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			PROLOGUE

			Up until a few minutes ago, here’s what I thought I knew about my life.

			Eleven days ago I was living in Pandanus Beach with my best friend, Maggie, holding down a job at the library, grieving for my twin brother Jude. I thought I was a backpacker; I thought I’d watched Jude die in a crumpled mess of metal and petrol and dust. I thought I was learning to get on with my life, despite weird and gruesome dreams that featured hell-beasts and mutilations.

			Then Rafa came to town. Violence followed – and some mind-bending news. I wasn’t nineteen: I was a hundred and thirty-nine. I wasn’t a high school drop-out estranged from my parents: I was part of the Rephaim – a society of half-angel, half-humans. My father was one of the Fallen, a band of disgraced archangels banished from heaven and sent to hell thousands of years ago for seducing human women. A hundred and forty years ago, led by Semyaza, they broke out and did the same thing all over again. And then they disappeared without a trace. The only one of the Fallen who abstained was Nathaniel. He’s the one who gathered together the Fallen’s bastard babies and made us into a society. Raised us into an army and created a base for us at the Sanctuary. Called us the Rephaim. He murdered our mothers to do it – not that anyone but Jude and I knew about it until a few moments ago.

			Nathaniel claims our destiny is to find our Fallen fathers and turn them in: hand them over to the Angelic Garrison. But we’re not the only ones hunting them. Hell’s Gatekeeper demons are also tracking them, and are itching to destroy the Rephaim along the way.

			My role in all this is complicated.

			About a decade ago, there was a major split among the Rephaim over what should happen if we actually found our fathers. Jude and twenty-three others including Rafa rebelled. They left the Sanctuary and became Outcasts. I should have walked out with them, but I didn’t.

			Then, a year ago, Jude and I made up. Jason – our cousin, who’d been hiding from Nathaniel all these years – reached out to us. He told us about a young girl in his family who had visions. She’d seen something important involving me and Jude, so we went to see her. At that point, as far as anyone knew, we disappeared. Both factions of the Rephaim assumed we’d betrayed them; that we’d found the Fallen – and it got us killed.

			But we were alive. With no memory of being Rephaim or what we’d done, each thinking the other was dead. Me living in Pandanus Beach with my grief. Until Rafa found me and told me who I was. Helped me find Jude. Reunited me with my brother, who seemed to take the truth better than I did. Who fitted back into his Rephaite skin so much quicker than me.

			A few days ago, we discovered there’s a family in Iowa that hates us; has done for generations. They claim to receive divine guidance about how to protect the world from us, including building an iron-lined room capable of trapping Rephaim despite our supernatural abilities. A family who lost a woman and teenager, horribly killed when demons overran that farm and took control of the iron room.

			Then the demons took Rafa and Taya.

			We rescued them. Got them back and destroyed the iron room. Along the way, we found out that Mya – de facto leader of the Outcasts – is actually a member of the family in Iowa. She gave herself away when she saved Rafa and me yesterday, then she went to ground. 

			And now the Gatekeepers are headed for Pan Beach to draw the Rephaim into a fight that could end us – or jumpstart a prophesied war between heaven and hell.

			A few minutes ago, Rafa, Jude and I rallied a crew of Outcasts and Sanctuary Rephaim to head to Pan Beach to try to stop the Gatekeepers tearing apart the town I love.

			But on the way here, everything changed.

			A few minutes ago, I didn’t know my own story. Why I stayed at the Sanctuary when Jude and the others left to become Outcasts. What secrets Rafa was keeping from me. A few minutes ago, I didn’t know what Jude and I were doing when we had our memories taken from us.

			The difference between now and a few minutes ago?

			Now I remember it all.

		

	
		
			 

			NOW

			 

		

	
		
			 

			AWAKENINGS

			Jude and I are looking at each other. Watching. Sunlight streams through the window, warms my back. I can hear the surf pounding the beach a block away. A magpie somewhere outside. My room smells of stale coffee and the half-melted vanilla-bean candle in a mason jar by my bed. My chest is a storm of emotion, thunderous and insistent.

			‘What do you remember?’ Jude keeps his voice low, doesn’t move closer. 

			I bite my lip. Memory after memory rises up like a wave, crashes down, replaced by another. They just keep coming.

			‘Gaby, we need to talk.’

			‘I know. Just . . .’

			I close my eyes. I’m unhinged, spinning. There’s a tornado under my ribs, surging and tearing at me. Voices in the kitchen, louder now. Mick Butler. Zak. Micah. Daisy. Footsteps in the hallway. I force my eyes open, let the world back in. 

			‘Gabe.’ Ez steps into the doorway. ‘What do you want us to do with the Butlers and their crew?’ Daisy appears between Ez and Jude, still rattled about having chosen to defy the Sanctuary and come with us.

			I cast around for some thought to anchor me to the moment. Demons are coming to tear Pan Beach apart. 

			That’ll do.

			I remember where I am. Who I am. ‘They’re human. They need to go home and sleep. We’ll catch up later at the Imperial.’ My voice is steadier than I expect. ‘Tell Mick to stay off the mountain.’

			Ez frowns. ‘Are you okay?’ She looks at Jude and then back at me. ‘What’s happened?’

			I shake my head. Swallow. My heart is racing. Ez and Daisy are going to hear my pulse if I don’t get out of here. ‘Just relieved to be home.’ 

			Home.

			‘When are you going to Rafa’s?’ Ez asks. ‘We need to get  everyone together to talk tactics.’

			My stomach does a neat somersault. ‘Soon,’ I say. ‘I need a run.’ Because if I don’t burn energy soon, the chaos in my gut is going to rip me open.

			‘A run?’ Daisy says. ‘Like, now?’

			‘Yep.’ My mouth is dry.

