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      ‘God did not spare angels when they sinned,
but cast them into Hell and committed them to
chains of gloomy darkness to be
            kept until
judgement.’
Greek Tartarus, Peter 2:4

      




      
      
      [image: image]

      Prologue

            
      ‘When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in
the clouds, I will remember my covenant …’
Genesis 9:13

      
      EVELYN

      
      She didn’t have to see him to know he was there. It had been a very long time since Evelyn had needed to rely solely on her
         eyes.
      

      
      She released a final ear-piercing scream, its song a double-edged sword that heralded both life and death. It was done – her
         ultimate joy now within her reach, just as her ultimate sacrifice extended its hand to her.
      

      
      ‘It’s a girl,’ the midwife said, placing the baby in her arms.

      
      Evelyn stared down at the tiny child and wondered how she would find the strength to let her go.

      
      ‘She’s perfect, Eve. She looks just like you. My two beautiful angels,’ James said.

      
      He was still crying. He’d been a blubbering mess since the first contraction, but his words brought the first silent tear
         from Evelyn’s eye. He swept it aside lovingly.
      

      
      ‘I knew you’d cry,’ he teased as his eyes drifted between his wife and their daughter. He tentatively brushed the top of the
         baby’s forehead, barely using the back of his little finger.
      

      
      
      Evelyn’s heart clenched. Leaving him was not something she’d planned for. She’d always assumed it would be her that would
         outlive him. All the time she had spent deliberating over when to tell him everything – how to explain he would grow old while
         she would merely age a few years. Time wasted now.
      

      
      She looked down at their daughter, her eyes opening slightly. It would be her choice now if he should ever know.

      
      Evelyn pulled James’s hand to her mouth and kissed it, letting her lips linger on his skin, inhaling his vanilla scent and
         committing it to memory. She wished they had more time, but she sensed the magnets of power around her. She couldn’t ignore
         it much longer.
      

      
      ‘James, could you give me a minute to tidy up?’ It was her last lie and still she hated that she had to. Lying to her husband
         had never sat well with her.
      

      
      He kissed her quickly. It was too quick.

      
      ‘I’ll be back soon, “Mum”,’ he said with a wink before leaving. It was heart-wrenching to know that she would hear it just
         once.
      

      
      Alone with her daughter, Evelyn kissed the top of her perfect head. She already had a full head of hair, dark brown like Evelyn’s,
         and she smelled … intoxicating. It was a fragrance she could get lost in for all eternity. She wished she could hold her like
         this forever, inhaling her and playing with her tiny tiny fingers.
      

      
      But she knew … They weren’t really alone.

      
      ‘Do I have you to thank for the dreams?’ she asked the empty room.

      
      He materialised, a corporeal form confirming the presence she had already felt. It was as if he had always been there.

      
      
      She sensed him with her whole body. She had always been able to feel them. She could smell them, too. Always flowers, but
         he smelled of lilies only.
      

      
      And she knew – lilies held all the power.

      
      He introduced himself, unnecessarily. She knew exactly who he was and why he was there. He’d been haunting her dreams for
         weeks now.
      

      
      He stood by the window that looked out over a small park. There had been a time when he was able to frequent the world regularly,
         but that time had long since passed. He wanted to at least see the grass and sky from this point of view during his short
         visit.
      

      
      They both knew how this was done. New life and new death equalled a gateway.

      
      ‘Do you realise what you’re asking?’ she said.

      
      ‘I do.’

      
      ‘What will she become?’

      
      ‘The Keshet.’ He spoke with a reverence that made Evelyn nervous.

      
      ‘The Rainbow?’ she repeated, recognising the Hebrew word.

      
      He nodded. ‘The bow that holds our arrow. The link between the realms.’

      
      ‘The bow,’ Evelyn whispered to herself. ‘Why her? Why me?’ It didn’t seem fair – she had already given so much.

      
      He could feel her pain but stuck to information; that was what she needed from him.

      
      ‘Through you, she is already more than human. She is one of a kind. There may never be another like her.’

      
      Evelyn shook her head in disbelief, even though she knew he spoke only the truth.

      
      
      ‘You already know I’ll agree, or you wouldn’t be here,’ she said, resigned, then inhaled a broken breath. She had to stay
         strong. ‘Is there anything you don’t know?’
      

      
      ‘I do not know what she will choose.’

      
      Evelyn circled the child’s face with her finger; so soft, so innocent. ‘She will choose with her heart.’

      
      ‘Then let us hope that she finds love,’ he said.

      
      Her head lifted, now more determined. ‘I have terms.’

      
      He already knew what they were, had discussed them with her in her dreams.

      
      ‘They have been accepted, as long as you are willing to pay the price. Do you have it?’

      
      She nodded and reached under her blanket, revealing one of her silver wristbands. She slipped it on her arm carefully while
         cradling the baby and raised her brow; she hadn’t expected it to be that easy.
      

      
      ‘You really need her.’

      
      He tilted his head once in mute confirmation that carried remorse. It was hard for him, to admit their failings, admit that
         they had to turn to humans to make these sacrifices because they could not contain their own forces.
      

      
      ‘Swear you will make sure she wears the amulet.’ Evelyn pushed herself up a little with one hand to sit. As she did, she felt
         the strength draining from her. She ignored it as best she could and focused on her daughter again.
      

