Azrael had created over the last two thousand years. He was a wise man, an ex-cop,
         and had helped Michael on occasion in the past.
    

      
      Azrael nodded, just once. It was a simple response, but his brother knew it well and was satisfied with it. ‘Thanks,’ Michael
         said. ‘I know this isn’t really the right time or place, but it’s been on my mind and you’ve been out of reach.’
    

      
      That was true. Az had been returning to the mansion only to sleep lately. His job as the Masked One was keeping him busy.
         And this case had been bothering Michael. Az had caught a few of his brother’s surface thoughts of late, and many of them were troubled by
         a serial rapist case that hinted at something supernatural.
    

      
      Michael straightened, taking a quick breath. ‘Why don’t you go get something to eat and I’ll let Gabe know,’ he said, changing
         the subject once again. He dropped his head a little and his gaze slipped to the floor. ‘And be careful,’ he added. ‘The Adarians
         are still out there.’
    

      
      Azrael considered that for a moment. The Adarians were a separate race of archangels who had caused nothing but trouble for
         them over the last few months due to the fact that their leader was hell-bent on getting his hands on an archess of his own.
         Michael was right. They were still out there and no one knew when or where they would strike next.
    

      
      Az didn’t strictly need to feed again that night, but doing so might not only help him prepare in case the Adarians did attack,
         it would also strengthen his resolve and fortify his will where Sophie was concerned. He was going to have to take things one step at a time with her, and every little bit of strength he could come by would help him see this to fruition.
    

      
      He turned to step past his brother, but Michael’s hand on his chest stopped him. Azrael was taller than Michael by an inch
         or so. He was taller than everyone. He looked down into Michael’s blue, blue eyes and waited.
    

      
      ‘I’m here for you,’ Michael told him. ‘You know that.’

      
      Again, Azrael brushed his brother’s mind. Flashes of memories were assaulting the Warrior Archangel. He was remembering their
         first few horrible days on Earth. The pain he had endured on Azrael’s behalf had been much more immense than Az had been capable
         of appreciating. Michael had been there for him in those hellish moments. He always would be.
    

      
      ‘I know,’ Az admitted softly. Michael dropped his hand and Azrael waited a few more seconds before moving past him and through
         the door.
    

      
      ‘Soph, there you are.’

      
      Sophie turned from the view she had been lost in as Juliette stepped through the open archway of the castle ruins. ‘Wow, girl,’
         Sophie whispered. ‘Have I told you how awesome you look in that dress?’
    

      
      ‘Only about a thousand times.’ Juliette laughed.

      
      ‘You’re gorgeous, Mrs Archangel,’ Sophie said, smiling broadly. She’d never seen Juliette so radiant. So happy. It made her
         already beautiful features glow with impossible perfection.
    

      
      Juliette smiled and shrugged her shoulders shyly. ‘Thanks.’ She bent, lifted the mass of her white wedding gown, and joined
         Sophie on the cliff’s edge. The wedding ceremony had taken place at night and the reception, also at Slains Castle, had gone on long into the evening hours. It was
         now very early morning and the threat of dawn lightened the smooth, eternal edge of the North Sea. The seagulls were already
         hard at work hunting for their food; their cries pierced the morning air along with the crashing of the waves against the
         black rocks below.
    

      
      ‘I heard that Gabriel’s brothers actually bought Slains Castle for you,’ Sophie said, unable to take her eyes off the view
         once more.
    

      
      Juliette sighed happily beside her. ‘Can you believe it?’ she asked softly. ‘I’m pretty sure this is the most beautiful place
         in the world. This – right here. And I get to wake up to it every morning.’
    

      
      Sophie turned to face her best friend. ‘You deserve it, Jules. And as long as you invite me for a visit every summer, I’ll
         forgive you for moving out of the country.’
    

      
      Once she said it, Sophie realized that the truth of the statement had been bothering her. It had been there, in the back of
         her mind, niggling at her. Ever since she’d heard that the castle was now Juliette’s, she’d known that it could mean only
         one thing. Juliette would leave the States and move to Scotland permanently. She loved the land of the thistle too much to
         do otherwise. Scotland was in Juliette’s blood.
    

      
      Juliette gave Sophie a sidelong glance and then nodded. ‘I knew you would figure it out even before I did,’ she said. ‘And
         you’re right. This is where I want to live.’
    

      
      Sophie waited a few seconds and then said, ‘I guess it’s okay if I tell you, then.’

      
      Juliette turned to fully face her. ‘Tell me what?’