			‘What about everyone else? Shouldn’t we be—’

			‘You can all chill for half an hour. We’ll work out a plan when I’m back.’ I’m talking too fast. I look around for my running gear, spy three-quarter tights in the pile of clean washing on my desk. ‘I need to change.’ I force myself to make eye contact with Daisy. ‘I won’t be long.’

			‘I’ll come with you.’

			‘No.’ It comes out too loud. Daisy stares at me, her straight red hair tucked behind her ears. Freckled cheeks flushed. ‘I need . . . space.’

			Ez’s forehead is still creased. ‘But you’ll call into Rafa’s?’

			I nod, non-committal, and kick off my boots.

			The voices in the kitchen are louder. Micah’s arguing with Rusty. Ez gives a meaningful glance in their direction. ‘I need to sort out these clowns. Daisy – a hand?’ Ez disappears back down the hallway. Daisy catches my eye for a second, shakes her head in frustration, and follows.

			Jude stays. ‘Can we talk?’

			Anger stirs – or the memory of it. I can’t tell what’s real and what’s an echo right now. ‘Let me get my head straight.’ 

			‘Gaby—’

			I grab a t-shirt and my running shoes and shift next door to Maggie’s room without looking at him. I stand for a moment, my breathing quick and ragged, thoughts tumbling.

			Maggie’s bed is neatly made but her work table is a jumble of cloth bolts and patterns. Her sketchbook is closed, half-covered by a crimson shawl she started knitting last week. Chanel No. 5 still lingers. It brings another flood of memories – more recent – of cooking with Maggie in our kitchen, walking down the hill to work together, sharing the bathroom mirror. Drinking beer in our regular seats at Rick’s, overlooking the esplanade. 

			My throat tightens. I need to run. Now. 

			I shift with the shoes in my hand. It’s easy now, like walking. I pinpoint my arrival to a spot behind a hulking fig tree on the rainforest track. The path is empty under the leafy canopy. I stomp my foot on the trunk to jam my heel into the trainer. I don’t realise how much I’m shaking until the third time I fumble the laces.

			Quick hamstring and calf stretches. I fix my eyes on the track, anticipating the cool air against my skin, the burn in my muscles. I need the release. I need the escape.

			But I already know I can’t outrun the thing I’m trying to avoid.

			The truth.

		

	
		
			 

			11 YEARS AGO

		

	
		
			 

			ANOTHER DAY IN PARADISE

			I don’t want to be here.

			I’m still wound tight from yesterday. It’s hard not to be. I wish my katana was closer but it’s hidden a few metres away, out of sight. I haven’t even got a knife in my boot: we’re not in a boot-wearing kind of place.

			‘Drink up.’ Rafa gestures to the fishbowl glass in front of me. Frothy pink bubbles fizz at the edges. I pick out the umbrella and take a sip through a fat plastic straw. The assault is instant: strawberry, coconut, Grand Marnier. Sickly sweet with the consistency of wet cement. I unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth.

			‘Yep. Disgusting.’

			We’re at yet another bar. We’ve been to hundreds over the years, maybe thousands – I’ve lost count. Usually it’s all dull lighting, nicotine haze and stained carpet. Not tonight. Tonight we’re outdoors under a thatched roof, breathing in sea air laced with exotic flowers and kerosene from torches lining the beach. Waves break beyond the guttering flames with gentle monotony. Couples with unnaturally vivid drinks stand chatting, skin scorched from the day’s sun. Candles in jam jars are scattered around on crates. A guy with tribal tattoos and a wide, happy face strums an acoustic guitar in the  corner. 

			Behind the bar, Jude tosses cocktail bottles like a seasoned pro and flirts with two blondes in sarongs. Daisy is next to him, slicing fruit, barely watching what she’s doing with the knife. It’s as if yesterday never happened. Not the undersea earthquake a few hundred metres offshore here; not the shit-storm back home.

			Yesterday the island shuddered. A few kilometres inland, an old church cracked and slumped and the road split in two. The locals rode out the aftershocks and waited for the repercussions from the sea. Jittery tourists held their breath.

			Not all that different from what was going on at the Sanctuary. Jude and Nathaniel arguing. Again. The rest of us keeping our heads down, waiting for the aftermath. The ground shifting under our feet.

			But now, with the sea again calm and the sky a crisp blanket of stars, it’s hard to believe the world was almost upside down yesterday – here or there. Ez and Zak are at a table behind me. Half-watching the shadows beyond the torches, mostly watching each other. Whispering, frowning. It’s not the earthquake they’re worried about, or even the promise of Gatekeepers sniffing around; it’s what’s going on between Jude and Nathaniel.

			I straighten and stretch my neck side to side. ‘I really need to hit something.’

			Rafa’s mouth quirks. ‘I know what you need.’

			‘In your dreams.’ I know where this is going: it’s been the same banter for about five decades now. Usually he saves it for an audience.

			‘In my dreams, Gabe, you end up slick with sweat and moaning.’

			‘I have food poisoning?’

			He laughs, a beer halfway to his lips. Condensation drips from the bottle. He’s completely at ease here: three-quarter cargoes, frayed t-shirt, bare feet. ‘I’m just saying that if you need distracting, I’m your man.’

			‘If I wanted to go places everyone else has been, Rafa, I’d take a trip to Disneyland.’

			He leans in closer. ‘Yeah, but don’t you want to know why everyone loves Space Mountain?’

			Jude walks down the bar and pushes a fresh beer in front of Rafa. ‘Dude, what have I told you about talking that shit to my sister? At least where I can hear you.’ He glances at my glass, still full. ‘You’re not even trying.’

			‘I’m not in the mood.’

			‘That’s not the point. You’re insulting my bar skills.’

			This game of ours started forty years ago in Mongolia when he dared me to drink banana liqueur in yak’s milk.

			‘So? You planning to make this a full-time career?’

			Jude shrugs but it’s too quick, too jerky. ‘Depends on what happens when we get home.’

			‘It’s not going to come to that.’

			‘It might.’