      
      ‘You have already defeated her, it is not certain she will return,’ he said.

      
      ‘Swear!’ She wasn’t going to let this drop, she had seen too much, fought too hard.

      
      
      ‘I swear,’ he conceded, impressed by her intuition as much as with her sacrifice.

      
      She shook her head, silent until finally she let a tear escape and whispered, ‘Just another lamb to the slaughter.’

      
      He pulled himself away from the view and walked towards her. ‘Not just any lamb. You forget – you are part angel, too.’

      
      ‘When?’ she asked, though she could already feel it.

      
      ‘Now.’

      
      ‘I’m 187 years old. Has it all been worth it?’

      
      They both looked at the baby.

      
      ‘You’ll have to tell me,’ he said, surprised by the effect the proximity of the child was having on him.

      
      Evelyn knew she had only minutes left. She took hold of the nurses’ call button.

      
      ‘Give me a moment to be with my family. Stand away where I cannot sense you. I want to finish this as a human.’

      
      ‘You still believe in humanity, after all you have seen?’

      
      The heart rate monitor started beeping frantically. Evelyn kissed the top of the baby’s head, inhaling her scent again and
         again as she pressed the alarm.
      

      
      ‘Only a human can have this, however briefly. I would not give you my life and hand you her fate if I did not believe.’

      
      ‘I will travel with you, to a point, if you like,’ he offered.

      
      She couldn’t deny her fear. ‘Company would be nice.’

      
      The doors flew open as the midwife raced in, followed by the doctor with James close behind.

      
      The midwife couldn’t hide her horror when she saw the state of the sheets, now red. She started, pulling the bedding off as
         the doctor began trying to fix the problem Evelyn knew he never could.
      

      
      
      James’s face had turned ghost white. Evelyn held out the neatly wrapped bundle of life to him. His arms shook as he took the
         baby. He knew this was bad. He could see it in her eyes.
      

      
      Evelyn watched him, savouring her last moments with him.

      
      ‘Tell me what’s happening!’ James pleaded, trying desperately to avoid his wife’s all too accepting fire-blue eyes.

      
      The doctor didn’t answer, yelling for more people instead.

      
      It would be too late.

      
      ‘James,’ she said, but he couldn’t look.

      
      She tried again, softly. ‘James, I’ve thought of a name.’

      
      ‘What?’ he asked, through quivering lips.

      
      ‘She is the heart of the Keshet, James. She is Violet.’ It was all she could muster. The most she could offer as explanation
         for what lay ahead. She’d told him tales of the Rainbow before. She hoped he’d tell Violet one day.
      

      
      ‘Violet.’ He nodded and wiped his tear-streaked face.

      
      ‘It’s okay,’ she reassured.

      
      James looked at the doctor and watched, disconnected, as he responded with the slightest shake of his head. His heart fell
         to a depth it had never known.
      

      
      ‘I love you, both.’

      
      ‘We love you, Evelyn,’ James whispered.
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      He was there for her, the moment it was over, and he stayed with her through the journey. Later, he returned to the child Evelyn
         had named Violet and he left with her, the part of himself he could only ever give once.
      

      
      Now all he could do … was wait.

   



      
      
      [image: image]

      CHAPTER ONE

      
      
      ‘As memory may be a paradise from which we cannot be
driven, it may also be a hell from which we cannot escape.’
John Lancaster Spalding

      
      Smooth black lines bled from me – soul to hand to paper – begging for release. Charcoal wasn’t my usual medium, but lately
         it seemed appropriate. With my back to the window, the sun cast a bright glow around my shadow on the remaining white. Beyond
         that, the charcoal began to carve out stronger, sharper lines as I dived deeper and lost myself within my work. That’s what
         art did to me – it almost made time stand still.
      

      
      Almost.

      
      I was different, despite my efforts not to show it. I couldn’t fool myself. The best I could do was stick to the rules. It
         was the only way. School, training and research – when I was of any use. That’s how I held on to the control that had never
         been so important, or so fragile.
      

      
      Lines had been drawn. Phoenix had what we wanted and we had what he was willing to do anything to lay his hands on. And if
         I should die in the process? Well, he’d see it as a well-deserved victory.
      

      
      
      That didn’t mean I was going to make it easy for him. If the Grigori Scripture remained in the hands of exiles an unfathomable
         number of innocent lives would be at stake. So, that left us with his suggestion – the trade. It wasn’t ideal. If we handed
         over the Exile Scripture, Phoenix was going to do something so devastating we could not even begin to comprehend the price.
      

      
      Or how many would have to pay it.

      
      How does one really calculate the cost of resurrecting the mother of all darkness from Hell?

      
      I tasted the apple – sweet and young, smelled the flowers – so heavy with pollen the air thickened. I flinched at their nearness,
         but I was slow to react, still lost to the hauntings, charcoal slashes now rigid and intense. Even as I heard the sound of
         wings crashing I channelled that, along with the flashes of morning and evening as they ripped through my vision, into the
         paper on my easel.
      

      
      I finally snapped out of it at Miss Kinkaid’s distinctive throat-clearing. She was hovering over my artwork. I didn’t need
         to guess why.
      