      
      
      Soph smiled what felt to her like an awkward smile. It was half happy and half extremely nervous. She’d been wanting to share
         this particular news with Juliette for weeks now, but Jules had been in Scotland and more or less incommunicado. And then
         she’d met an archangel – and things had gotten complicated, to say the least.
    

      
      Now, just after the wedding and while Jules was still wearing her gown, was probably not the best time to share it either.
         Juliette was about to embark on her honeymoon and Sophie was still reeling from the twenty minutes she’d spent standing a
         few very short feet from the lead singer of Valley of Shadow.
    

      
      The mere thought of the man made Sophie’s insides heat up almost painfully.

      
      But the subject of moving had brought Sophie’s secret rushing back to her, and now she simply had to get it out. There was
         no reason for her to stay in Pennsylvania, especially now that Jules wouldn’t be there any longer. There was also no reason
         why Jules wouldn’t be happy for her.
    

      
      ‘I got a scholarship to Berkeley,’ she said quietly, feeling a rush of elation even as she admitted it. It was the first time
         she’d said it out loud. It was like she’d been afraid she would jinx it.
    

      
      Over the years, Sophie had acted in countless plays and musicals. It was one of the ways she had made money while working
         various minimum-wage jobs. The roles didn’t pay much, but they reminded her of her mother, who had been a big fan of Shakespeare
         and of the arts in general.
    

      
      On Halloween, Sophie almost always managed to dress up in three different costumes for the chance to act out the roles of
         three different people or monsters. She liked losing herself in a role and escaping from her own life for a while. But what she really loved to do was dance. She’d wanted to be a dancer since she was a child and she and her mother had spontaneously begun dancing
         in the aisle at the grocery store. Sophie’s mother had loved music, and it was one of the genetic, bone-deep, instinctive
         things that she and her mother had in common. There was something about slipping into the lyrics and letting them take over
         that had always appealed to both of them. It was like acting without having to speak.
    

      
      When Sophie lost her parents, music carried her past the pain and fear and loneliness. At the orphanage, she wore her earbuds
         day and night. And when she was alone? She moved to that music. And she was good at it. Not that anyone but her closest friends knew this.
    

      
      As it was for so many little girls, getting a degree in dance and somehow earning a living through it was a dream. For Sophie,
         it was an especially impossible one. She was an orphan, after all. Money was tight or nonexistent, and she lacked the essential
         support of proud, advocating parents.
    

      
      So she shelved the idea of dancing professionally. Then, a year ago, she’d realized that she was twenty-five and wasn’t getting
         any younger. Most of her friends were pursuing advanced studies. Like Juliette. For a dancer, she was especially old. Dancers became prima ballerinas at age fifteen. At twenty? They were nearly finished with their careers.
    

      
      At this point Sophie was no longer interested in being in the spotlight onstage. She would always love dance, but her priorities
         had changed with age. Now she was far more interested in learning whatever it took to teach dance to others. In particular,
         she wanted to teach children.
    

      
      
      Regardless, time wasn’t waiting for her.

      
      And with that realization came the nerve Sophie needed to finally give it a try. She took the necessary exams and filled out
         applications. Berkeley was a shot in the dark; she only applied there because if she could get in, then she could rest easy
         knowing that the money her parents had left her was going toward an education at one of the best schools in the world.
    

      
      She’d never expected to actually get in, much less to receive a scholarship. But being an orphan had helped on that front,
         since considerable financial assistance was often available for such prospective students. And now here she was. If she wanted
         to, she could begin classes in the fall.
    

      
      San Francisco was outrageously expensive, but luckily for Sophie, her parents had left her a bit of money when they’d died.
         It wasn’t much, but it was enough to help pay for a place to live. Sophie had been granted access to the account when she’d
         turned twenty-one, but she’d never touched it. To her, it felt like all that was left of her parents’ legacy. She didn’t want
         to squander it on something perishable. And everything seemed that way to her – perishable.
    

      
      But not this. This was knowledge. It was a solid foundation upon which she could stand. She could live with spending her inheritance
         on an education. It was perhaps the one thing in the world worthy of its cost to Sophie.
    

      
      She had also saved most of the money she’d made working as a housekeeper at various hotels in Pittsburgh. She loved the job.
         She just put on her iPod, let AC/DC or Leonard Cohen or Valley of Shadow seep into her bones, and danced her way through the
         rooms, making each one as welcoming as possible. She was good at her job, and though it didn’t pay much – just enough for rent, food, and clothes – she almost never failed to receive a tip when her clients left.
         More often than not, there would be a twenty sitting on the bedside table with a note of thanks. Or a ten-dollar bill and
         a hand-drawn picture from a five-year-old. These tips she put into the same savings account that held her parents’ money.
    