			We share a long look. This secret we’ve been carrying for over a century has grown heavy on both of us. The weight of it makes every other frustration cut deeper, sting longer. It’s the reason Jude keeps pushing Nathaniel. Well, that and calculated agitation from Mya. 

			She’s around somewhere. She’s the reason I’d rather be anywhere but on this island right now.

			Rafa rests his forearms either side of his glass. ‘You two are such drama queens. It’ll sort itself out.’

			I ignore him and nod down the bar at the cluster of bare chests, boardshorts and bikinis. ‘What’s the story here?’ 

			Jude follows my gaze. ‘None of them can surf for shit.’

			‘And . . . ?’

			‘The pit scum haven’t made an appearance.’ 

			‘There’s still a chance the fault line is a lead,’ I say.

			‘Come on, sending us here was an excuse to keep us distracted. Nothing more.’

			‘Maybe. But Malachi and Taya saw Gatekeepers two islands over yesterday.’

			Jude grabs a dishcloth and wipes up a beer spill with a deft flick of his wrist. ‘Zarael and his horde are as bored as us. If there was even half a chance the Fallen disappeared from here, the place would be crawling with demons and hellions. And Nathaniel would be looking over our shoulders by now.’

			A brunette with bronzed skin in a soft cotton dress lifts an empty glass in Jude’s direction. He smiles at her. It takes a second for it to reach his eyes. ‘Well look, someone actually likes my cocktails.’ He slides a glass from the rack above his head, tosses and catches it. He moves away from us. ‘Same again?’

			Rafa taps his thumb on the bar. ‘When this is done, I’m taking him to San Fran.’

			‘Who’s in San Fran?’ Because with these two, it’s always a ‘who’.

			‘Two European history majors who go weak at the knees when we speak French to them. Your brother needs to blow off steam. Given how twitchy you are, you should come with us.’

			‘Yeah, ’cause there’s nothing I enjoy more than watching you two hook up.’

			‘So find your own entertainment. Seriously, how long’s it been?’

			I fiddle with the straw in my drink. It’s been almost a year, but I’m not telling Rafa that. I happen to be fussy about who I blow off steam with.

			‘Anyone else going?’

			‘Jones and Daisy.’

			‘And?’

			‘Me.’

			I don’t bother twisting round to see who it is.

			‘Got a problem with that?’ 

			Mya leans on the bar, not too close. She’s smart enough not to crowd me. She’s wearing a turquoise bikini and a see-through white sarong tied low on her hips. Blonde hair frames her face. Her lips are glossy, her eyes shaded with kohl.

			I ignore her and she drums short black fingernails on the bar. ‘Jude,’ she calls out. ‘Make me something special.’

			Daisy bangs her knife on the chopping board, halving a watermelon with enough force to split a skull.

			‘I thought we’d see action today,’ Mya says. ‘Maybe we should’ve made our presence more obvious.’

			I pick at my straw, push it around in my drink. ‘We’re here to investigate the fault line, not provoke a brawl with demons.’

			‘Yeah, but who follows orders?’

			‘We do.’

			Rafa scoffs. I ignore him.

			‘That’s the problem with you lot,’ Mya says. ‘Not enough independent thought.’

			I finally face her. ‘No,’ I say carefully, ‘the problem is people who confuse arrogance with independent thought.’

			She holds my gaze. ‘Yeah, I can imagine that’d be a bitch.’ A taunting smile, and she saunters down the other end of the bar to watch Jude pour the electric blue cocktail he’s made for her.

			‘When are you going to cut her some slack?’ Rafa says, amused as always by how much Mya aggravates me. ‘She’s good value.’

			‘For what, trouble?’

			‘Says you, who can’t go a day without goading her. Honestly, Gabe, I don’t get it. It’s been a year—’

			‘Exactly: one year. And she struts around the Sanctuary like she owns the place.’ I push my drink away. ‘She’s next to useless in a fight, has already made an arse out of Malachi by screwing him and dumping him, and she’s—’

			My phone rings. I answer without seeing who it is. 

			‘Hello.’ It comes out clipped.

			‘Gabe?’

			I look right at Rafa. ‘Daniel.’

			Rafa rolls his eyes and takes a long drink of beer. 

			‘How’s the weather there?’ Daniel asks.

			Small talk. Perfect. We never used to do this, but in the last few months we’ve been having a lot of awkward conversations. And I’m not having one in front of Rafa. I’ve already copped enough ribbing from him and Jude about Daniel’s changing interest in me.

			‘Humid,’ I say, ‘and no sign of Gatekeepers.’

			‘What’s the status?’

			That’s what I like about Daniel – he’s easily distracted by duty.

			‘Jude felt nothing when he arrived this morning and he and Daisy aren’t getting vibes from the locals about anything weird since the quake. If the Gatekeepers haven’t been here by now, they’re not coming.’

			‘Are Jude and Daisy working or drinking?’

			‘Working. They’re doing a shift for free – their contribution to “quake relief”.’

			‘And the rest of you?’

			‘Working and drinking.’

			‘Gabe . . .’

			I turn my back on Rafa, focus on the flickering torches in the sand. ‘It’s been a shitty week, Daniel, give me a break.’

			‘It’s not you I’m worried about. You know your limits. But your brother and Rafa—’

			‘Everyone’s doing their job, Daniel.’

			A pause. ‘We need to talk when you get back about what’s going on between Jude and Nathaniel.’

			I close my eyes. ‘It’ll have to wait until tomorrow. We’re taking a breather before we come home.’

			‘Who’s we?’

			‘The usual crew.’

			‘For how long?’

			‘A few hours.’

			Another pause, longer this time. ‘Stay in contact.’

			I disconnect and take my time turning back to Rafa. He’s waiting, smug. ‘So you’re coming with us?’