      
      ‘Ah-hem, Violet—’

      
      But now that I was aware of my surroundings again, my entire body rang with alarm bells.

      
      Damn it, not again.

      
      Griffin was going to be pissed.

      
      ‘Miss Kinkaid, you need to move away from the window,’ I said, cutting her off before she could start her critique, already
         standing as I took a few deep breaths to steady my angelic senses. It was bad enough for normal Grigori, who had one, occasionally
         two, senses. I was the first to experience all five and – it was more than overload.
      

      
      
      ‘I, well … I beg your pardon?’ She slapped her hand over her chest as if I had just insulted her very existence.
      

      
      I rolled my eyes.

      
      Same reaction every time.

      
      ‘Yes. Now. And the rest of you!’ I called out to my art class. Luckily we were a relatively small group of fifteen. ‘Backs
         against the far wall!’ I ordered, grabbing my mobile phone and typing in ‘OIO3’ before hitting send and dropping it.
      

      
      Out in open, three exiles en route.

      
      Yeah, we’d even come up with an abbreviation for my … spells. Sometimes I just couldn’t stop my defences from dropping – especially
         when I was working on art, I just forgot about everything else.
      

      
      My classmates looked at me like I was a freak and even though I didn’t have time to care, it still grated on me.

      
      Maybe because they’re right.

      
      ‘I’m really sorry, everyone, but move it!’ I said, starting to literally drag people from one side of the room to the other
         – the display of my inhuman strength leaving my fellow students’ eyes popping out of their heads and mouths hanging agape.
         The outright screaming would start later when they realised that this wasn’t some practical joke. For now, everyone was effecting
         a certain amount of cool, just in case there was a hidden camera. As it was, I could already see Tristan Newland holding up
         his mobile phone.
      

      
      Exiles were coming, they were almost here. I cursed myself. If I’d just kept my shields up for another half hour I would have
         been outside school grounds and this whole thing would be easier.
      

      
      
      The thing about exiled angels is there aren’t many rules they have to – or bother to – follow and while it’s difficult for
         them to locate Grigori, angel-human hybrids like me, in our homes due to the protective barriers all homes naturally emit,
         every other place, including school, was fair game.
      

      
      I pulled my jumper off. ‘The windows are going! Close your eyes!’ I commanded my classmates, who were now starting to react.
         Only half of them took me seriously, burying their faces in their knees. Maybe they thought I was taking them hostage. It
         probably didn’t look good when I pulled out my very lethal-looking dagger from its ‘glamoured’ sheath, the glamour acting
         as a camouflage to ensure no one even knew it was there. Once revealed, though, all eyes could look nowhere else.
      

      
      ‘Oh, dear God,’ Miss Kinkaid whimpered.

      
      But there wasn’t time to help them anymore because right then three exiles came crashing through the glass windows with the
         force of a freight train, showering almost all the glass and surrounding woodwork straight into the room and over everyone.
      

      
      Exhibitionists!

      
      I saw a few people hit by stray shards of glass, but nothing major. Yet.

      
      Three against one was bad. Three against one – who also had fifteen defenceless humans to protect – was worse. A white-haired
         exile clapped sights on me immediately and started lunging in my direction. I had less than a second to react, knowing I couldn’t
         leave the other two free to get expressive with their own version of art on my classmates – maim and torture.
      

      
      
      As the exile prepared to land, I dropped my dagger and rolled, narrowly missing his fist and giving myself just enough time
         to grab the next strawberry-blond exile and hurl him like a bowling ball into the third one before Whitey was back on top
         of me. I paid for the move, my head pounding into the nearest desk, splitting the desktop in two.
      

      
      Whitey threw me to the ground and straddled me before proceeding to pummel fist after fist into my face, all within seconds.
         I managed to wriggle enough to get a knee to his gut and scrambled back, jumping to my feet.
      

      
      Two more figures came flying through the now glassless windows, landing gracefully behind the three exiles. They didn’t hesitate,
         just pulled their daggers and jumped into the fray. I breathed out a sigh of relief, before landing a fist into the face of
         the exile moving in on me. My strike packed enough force to throw him to the wall, giving me a chance to grab my dagger and
         draw upon the power that welled in the base of my stomach. I called it up.
      

      
      My signature amethyst mist cloaked the room and I smiled as it encircled me. The exiles all stopped moving, stilled by my
         power and unable to break the hold.
      

      
      I could feel a trickle of warm blood slipping down the side of my face. That earlier head-pounding had caused some damage.

      
      ‘Hey, guys,’ I said, to Beth and Archer, biting my lip.

      
      My classmates started to scream or cry. I didn’t blame them.

      
      Beth and Archer simultaneously raised their eyebrows. ‘This is the third time in five days, Violet.’

      
      I walked over to Whitey, slumped against the wall. He could hear me, and could talk if needed. He watched me coming, knew what I could do to him. The very same thing that had led them to me let him know just how powerful I was. Yeah,
         apparently … I radiate the stuff.
      

      
      He was young. Not just in looks but in experience. I was willing to bet he hadn’t been here much longer than a year, which
         was more than I could say for the other two. Millennia of existence as angels really didn’t prepare them for taking human
         forms. This one looked awkward in his body, like it was the wrong fit. No surprises he was male. They all chose to be male,
         at least almost all. From their point of view males were superior and females the lesser gender, with no power and the added disadvantage
         of monthly bleeding.
      