      
      She’d received the acceptance letter from Berkeley almost four weeks ago, and the fact that it was in a ginormous envelope
         filled with a folder and course catalogs had given the acceptance away even before Sophie had read the words on the front
         page. The acceptance and scholarship constituted a change in her luck that she was completely unprepared for. She hadn’t known
         how to react to it. She was afraid that if she was too happy, the fates would take it away from her. If she celebrated, she
         would ruin it. She was afraid to brag, afraid to even smile.
    

      
      Now, finally speaking the words out loud had a dual effect on her. It was liberating. And it was also terrifying.

      
      For a moment, Juliette just stared at her and blinked. Sophie was sure that a number of questions were most likely going through
         her best friend’s head: Berkeley? Sophie applied to school? When did this happen? A full scholarship?

      
      And then a smile spread across Juliette’s face and her green-brown eyes glittered with understanding. ‘So that’s why you were talking about going back to school the other day,’ she said, referring to the afternoon that she and Sophie
         had spent walking through the Hogsmeade-style streets of Edinburgh. The subject had turned to school and aging and now Juliette
         obviously put two and two together and figured out why. Sophie had been thinking of her own situation, her own acceptance,
         and the fact that she would be a twenty-five-year-old freshman working on her undergrad degree at one of the most famous universities in the world.
    

      
      Sophie mirrored Juliette’s smile and nodded. ‘Yeah, I guess it was.’

      
      Juliette turned to fully face her and took Sophie’s hands in her own. Her smile was so genuine, it melted Sophie’s heart.
         Again, she was struck by how lucky she was to have a friend like Juliette. It was what Sophie imagined having a sister would
         be like.
    

      
      ‘I’m sorry I can’t act surprised,’ Juliette said with a laugh. ‘’Cause I’m not. I knew you would break down and apply one
         day, and I knew they would beg you to come once you did.’ And then Juliette’s eyes were shiny with what looked like tears.
         ‘You’re a dancer, Soph. I bet your audition tape knocked ’em dead.’ They hugged. A wealth of unspoken congratulations for
         each other passed between them in that moment. They both had a lot to be grateful for.
    

      
      ‘Can I get in on this?’ came a deep brogue.

      
      Sophie pulled away enough to see Gabriel Black, Juliette’s new husband, standing on the stone steps of the castle behind them.
         His silver eyes were shining and his smile was stunning. He looked like a model in a tuxedo catalog, too good to be real.
         And then Michael and Uriel joined him on the top step. The three of them together in their respective finery was a breathtaking
         sight. Sophie blushed and Juliette laughed.
    

      
      But under the blush, Sophie realized she felt something else. Azrael wasn’t with his brothers. Where is he? she wondered. It was incredibly disconcerting to find that she felt immense disappointment.
    

      
      Oh no, she thought. I’m crushing on him bad. No, it was worse than a crush. Sophie actually felt an ache in her chest as she stood there and scanned the faces of the men before her. She just wanted them to be Azrael. She would have traded them
         all for his tall frame and golden eyes.
    

      
      My God, she thought as she swallowed hard. I just met him! One night – a few short hours – and I’m obsessed. I need to get out of here. She could feel her smile slipping, and just as she knew her friend would, Jules noticed. Out of the corner of her eye, Sophie
         could see Jules do a double take.
    

      
      ‘Soph?’ Jules asked, her tone concerned. ‘You okay?’

      
      ‘I’m fine,’ Sophie swore, feeling at once guilty for the lie. I need to get back to the States and move to San Fran before I start stalking him, she told herself. She glanced up from Juliette to find Michael’s impossibly blue eyes pinning her to the rock upon which
         she stood. He seemed to be looking right through her. She remembered that he was a cop. It fit him because she felt as if
         he were reading her for clues.
    

      
      ‘I just forgot to eat, that’s all,’ she insisted.

      
      ‘Well, we can’t have that,’ said Michael. He came forward, as did Uriel, and the two men hooked their arms in Sophie’s. She
         could have inhaled her tongue right then and there. It was an immensely strange feeling to be touched in such a friendly manner
         by two men of their stature. Not only were they gorgeous – they were archangels.
    

      
      And yet . . . they weren’t Az.

      
      Still, she couldn’t help the deepening of her blush as they pulled her away from Juliette, whom Sophie could hear laughing
         and softly speaking with her new husband where they left them overlooking the North Sea.
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