			I can see it now: Daisy watching Jude flirt, pretending it doesn’t bother her; Jones trying to distract her and failing; Rafa throwing back shots, talking crap in French; Mya prowling the bar, finding her own brand of entertainment.

			‘No chance.’

			‘What then?’

			‘I’ll hang here for a while. See if I like it more when Mya’s not around.’

			Jude is back down our end. He uncorks a white wine, pours two glasses. Pushes them across to Rafa and nods towards Ez and Zak.

			‘I look like a waiter to you?’ Rafa says.

			‘As if I’d let you deliver drinks to real customers.’

			Rafa grins. ‘Fuck you.’ He picks up the drinks and heads in Ez and Zak’s direction.

			I wait for Jude to have a go at me for dissing Mya, but he’s distant, distracted.

			‘You okay?’ I ask.

			He stacks glasses in the dishwasher, not meeting my eyes. ‘I think we have to go.’

			He means leave the Sanctuary. Him and me. We’ve talked about it for years – done nothing about it for just as long – but things have never been this tense.

			‘I’ve found this great little beach town in Australia.’

			My eyes track to Rafa, Ez and Zak – caught up in quiet conversation – and then to Daisy. Her red hair is tied back, her eyes frequently sliding to Jude and me. Worried.

			‘You want to walk away from everyone?’ 

			I try to imagine life without the rest of the Rephaim. Without the people I’ve known my entire life. People I’ve laughed with, argued with, fought beside. I can’t.

			‘It wouldn’t be forever,’ Jude says, but I hear the doubt in his voice. Once we leave, how would we ever return? 

			Rafa is coming back our way, shoulders relaxed because he has no clue what Jude and I have got hidden behind our backs. Ticking away.

			‘He’ll never forgive us if we go without him,’ I say.

			Jude’s face folds a little. ‘I know. But he’ll be so pissed off at us for lying to him all these years it’ll take a while for him to notice.’

		

	
		
			 

			UNDER THE STARS

			Three hours later I’m sitting on the beach alone, toes buried in the sand. I stare out at the endless dark sea. Another wave breaks on the shore. The wash races towards me, reaching, straining. The pull of the tide drags it back.

			Thoughts crowd in, about the past and its secrets. About the future. It’s always stretched before me without shape or form, but never as uncertain as now. Nathaniel’s lie about our mothers has been buried for too long, but what if we drag it into the light? It could shatter our world beyond repair. And it’s the only world any of us knows. My chest constricts at the thought.

			But if not now, when? And how many other lies has Nathaniel fed us? For a hundred and thirty-nine years he’s claimed the Angelic Garrison lets us live for one reason only: to hunt the Fallen – our fathers – and deliver them to the archangels for punishment. And for a hundred and thirty-nine years we’ve had to take his word for it.

			I sigh and lean back on my elbows, the sand cool and damp against my skin. A thousand stars fill the sky, ghosts of dead suns suspended in infinite blackness.

			Infinite.

			I’ve never been able to get my head around the concept. How can space be endless? How can time have no beginning and no end? How can I – made of flesh and blood and bone – live forever? How can other realities exist somewhere out there – or right here – side by side with ours? Hell dimensions and heavenly dimensions. Endless realms in between, one of which is probably hiding, or holding, the Fallen.

			Where do we fit into the universe? We exist in this world but we’re tied to other, unseen worlds. We are Rephaim, children of the forsaken. What future exists for us if we find the Fallen? What future exists for us if we don’t? 

			God, my brain hurts. 

			Maybe I should’ve gone to San Francisco. Not with the others, but maybe to that funky wine bar a block from Union Square that Ez and I found last—

			My stomach drops as if the ground’s been ripped away beneath me. Demons. I spring to my feet, sword in hand. Here. Right now.

			My insides twist again. They’re near. I close my eyes, feel sand grit between my palm and the sword hilt. Adrenaline thuds through me. I strain to hear something – anything – but the night is silent. I scan the beach. The resort glows beyond the dunes, the only light for miles. That’s where they’ll be.

			I sprint up the beach, too wired to shift. I hope it’s Bel. I hate that smug prick.

			I slow as I near the bar. It’s dark when I creep past, chairs and crates stacked against the back wall. A few couples linger in the lagoon pool, faces lit blue from the lights under the surface. Splashing, laughing. Oblivious that creatures from hell are a stone’s throw away.

			I press my blade flat against my leg and skirt around the front of the resort. Stick to the shadows. Catch a flash of white through the palm trees further along the beach; a few more metres and I get a clear view. Bonus: Bel and Leon. I exhale and slip my katana from its saya.

			Leon is on one knee, his palm pressed to the sand, doing whatever it is pit scum do to track the Fallen. Bel is beside him, hands on hips, staring out at the ocean. Long white hair trailing in the breeze. His trench coat flutters around his knees. I force myself to wait, make sure it’s only the two of them. Ten seconds pass. Twenty. I don’t want to miss this chance, but I make myself give it another five seconds. Then I shift while they still have their backs to me. I draw back my blade in the vortex and swing down where Leon’s exposed neck should be—

			And jolt to a stop, so shockingly that I bite the inside of my cheek. Too late, I realise the demon straightened in the split second I was shifting and I’ve buried the steel in his shoulder. Leon shrieks. I duck, feel the fizz of Bel’s blade nick the top of my scalp. I jerk my sword free, kick out at Leon – still hunched in agony – and spin in time to block Bel’s next strike. I taste blood.

			‘Gabriella.’ Bel’s irises flare bright orange. His broadsword slides down until it locks with my katana hilt, his breath hot in my face. He looms over me, weight bearing down, all the advantage his. With my free hand, I crack the wooden saya against his knee. He buckles for just a second but it’s enough for me to get out from under his blade.

			Leon is standing now, sword drawn in his left hand. His right arm hangs at his side, as useless as his injured shoulder. ‘Bitch,’ he spits.