      
      Idiots.

      
      This one didn’t look more than my age, his bright white hair standing tall. He’d used one of those granny hair dyes and it
         was turning purple. I almost laughed, imagining him becoming human and then spending the next few weeks experimenting with
         hair colours.
      

      
      Miss Kinkaid rose to her feet, shaking like a newborn foal against the wall, leaning against it for support.

      
      ‘V-V-Violet, put … Put that w-weapon away. We need to call the … police,’ she said, losing almost every other word in a hiccupping
         sob.
      

      
      I sighed. This wasn’t good. And even though we had it covered, I wondered if we might be causing some kind of psychological
         damage to these people later in life. Griffin, the head Grigori in the city, assures me not, but still …
      

      
      At least the art studios are in a separate building, otherwise the entire school would have charged in on us by now. As it
         was, I could hear people moving in our direction already.
      

      
      
      ‘I wish it were that simple,’ I mumbled, not taking my eyes from the exile who would have killed me with a smile, before finishing
         off everyone in the room out of a misplaced sense of righteousness and, more practically, to cover the evidence. Exiles were
         thorough, if nothing else.
      

      
      ‘Do you want me to make you human?’ I asked, glancing at the other two exiles. During an outright attack like this, we weren’t
         required to make the offer and I knew what their response would be anyway, but I still felt the need to verbalise it.
      

      
      Yeah. Sentimental.

      
      The exile didn’t respond, he just continued to look at me like he was envisaging ripping my head off. I tightened my grip
         on my dagger.
      

      
      Archer cleared his throat. Unfortunately, I knew why.

      
      I held back a sigh of frustration. ‘Do any of you have a message for me?’ I asked, sticking to our latest protocol.

      
      The exile didn’t pause to consider his words, while the other two simply growled.

      
      ‘I exceed you in every way! I’m more powerful than you can imagine and when I kill you, others will bow at my feet!’ he exclaimed,
         unable to contain the anger from his human form, an emotion that his previous non-corporeal self could not process. He was
         already well down Delusional Way.
      

      
      Not exactly the message I was looking for, but good enough.

      
      In time with Miss Kinkaid’s shriek, I ran my dagger through his chest, being sure to make it a fast killing wound. It didn’t
         need to go through the heart, lots of other places would ensure an exile’s end. The only essentials were that a Grigori blade
         inflicted the injury and we made it count. Otherwise, exiled angels were damn near impossible to get rid of.
      

      
      
      Archer didn’t hesitate, taking out one of the exiles and then spinning on the spot to face the other, his blade slashing straight
         across his neckline.
      

      
      I looked away. Archer was old school, and very good.

      
      Two of my classmates, Jeff Willis and Meredith Faro, chose that moment to break out of shock and into hysterics. Jeff’s pitch
         was the highest. At least no one was trying to bolt this time.
      

      
      It wouldn’t last long, Beth had already moved in on the other students. Every Grigori had a particular strength and we were
         all a bit different. Beth’s strength was memory. Like all of our gifts, though, it wasn’t endless. She had about a ten-minute
         window of opportunity and only about a half-hour ‘wipe’ capacity and she needed to have touched her target in each case.
      

      
      She started with Miss Kinkaid, who was now silent, despite her mouth being wide open and paused in a potential tense scream.
         Beth brushed her hand comfortingly.
      

      
      ‘It’s okay. Everything is okay now.’

      
      She moved by her, then on to the next, touching everyone in some way, even those who cowered from her, before moving to give
         them each a good stare.
      

      
      ‘Help is on the way,’ she said soothingly. ‘Would you all look at me for a moment?’ she continued, pushing a little sweetness
         into her voice, which had everyone slightly entranced. Beth was old school, too.
      

      
      Archer jumped back out the window and disappeared, while I walked around, making sure all evidence of the exiles’ presence
         had gone. Their bodies were the easiest part; as soon as they were ‘returned’, whatever magic had given them a physical form
         quickly disappeared along with their remains, but every now and then other remains were left behind. Weapons usually, but more recently we had started to check for other
         things that might hide a message, even though I knew Phoenix wouldn’t bother with such plotting. He liked to deliver messages
         in person.
      

      
      ‘You have all been in art class, like any other day. Vandals have been causing havoc in the area and just like they did on
         Friday last week,’ Beth shot me a loaded glance, ‘a gang of guys rode by on their bikes, hurling rocks through the windows. It was
         just lucky Miss Kinkaid was so quick to act that you all managed to huddle into the corner in time. A few of you were caught
         by flying glass but you’re all okay and know you are safe now. Unfortunately, none of you managed to get a look at any of
         the perpetrators. Does everyone agree?’
      

      
      My teacher and peers all began to nod.

      
      Beth waited until she was satisfied. ‘Okay. Now sit silently until we are gone. Do not pay any attention to us and you will
         not remember us once we have left, all except for Violet, who is your classmate and was huddled in the corner with the rest
         of you.’
      

      
      They all nodded again.

      
      Archer made me jump when he came bounding back through the window with a number of brick-sized rocks hammocked in his Road
         Runner T-shirt. He scattered them around the room to explain the shattered glass, dropping a couple on top of the desk I had
         broken with my forehead.
      