			I spin the katana in one hand, the saya in the other. Hold them out at my sides, open, challenging. The sand under my feet is hard-packed. Firm enough ground.

			Bel grins. ‘Are you bored, Gabriella?’

			‘A little.’ I focus somewhere between the two of them. Any second now . . . 

			Leon shifts first. On instinct I spring to the right, see Bel disappear from the corner of my eye the same time Leon’s heavy blade comes at my face. He’s slow. Sloppier than usual. I have time to knock it away and spin, ready for Bel. I bring the katana and saya up together, blocking the blow centimetres from my throat. I push back, find the rhythm: swing, duck, block, kick. Block, kick, spin, strike. There’s nothing but this moment. Attack. Defend. Keep my feet. Blood roars in my ears. I’m all fire and spark. If I can just get the right opening, I can end Leon. All I need is—

			The night explodes into shards of white. I stumble sideways. My head is all wrong, like it’s bigger, heavier. The ground hurtles up at me and hits, hard. I groan, try to move. Can’t. There’s sand in my ear, in my mouth. I can’t spit it out. I can’t breathe. Darkness presses in, suffocating. Where did my legs go? Am I holding my sword? Boots stroll towards me. There’s an extra pair. Three demons. Fuck.

			I reach for the void, but I can’t get to it. My heart thrashes.

			The boots keep coming, blurry now. Is someone standing on my skull? Is it still attached to the rest of me? I can’t feel anything except— 

			Sharp pain cuts through the throbbing. A blade against my throat, sinking slowly into my jugular.

			A sick, strangled noise escapes me. A wave breaks on the beach, muted. A smoky laugh wraps around me. It could be above me, it could be in my head. The blade twists, deeper. Are they going to take my head slowly or just see how much I can bleed without dying?

			Ohshitohshitohshit . . .

			And then it’s gone. The blade, the pain – nothing. There’s a surprised shout, the sounds of steel on steel. Grunting. 

			‘Stay conscious!’

			It takes a moment for the voice to sink through the fog. Rafa.

			I open my eyes, but everything is smeared. The night, the ocean, the demons. A second later I feel it, warm fingers clamped over my bleeding throat. ‘Let go.’

			I let Rafa drag me into the vortex – I doubt I could’ve resisted even if I’d wanted to. It’s over in a split second. Too quick. I can still hear surf, smell the island flowers. Rafa catches me before I slump to the sand and hoists me into his arms.

			‘Whaaa . . .’ I can’t finish the question. My mouth isn’t working right.

			‘Hang on.’ Rafa holds me against his chest. He pushes hair back from my face, keeps his other hand pressed over the wound in my throat. I can feel the blood pumping out of me. ‘Fuck, Gabe . . .’

			I make another incoherent noise and his grip tightens. He lowers his head and whispers something into my hair. I almost catch it but then another wave of blackness washes over me. This time I let it take me.

		

	
		
			 

			THE HAPPIEST PLACE ON EARTH

			The first thing I see when I open my eyes is the water-stained ceiling of the infirmary. The second is Daniel. He’s sitting forward in the chair beside me, eyes like cobalt.

			‘What were you thinking?’ 

			He’s quiet, controlled.

			‘That I could take them.’ It comes out croaky, but at least I can form words again.

			‘Three Gatekeepers and only two of you?’

			I falter. He thinks Rafa was with me from the start. No wonder he’s relatively calm. Daniel would be apoplectic if he thought I’d taken on Bel and Leon on my own. I lift my hand – it works! – and find my head wrapped in a bandage. I touch my neck. More dressings.

			‘Did they attack first?’ he asks.

			I fiddle with the bandage on my neck, avoid eye contact.

			‘Gabe . . .’ A tiny sigh. ‘I expect that sort of recklessness from Rafa, but not you and not now.’

			‘You’ve been out of the field for too long, Daniel. You forget how hard it is to cross paths with Gatekeepers and turn the other cheek.’

			‘It’s our mandate—’

			‘To defend ourselves, not attack. Yeah, I know.’ I lift my weight onto my elbows and wait for the brain-crushing pain. 

			It doesn’t come. There’s only a dull throb at the base of my skull. The sword hilt struck with enough force to crack bone. Rafa must have shifted with me more than once on the way back. I look around for Brother Ferro, find him restocking his supply cabinet. I breathe in familiar smells of antiseptic and disinfectant.

			‘How long was I out?’ I ask him.

			The monk pauses, a box of syringes in his hand. I notice how grey his cropped hair looks under the fluorescents and try to remember how old he is. I’m sure he’s barely fifty. 

			‘You had a bad concussion so I gave you a sedative,’ he says. ‘You’ve been sleeping for about an hour.’

			‘How’s Rafa?’

			‘Exhausted from healing you; otherwise uninjured.’

			I prod at the dressing, feel the lump beneath it. What made Rafa go back to the island? What would have happened if he hadn’t? For a second I’m on the beach, sand in my mouth, bleeding, helpless as Bel pushes his sword into my neck. I shudder.

			‘Do you want to shift again?’ Daniel asks.

			‘With you?’ I don’t hide my surprise. Daniel’s one of the Five. He hasn’t made that offer in years – that’s what the rest of us are for.

			He watches me closely. ‘Yes.’ 

			I’m well aware he’s offering more than healing: this is the start of something else, officially. Something we’ve been dancing around for weeks now. Jude would be rolling his eyes behind Daniel’s back if he was here right now. Actually, where is Jude? Maybe he doesn’t know about Bel and Leon. But that would mean Rafa didn’t go back to San Francisco—

			‘I take it that’s a no.’

			Oh. I give him a quick smile. ‘I’m fine, really.’ I haven’t worked out how I feel about Daniel’s interest in me, and I’m not quite ready to explore it.

			He nods, moves back. ‘Is your brother thinking more rationally?’

			I push aside the sheet and sit up. I’m still in cargoes and a t-shirt, the front caked with my blood and Leon’s. ‘Mya’s the one you should be worried about.’ 