      
      ‘It’s just lucky your school doesn’t have video cameras, otherwise this would be a lot more difficult,’ he noted.

      
      Rapid footsteps sounded down the hall. Beth and Archer both tensed.

      
      
      ‘It’s okay, just Spence,’ I said. I could sense Grigori, not as easily as I could exiles, but I ran with Spence every day
         – I knew his gait well enough to be sure this was one of our kind.
      

      
      Spence almost slid into the room, then looked at my classmates, saw they were held in a momentary daze and took about one
         second to put all the pieces together. He snorted. ‘I’ve missed it, haven’t I? Jeez, Eden, you could’ve at least called me!’
      

      
      Yeah. I felt bad. He’d been close and Spence loved a fight.

      
      ‘Sorry. I barely had time to call in Beth and Archer.’

      
      We all knew they were first call in these instances. Beth’s ability to make problems … go away, was essential.

      
      ‘Shields?’ Spence asked, just as I started to feel the purr of another arrival.

      
      ‘Yeah,’ I admitted, hating that I still wasn’t strong enough.

      
      There was another thump as two more feet were propelled through the window. I raised my eyes to the roof.

      
      Did everyone have to be here?

      
      Lincoln took in the scene in much the same way as Spence. His eyes landed on me immediately after. ‘You’re hurt,’ he all but
         growled.
      

      
      I sighed. ‘No. I’m fine. Stupid, but fine,’ I said, trying not to focus on him, not that it made any difference. His very
         presence sent every part of me, human and angel, into overdrive.
      

      
      He looked like he wanted to come closer but after a considering look at my head he must have deduced the wound wasn’t that
         bad and instead turned to Beth. ‘How long do we have?’
      

      
      ‘About thirty seconds until this lot come good,’ she said, taking Tristan’s phone from his hand, no doubt deleting his recent
         footage.
      

      
      
      ‘And about a minute until the school rains down on this building,’ Spence said.

      
      I grabbed a few tissues from Miss Kinkaid’s desk and started mopping the blood from my face. It really wasn’t bad.

      
      ‘Violet, are you okay from here?’ Lincoln asked.

      
      I sheathed my dagger and tied my hair back into its original ponytail. ‘Yep, you guys go.’

      
      Spence went back out the door the way he’d come. Archer and Beth leaped out the window. Lincoln moved to follow but paused
         briefly.
      

      
      ‘Is that yours?’ he asked, gesturing to my charcoal drawing, now on the ground.

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      His brow furrowed. ‘It’s beautiful … and awful, too. What is it?’

      
      ‘It’s me.’
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      CHAPTER TWO

      
      
      ‘The defects and faults of the mind are like wounds in the
body. After all imaginable care has been taken to heal them
up,
            still there will be a scar left behind.’
Francois de la Rochefoucauld

      
      I didn’t know if I’d ever truly be able to function again after Jordan. Or if I wanted to. Losing Rudyard … and Nyla – the
         way their souls had so beautifully intertwined and then been so savagely torn apart. The scream, the last noise that fell
         from Nyla’s lips sounded in my ears constantly. Haunting me. And even though I pretended I was fine – it took everything I
         had to force myself not to scream along with her.
      

      
      The hardest part was the thoughts that snuck into my mind when I wasn’t holding them out. The selfish ones that made me wish
         Lincoln and I hadn’t waited, that we had allowed our souls to come together completely before Rudyard’s death, before knowing
         that to do so would be damning each other to a tormented fate like Nyla’s.
      

      
      I shivered, wrapping my arms around my waist and quickly pushing those feelings that made me hate myself from my mind.

      
      
      Steph was already waiting for me at my locker. She was talking to Marcus, her ex-boyfriend. Somehow, they were still friends.
         Only Steph could manage that situation so well.
      

      
      Maybe I should get some pointers.

      
      When I arrived, he was already saying goodbye, planting a kiss on her cheek and giving me a charity peck too, before dashing
         off to catch up with his friends.
      

      
      I smiled when I looked down at the folder resting in her arms. She had an English paper on top – a big A+ was circled in red.
         With all her extracurricular workload lately you’d expect things might slide in other areas but Steph stayed on top of everything
         with her particular brand of Steph-finesse.
      

      
      She moved in close to me, lowering her voice.

      
      ‘I heard about your art class. Are you okay?’ she asked, looking over her shoulder nervously as if she expected secret agents
         to drop from the ceiling at any moment.
      

      
      I held back the sigh. ‘Yeah. It was my fault.’

      
      ‘Was there, you know … Did Phoenix send a message?’

      
      ‘No,’ I said, a little more forcefully than I’d intended. It seemed like the only thing people asked me these days.

      
      She nodded, looking worried but also sensing my need to move on to a different topic. ‘Sal sent me a text today,’ she said,
         expertly transitioning. ‘They’ve asked for permission to return but it’s not going well.’ She frowned. ‘Spence’s decision
         to stay here without consulting the Academy didn’t exactly smooth the way. He thinks it’ll take another couple of weeks before
         they decide what to do.’
      