			‘Jude is responsible for his own actions.’

			‘Can you honestly sit there and tell me he’s being unreasonable?’

			Something crosses Daniel’s face: he’s disappointed with me. ‘I think it’s unreasonable to question Nathaniel. I think it’s unreasonable to accuse him of fabricating our destiny.’

			I bristle. ‘But that’s not what Jude said.’

			‘Your brother wants proof of our commission to hunt and find the Fallen. That’s no different than calling Nathaniel a liar.’

			But Nathaniel is a liar. 

			I don’t say it out loud. Instead I say: ‘You need to let this play out.’

			‘To what end?’

			‘I don’t know. But it needs to happen.’

			He studies me for a moment. ‘And where do you stand in all this?’

			‘You really need to ask?’

			Daniel exhales. ‘With your brother, of course.’ He rises. He rests his fingertips on the bed, close to my thigh but not touching. ‘I truly hope Jude is as smart as you think he is. Your loyalty is admirable, but it should never be blind.’

			I watch him walk out of the infirmary, his designer shoes quiet on the cracked lino. Daniel’s a strategic thinker. A deep thinker. He must have questions about our existence, but he’s never said so. And he won’t start now, not with Jude driving the push for answers. 

			I swing my legs over the side of the bed. Brother Ferro shuts the supply cabinet and comes over. ‘May I?’ He gestures to my head. I nod and he unwraps the bandage. ‘I would have preferred to stitch this, but the healing was too progressed by the time Rafa brought you here.’

			I reach up and touch hair stiff with dried blood.

			‘Yes, Gabriella, it is all there.’

			I let out a relieved laugh. Not that I haven’t had patches of my head shaved for stitches before, but I’m happy to avoid it.

			‘Something else I need to thank Rafa for.’ I drag my fingers through a tangled clump and retie my ponytail. ‘Did he say which bar he was hitting for a drink?’

			‘I know you believe Rafa’s stamina is limitless, but I don’t think he was going anywhere but his room when he left here.’

			I wait until Brother Ferro returns to sorting instruments before I reach for my phone. And even then I hesitate. Not sure why. Embarrassment? I should never have put myself in that situation on the beach. If anyone else had done what I did tonight, I’d kick their arse. But I’m going to hear about it from Rafa sooner or later, so I may as well get it over with. I tap out a text.

			Where are you?

			He responds a few seconds later. My room.

			You decent?

			Rarely.

			Put some trousers on. I’m coming up.

			I wait a couple of minutes and then shift to the hallway outside his room, knock twice.

			‘It’s unlocked.’

			I walk in, find him standing in the bathroom doorway, towel wrapped low around his hips. His hair is still wet and steam wafts around him.

			‘Trousers?’ I shut the door behind me. 

			‘Next on my list.’

			‘Brother Ferro said you were a wreck. You don’t look so bad. Who’d you shift with?’

			His eyes drift to my blood-caked hair. ‘How about you tell me how you ended up face-down in the sand with three Gatekeepers arguing over who was going to decapitate you?’ 

			An icy finger brushes the nape of my neck. I shrug it off. ‘When I felt them arrive I thought I could take care of it myself.’

			‘Three of them? You might need to check that ego, Gabe.’

			‘There were only two when I attacked.’

			‘It didn’t cross your mind they weren’t alone? Seriously, what the fuck were you thinking?’

			I don’t know what to tell him. I let my eyes wander around the room to buy myself time. The walls are crowded with katanas, poleaxes, sais, broadswords, all neat and ordered in racks, but everything else is a mess. His bed is a tangle of sheets, motorcycle magazines and tattered manga paperbacks. Boots and running shoes scattered on the floor, the desk buried under a pile of dirty clothes and crumpled towels. There’s a box of empty beer bottles by the door and I catch a faint whiff of bourbon. 

			‘Why didn’t you call?’ He’s not angry; he’s genuinely curious.

			I reach for his favourite katana, sheathed in an antique hand-carved saya, run my fingertip over the leather-bound hilt. I can’t look at him. ‘I needed a distraction.’

			‘From what? This crap between Jude and Nathaniel? Fuck, Gabe, it’s not that big of a deal.’

			‘It is.’ I take a deep breath. ‘Jude’s prepared to walk out the door over it.’

			A beat. ‘No he’s not.’

			‘He is, Rafa. Doesn’t it bother you that everything’s on the brink of turning to shit here?’

			‘Apparently not as much as it does you.’ He watches me for a second and then crosses the carpet, stepping over shoes without looking. He stops less than an arm’s length away and a hint of sandalwood reaches me. I wait for him to tell me how it doesn’t matter if the Sanctuary tears itself apart, wave it away like he does everything else. But he just stands there watching me, searching for . . . something.

			Finally he rubs the back of his neck. ‘A few seconds more and they had you.’ His voice is rough. It brings a strange sensation to my chest. I’m aware of how close he is. Of the water dripping from his hair to his shoulder, running down his collarbone. The contours of his arms and his chest, the trail of hair low on his stomach. I’ve seen Rafa shirtless a thousand times, wrestled with him half-naked on the training mats just as often. I’ve always known how fit he is, but I’ve never been distracted by his bare flesh before. It must be the towel. We watch each other for a few more seconds.

			‘What made you come back?’

			He shrugs with one shoulder. ‘The European history majors weren’t doing it for me tonight.’ 

			‘But why the island?’

			Rafa doesn’t take his eyes from me. ‘You were twitchy. I wanted to check you weren’t going to damage the first tourist who hit on you.’

			‘And then what, repeat your offer to distract me?’

			‘Would your answer have changed without an audience?’

			‘You wouldn’t offer without an audience. That’s the whole point, isn’t it? To get a reaction?’

			His eyes drop to my lips. ‘There’s no audience now.’

			I try to read him. For once, I can’t. I feel a flush creep up my neck. Get a grip. It’s Rafa. 