      
      It had been six weeks since Salvatore and Zoe had returned to New York. In some ways it seemed only yesterday that we were all standing in Dapper’s apartment unravelling the exile Scripture after I had ‘returned’ the Exile Jude or rather Judas.
      

      
      I smiled, trying to muster some compassion for Steph. I was happy for her and Sal, the Italian Grigori she’d fallen for, I just had trouble convincing myself of that sometimes.
      

      
      ‘Are they getting much pressure for details about what happened in Jordan?’ I asked, feeling guilty. Griffin had put a gag
         order on everyone who had been present in those caves when Phoenix made his big revelation, about me being the first Grigori
         to be created by the highest-ranking angel, The Sole. It is a fine line Griffin is treading, withholding the information until
         he is absolutely certain of it. Which is also why he’s made it very clear to me he doesn’t want to know anything I might know
         on the subject – like, for example, the time my angel maker visited my dreams and confirmed, well, everything.
      

      
      ‘I think the Assembly has given up on getting anything from them. Sal said there are plenty of rumours going around, anyway.’

      
      I shrugged. We’d expected that. As well as fellow Grigori the cave had been full of completely unhinged exiled angels. We
         were sure they would be spouting the news along with their intense desires to be the one to kill me.
      

      
      ‘They’ll work it out,’ I reassured, pushing the other thoughts aside in an expert mental manoeuvre of compartmentalisation.
         ‘Sal will find a way.’
      

      
      She gave a frustrated sigh. ‘Yeah, he said Zoe was working on something. It’s just … you know.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ I swallowed, trying to hold it together.

      
      Oh, I know.

      
      
      A bag thudded heavily at my feet and I turned around in time to see Spence slide down the lockers and slump onto the ground.

      
      ‘This school thing was a bad idea,’ he groaned. ‘Eden, you gotta do something, pull rank or something.’

      
      ‘No can do, buddy,’ I said, not really feeling sorry for him at all. Spence had been strongly urged by Griffin to finish his
         education if he intended to stay in this city. ‘And anyway, I hear you had a great time in PE,’ I added, raising my eyebrows
         at the last. His second week at school and already Spence had been pushing the boundaries of humanly possible sports.
      

      
      He looked at me sheepishly. ‘You saw that, huh?’

      
      ‘No, but everyone has been talking about it since lunch. Apparently, you’re God’s gift to the basketball court.’

      
      ‘Couldn’t you at least try to blend in?’ Steph asked, narky at him, I suspected, for other reasons.
      

      
      Spence took pause, but then just slumped lower, letting his hands flop to the ground. ‘I needed a release.’

      
      Steph rolled her eyes at him and then said to me, flatly, ‘He flunked the pop quiz in chemistry’.

      
      ‘And history,’ Spence added. ‘And then I didn’t even get to fight.’ He shot me a glare.

      
      He looked so glum, I couldn’t help but start to feel for him, but right at that moment Lydia Skilton waltzed by with three
         of her plastic wannabes in tow. As she walked her pink ballerina tutu – no joke – seemed to ride up of its own accord as she
         licked her lips in movie slow-motion and curled a few cutesy fingers in Spence’s direction.
      

      
      ‘Bye, Spence. See you tomorrow.’

      
      
      Spence sat up a little and quickly changed from slumped idiot to laid-back hottie as he threw a hand in the air to accompany
         his lazy smile.
      

      
      ‘Bye, Lydia.’ He watched her ass till the doors at the end of the hall closed behind her.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, but before I go to the bathroom and throw up, I just have to know – did you actually just wink at Lydia Skilton?’ Steph asked, as if she had just witnessed a truly horrific moment. I was quite sure my expression mirrored
         hers.
      

      
      Spence slumped back down to the ground to his previous life’s-beaten-me position and shrugged. ‘Girl’s hot.’ Then, speaking
         before a biting remark from Steph was delivered, he looked at me with an eager glint in his eye. ‘We out of here?’
      

      
      I swallowed, relieved, too, as I grabbed my training bag. ‘Yeah.’

      
      I shimmied out of my art smock, wiping my still-black hands on it in the process, and pulled on a pair of black leggings under
         my uniform before taking off my school dress. I always kept a black singlet on underneath to make quick changes easy.
      

      
      ‘Training?’ Steph asked.

      
      I shrugged. It was no surprise. And anyway, training was the best part of my day.

      
      ‘Lincoln?’ she added quickly, looking past me, down the hall. She must have wanted to ask it for a while. She hadn’t raised
         the subject in weeks.
      

      
      ‘No,’ I said, trying to shut it down.

      
      It didn’t mean I never saw Lincoln, but through some kind of unspoken accord – aka avoidance – we had thought it would be better this way. Until things got easier. I wasn’t sure if it was working for him.
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ she said, giving me a pitying look, which I hated.

      
      I pulled a long black jumper on and strapped my belt and sheathed dagger around my waist. Steph watched intently, knowing
         what I was doing but unable to see the dagger with her only-human eyes. It still amazed – and irritated – her, the tricks
         the supernatural could play on her mind. Finally, I stuffed my bag into my locker in exchange for a baseball cap, which I
         slipped on with a sense of relief.
      

      
      ‘It’s all good,’ I said, throwing in a dash of fake cheer. ‘You want me to walk you to the library?’ We’d taken copies of
         the Exile Scripture in the days after first discovering it and Steph had been working almost every day at the library, trying
         to decipher it. So far, not much. But she seemed to have more theories than Griffin, or the Academy for that matter.
      

      
      ‘Actually, I’m going to Hades. The book selection in the library is running short and Dapper has some others he said I can
         look at, but you know what he’s like.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘He won’t let me take them away with me.’
      

      
      ‘Are you sure you’re okay going there?’ I still worried about Steph being a part of this world and Hades was fast becoming
         the hub of Grigori activity in this city. She knew things so many normal people would never know and she was defenceless against
         the power that surrounded her.
      

      
      Plus, Onyx – a once very formidable enemy who, although now completely human, was by no means rehabilitated was still living
         there – it seemed that had now become some kind of permanent arrangement.
      

      
      
      ‘Yep. I think Samuel and Kaitlin are going to be there, too,’ she said. Two other Grigori being there didn’t ease my concerns.
         If anything, having Grigori escorting Steph only reinforced how essential she had become.
      

      
      ‘Okay, well, we can catch the bus there together. We’re training in the park today,’ I said, picking up my pace, eager to
         get moving.
      

      
      ‘Finally!’ Spence complained.

      
      ‘Lovely,’ Steph said, when she spotted the rain spitting against the windows. ‘Better you than me, I guess,’ she added, readying
         her Burberry-check umbrella. She gave me a devilish grin. ‘Then again, at least you get to hit Spence for the next hour or
         so.’
      

      
      She really was holding it against him that Salvatore couldn’t get back here but … she had a point. She smiled and gave me a totally-Steph
         nudge.
      

      
      A moment later, ‘I heard that,’ Spence said, a few paces ahead.

      
      I smiled back at Steph and within moments we’d linked arms and were laughing. She always had a way of making things better.
         She wasn’t just my best friend, she was my family.
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      CHAPTER THREE

      
      
      ‘We are each our own devil, and we make this world our hell.’
Oscar Wilde

      
      the rain had eased off by the time we reached the park, but there was still a persistent drizzle misting the cool air. As far
         as I was concerned, all-weather training was essential – Lincoln had taught me that early on. We didn’t get to pick what weather
         we fought in, so the same should be applicable to training.
      

      
      Apart from Griffin, the park – as usual – was people-free.

      
      ‘Hi,’ I said to him, tossing my bag next to his under the large tree we used as a base. ‘You been here long?’

      
      ‘Hey, Griff,’ Spence said with a big smile and a not-so-happy glance in my direction.

      
      Yeah, I hadn’t mentioned we’d have company today. My bad.

      
      Griffin looked up from his stretch. ‘Not long. Warm up and let’s get to it.’

      
      Which was exactly what I wanted to hear. Spence’s eagerness, however, was fading. He didn’t share my all-weather views.

      
      ‘I think you need to consider confining your art time to home. We can’t risk involving innocents. Beth may not always be handy,’
         Griffin said, as I pulled off my jumper and started to warm up.
      

      
      
      ‘Probably,’ I said, not offering to elaborate.

      
      ‘Phoenix obviously has exiles near the school, waiting to try and sense you. It’s a wonder they don’t just storm the place
         but for whatever reason he seems to have restricted them to attacking you only when they are sure of your location. We can’t
         ignore that advantage.’
      

      
      He was right, of course. I bent down to my toes so I didn’t have to look at him. ‘It won’t happen again.’

      
      I didn’t know why Phoenix kept sending exiles to fight me this way. Other than consuming people’s time and annoying me it
         did nothing for him and almost always resulted in him losing his forces. I mean, protective barriers or not, Phoenix knew where I lived. He could have sent exiles after me easily, but none had ever entered my home. I knew part of it was his twisted
         sense of fighter ethics, but it was more than that. Tactically, none of us could work it out.
      

      
      ‘Any contact I should know about?’ Griffin asked, getting business out of the way.

      
      ‘Nope.’ I kept stretching, hoping they’d both leave it.

      
      Griffin knew I wouldn’t hold back if I had an update. He seemed to pick up on the vibe and turned his attention to Spence.
         ‘How was school?’
      

      
      ‘The place is already a faint memory, one I intend to keep in my past,’ Spence said flippantly.

      
      Griffin smiled. ‘You’ll adjust.’

      
      Spence scowled. He knew full well that if he wanted to stay in this town he’d be finishing off his schooling. Finding somewhere
         to focus his retaliation he came closer to me as I stretched out my calves. ‘Man, you’ve gotten cocky, Eden.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry?’ I responded, but I knew where he was going.

      
      
      ‘You really think you needed to bring the Griffster along?’ He scoffed. ‘As if I won’t be able to hand you your ass!’

      
      I just kept stretching.

      
      It wasn’t that Spence wasn’t a great fighter, but I was getting better all the time. Stronger and faster. Not as strong as
         Lincoln, but my being trained by him had really paid off. Since I’d started doing my sessions without him I’d been adding
         extra ones no one else knew about – taking long runs early in the morning and working out late every night, having converted
         half of my art studio into a gym. I was fitter than ever.
      

      
      I knew all of Spence’s moves and he relied on the easy wins. When they failed he had a flair for the dramatic, but to be honest
         I think he was a bit scared to try out the wing-and-prayer stuff with me. Tactical fighting had me beating him regularly these
         days and I needed to keep challenging myself.
      