			I push past him. ‘I don’t know what this is, but it’s not helping.’ I walk into the bathroom. I wet a face washer, dab at my crusty hair. The steam in here smells of apples. It throws me further off-kilter. I don’t know if it’s the tension between Jude and Nathaniel and knowing where it might lead, or the fact I was bleeding out on a beach two hours ago, but I’m off balance. Undone.

			‘You took on three Gatekeepers on your own.’ Rafa is behind me now, watching in the mirror. ‘That’s a whole new level of aggression, even for you.’

			‘Fine. Get dressed and we’ll go a few rounds.’

			‘I don’t want to spar with you.’ Rafa drags his fingers through his hair, looks away for a second. When his eyes meet mine again in the reflection, they’re dark, serious. ‘I thought you were going to die tonight. Do you know what went through my head?’

			‘Same as usual, right? Nothing.’ I’m trying to keep the mood light, but I’m warm in places that haven’t felt heat for a long time. I turn round and he’s barely centimetres from me. I should move away. Palm him in the chest. Headbutt him. I don’t do any of those things.

			‘That’s right,’ he says quietly. ‘Nothing. I was about to lose you and I couldn’t form a coherent thought.’

			I lean back against the sink. ‘That’s a good line, Rafa.’

			‘It’s not a line.’

			‘What do you call it, then?’

			‘An attempt to drop the bullshit between us.’ I can see the pulse in his throat.

			‘And do what?’

			He waits, and when I don’t push him away, he moves even closer. Our hips touch. I feel the heat of him. He rests his hands either side of me on the sink. ‘Don’t’ – his lips are almost on mine – ‘hit me.’

			The kiss is soft, tender in a way that surprises me so completely I don’t even think about it. I just respond. The kiss instantly deepens, but he doesn’t take his hands from the sink. For the moment I’m distracted enough by his lips and tongue. I’m losing myself and he’s barely touched me. Is this what I want? Is Rafa what I want? 

			His hand slips under my shirt. His fingers climb my back and then trace a light path down my spine. I shiver with pleasure. I’m still kissing him. He wraps his free arm around me and I let him lift me onto the vanity, position himself between my thighs. My body thrums with want and need. Heat everywhere.

			He crushes me against him, fingers in my hair now, cradling my head against the force of his lips. I match him for intensity, getting a grip on his towel and pulling him closer. I’m struggling for breath, but I’m not breaking contact first. Rafa finally drags his lips from mine. He kisses my throat, his breath hot. Ragged. He unhooks my bra with one hand. I tug on his towel, let it drop to the floor. Run my hands over his bare hips and the muscle of his backside.

			‘Gabe . . .’ His voice is raw. Our hearts thump together, racing each other.

			‘The door,’ I manage.

			His mouth covers mine again and I feel the vortex. I let him take me across the room. The sensation of kissing though the shift is obscenely intimate, deepening every sensation as the maelstrom tears and compresses us. I materialise with my back against the door, legs tight around him. He flicks the lock with one hand and presses into me, kissing me harder. 

			I’m lost in a storm of pleasure and wanting. I pull at my t-shirt and we break apart so I can drag it over my head. He waits for a beat, breathing fast. And then his fingers find the button on my jeans. My zip slides down.

			Our lips crush together, more urgent now. I loosen my legs from his hips and drop to the floor so I can step out of my boots. Rafa pulls my jeans over my hips along with my underwear, stopping to kiss my breasts and my hipbone on the way. I kick my clothes away and Rafa lifts me against the door again and in a single, assured movement he’s part of me. We pause for a second, share a moment of astonishment. Chests rising and falling, checking ourselves.

			Rafa doesn’t hesitate when I pull us back into the vortex. The sensation is exquisite. I take us across the room, pinpoint our arrival so that his legs strike the bed and he has to topple backwards onto the mattress.

			Rafa smiles against my lips as he steadies himself. ‘What a surprise,’ he whispers. ‘You want to be on top.’

			He flips me round so fast I’m almost not ready for it. But as soon as I hit the mattress I tighten my legs and use his momentum to roll him onto his back. It’s almost like sparring. I straddle him, triumphant. His hands are on my hips. As he calculates his next move, I start to push against him. He closes his eyes, slowly, guides me with his hands. ‘Unfair tactic.’

			‘Why?’ I ask, trying not to lose myself too quickly. ‘You think I might be better than you at this, too?’

			Rafa smiles, dirty and sexy. ‘We’ll see who lasts longer.’ He pushes himself up into a sitting position and wraps my legs around his hips. And then he runs his tongue up the side of my neck and grazes his teeth over my earlobe, arms tight around me.

			‘You can’t tell anyone about this,’ I whisper, pressing my cheek against his hair, want and need building, hips moving with purpose. ‘And I’m not moaning.’

			He laughs and it reverberates through every part of me. ‘We’ll see.’

		

	
		
			 

			AVOIDANCE

			‘Were you trying to get yourself killed?’

			Jude’s voice drags me out of the blackness. I keep my back to him while I surface. The morning light is subdued, not yet fully awake either. Pieces from last night fall back into place. 

			Oh. I bury my face in the pillow, try to focus. How much does Jude know? 

			‘What happened to respecting my privacy?’ I mutter.

			‘Fuck your privacy. You almost died last night.’

			That answers two of three pressing questions: Jude has spoken to Rafa, and he knows what really happened on the beach. But what about afterwards? The memory washes over me again. The heat, the urgency. What was I thinking? My fingers tighten on the corner of the pillow. I close my eyes and try to settle my poker face. It takes a few seconds. 

			‘Why would you go after them on your own? Is this about my fight with Nathaniel?’ 

			I don’t answer and I hear him take a slow breath, like he’s struggling to keep his temper. And then: ‘How could you drop your guard like that?’

			I roll over and face him. He’s next to the bed, hands resting on his hips. Bloodshot eyes and stubbled cheeks. Behind him, George Grie’s River Styx ferry hangs on the wall, ominous in the dull light. Its black and grey sky seems almost cheery compared to my brother. I try to read his mood. A sense of distance. About me or Nathaniel? I rub my cheek on my shoulder and catch a hint of sandalwood. Heat flares in inappropriate places. I glance away, guilty. Jude can’t know about Rafa and me: he’d be acting weirder than this if he did. 

			‘I needed a fight,’ I say. ‘In hindsight, I picked the wrong one.’ I sit up too fast and the room does a quick lap around me. Jude takes my elbow to steady me. He sits down and I can’t help but lean into him as the mattress takes his weight. He smells of lime and tequila and  the sea.

			‘I feel like an idiot.’

			‘It was an idiotic thing to do,’ he says, but the anger’s mostly gone now. ‘You really scared the hell out of Rafa.’

			Warmth creeps up my neck. ‘What makes you say that?’

			‘I could hear it in his voice.’ Jude sits back so he can see me properly. ‘Why didn’t you call me from the infirmary? Why did I have to wait until this morning to hear about it from him?’

			‘I didn’t want to disturb your choice of recreational release.’ I gesture to his bloodshot eyes – and register that Rafa’s only just phoned him. It’s the reason Jude’s back from whatever bar he was in. 

			‘Gabe.’

			‘I was embarrassed, all right?’ I’m not sure if I’m talking about the fight on the beach or what happened afterwards. Maybe both. 

			‘No shit.’

			I pluck at his shirt – the same one he had on last time I saw him. ‘Not all of us have the foresight to stay out all night drinking ourselves into oblivion.’

			‘Beats lying in bed staring at the ceiling.’

			I bring my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around them. ‘Are you going to provoke Nathaniel again today?’

			‘Don’t change the subject.’

			‘Same subject – forays into recklessness. Mine’s done and dusted, let’s talk about yours.’

			His eyebrows twitch up. ‘You think I’m being reckless?’

			‘In letting Mya drive the agenda? Absolutely.’

			Jude lets out a loud sigh. ‘This again? She mightn’t have been here for as long as us but she’s allowed an opinion, Gabe.’

			‘And what is her opinion?’

			‘The same as yours: that Nathaniel’s kept things from us and it’s time to come clean. At the very least, tell us which archangel ordered him to track us all down as babies and train us up to be the Garrison’s reserve force. Come on, we’ve been talking about this stuff for years, all of us.’

			‘Yeah, in hushed tones over bottles of wine, not getting in Nathaniel’s face about it. And don’t tell me her opinion is the same as mine. She wouldn’t know mine – she’s never asked for it.’

			‘I know how you think, and I’m telling you she’s on the same page as us.’

			I press my lips together. There’s no point arguing with him about Mya. He can’t see how destructive she is. She doesn’t care about learning the truth: all she wants is chaos. Ever since she found out it would take decades before she earned the right to stand for the Council of the Five.

			‘Is this about Daniel? Are you worried he’s going to think less of you?’

			I stare at my brother. ‘No, it’s not about Daniel. Fuck, give me some credit.’

			‘Why? You’re not giving me any.’

			I feel the anger tightening my chest, shortening my breath. ‘Jude, we could have confronted Nathaniel a thousand times over the last century and we didn’t. Why? Because we didn’t want to risk everything here unless we had to. I don’t think Mya’s need for rebellion is a good enough reason for a sudden change of heart.’ 

			For all our baggage, for all our desire to tell the rest of the Rephaim what happened to our mother – what most likely happened to theirs – we’ve never done it. Partly because it will rip the place apart. And partly because we’ve dug ourselves a hole. We know keeping a secret this big is almost as bad as the secret itself. 

			I pause. ‘You haven’t told her about Jason, have you?’

			He looks at me as if I’ve slapped him and I immediately regret asking. Of course he hasn’t. Even he knows there’s no way Mya could keep that bit of information to herself.

			‘Sorry,’ I say, and I mean it. 

			Jude breathes in deeply through his nose. We sit in silence for a good minute.

			‘I wish I knew what happened to him.’ He says it quietly. It still grates on him that our cousin hid from us over a century ago and hasn’t once reached out to see if we’re okay.

			‘Maybe he’s dead. That’d be easier to forgive than him disappearing because he panicked we might tell Nathaniel he exists.’

			Jude strangles a laugh. ‘Shit, Gabe, you can be cold sometimes.’

			I shrug. He knows I’m a realist.

			The light falling through my window is brighter now. Jude stands up, rubs his eyes. ‘You want to grab breakfast?’

			I think about running into Rafa in the commissary, feel a strange sensation in my stomach. ‘I’ll get something later.’ I reach up above my bed to the sword rack, lift down the closest blade. I slide it out of the saya, check the line in a patch of sunlight on my bed, pretend that’s all I’m thinking about. ‘I lost a perfectly good sword last night. I need to get this one into shape before I do much else today.’

			‘Okay. I’ll bring you something to eat.’

			‘Thanks.’

			We share a weary smile. No matter how often we disagree – how much we piss each other off – we always find a way to be okay. The door clicks shut as he leaves and I flop back onto my pillow, throw my arm across my face.

			I hooked up with Rafa. 

			What was I thinking? What if everyone finds out? 

			But even as I wrestle with the implications, I can’t shut out the memory of him. The contours of his body. The assurance in his touch. How he buried his face in my neck and said my name as he shuddered. It completely destroyed my self-control. But I didn’t make a sound. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction – not after all those years of being the punchline to his favourite joke.

			But oh my god . . .

			I touch my lips, remember his crushed against them. My skin is raw from his stubble, my hair mussed from his fingers. I catch another trace of sandalwood and the ache sets in without warning.

			I pull a pillow over my face. God help me.

			I’m crushing on Rafa.
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