      
      ‘Okay. Leg-only combat. No hands,’ Griffin said, then added, ‘and no heads.’

      
      I smiled at Spence, jumping up and down on the spot to stay warm. ‘You told him I head-butted you.’

      
      He looked guilty. ‘That shit hurt, Eden.’

      
      ‘Let’s go,’ Griffin said, clapping his hands together and taking up umpire position under the cover of the tree.

      
      I wiped the rain from my eyes and quickly made sure we didn’t have an audience. Spence came straight in, gungho, like always.
         I dodged his first three kicks and worked to move him around to keep his focus on staying in time with my movements. His leg
         struck out again and I dodged, but he kept swinging, hitting hard into my ribs with his second pass. I stumbled back.
      

      
      
      ‘You right?’ Griffin asked calmly.

      
      ‘Yep,’ I said, without hesitation.

      
      I swallowed down the pain and told myself it was fine. I needed to be able to take hits, too.

      
      We faced up again. Spence was feeling good about getting the first blow in but I had a renewed determination. I ran him around
         the same way as before but this time it was my strike that counted. My leg went up and out, kicking him with the sole of my
         foot right between his shoulderblades. Before he’d even reacted my other foot had followed, taking a swing out wide and smashing
         into his stomach.
      

      
      He went down.

      
      Griffin cleared his throat. ‘You right?’ he asked, not quite as calm this time.

      
      Spence was on his knees, sucking in a few deep breaths, winded.

      
      ‘Fantastic,’ he said, standing up to face me for round two. ‘Barely tickled.’

      
      We went six more rounds, each playing out fairly similarly, Spence getting increasingly irritated that I had his measure.
         When I put my hand out to pull him up, he swatted it away.
      

      
      ‘I’m not beat yet, Eden. I could go all night.’ He waggled his eyebrows.

      
      ‘No doubt, Spence,’ Griffin said from the sideline. He pulled off his jumper, revealing a white long-sleeved T-shirt.

      
      Shock horror, a deviation from his standard button-down!

      
      Griffin was a conundrum. He looked like someone in their mid-twenties, acted like someone in their late forties and was really
         in his eighties. But no matter how old he got, he’d always be a little stuck in his time. That wasn’t to say he couldn’t kick ass, though, which was clearly on the cards.
      

      
      ‘How about we swap places for a bit?’ he suggested.

      
      Spence got up and tried his best not to hobble to the sideline. ‘At least you can heal me,’ he grumbled as he passed me. ‘Even
         if it does hurt worse than the damn kicks.’
      

      
      Healing other Grigori, bar Lincoln, tended to be quite painful, and made me a bit of an anomaly.

      
      One more thing.
      

      
      But I wasn’t worried about that at the moment, I had my eye on the prize and I gave my full attention to my new opponent.
         I didn’t often get a chance to spar with Griffin.
      

      
      He kept a distance from me. Stalking me. ‘You’re getting stronger.’

      
      I just nodded and pushed aside my fear that it wasn’t true, reminding myself he meant physically.

      
      ‘And braver,’ he said, which I took as a warning. Griffin is deceptively fierce and fights with his head. I couldn’t outmanoeuvre
         him so easily.
      

      
      ‘One round,’ Griffin said, still moving, backing up towards the tree.

      
      ‘Why?’ I teased, as if he couldn’t handle it.

      
      ‘Because you don’t get practice rounds with exiles. Either beat me now, or don’t bother.’

      
      Nerves tingled in my gut. But this was a challenge I wasn’t about to shy away from. ‘Fine,’ I said, ignoring my dry mouth.
         I was up to it. I was sure I was fitter than Griffin, he didn’t put nearly the hours I did into training. ‘I’ve got somewhere
         to be, anyway. Any rules?’
      

      
      ‘First with their back on the ground is out.’

      
      
      No way I’m going down on my back again today.

      
      ‘Works for me,’ I said. But I didn’t like the smile playing on his lips.

      
      I moved in. I knew what he was doing, backing up the way he was, luring me in, but I couldn’t show fear. I kept my footing,
         watching his feet and hands. He was almost beneath the tree as I closed in. Then, fast as lightning, his hand went out – a
         fist right across my face that felt like a metal bar. I stumbled but was quick to right myself. He’d have to do better than
         that to get me down.
      

      
      He took another step back and that was his mistake. He’d cleared room for a kick and I was in the perfect position. I didn’t
         hesitate. My leg went out and I put force behind it, too. But instead of swerving he moved into me, grabbed my leg, and used
         my own momentum to throw me. Straight up. Into the tree.
      

      
      The wind was knocked out of me as my back and shoulder slammed into the thick overhanging branches and then I fell down fast,
         my right arm snapping a large branch and several smaller ones as I ricocheted off them on my way down.
      

      
      But one crack wasn’t from the tree.

      
      I hit the ground, hard. On my back.

      
      ‘Whoa!’ I heard Spence cry out. He was half freaking out, half laughing.

      
      I opened my eyes and brushed away the dirt and bark from my face.

      
      Griffin was standing above me. ‘Stronger and braver, yes, but years of experience count for something. I just spent the last
         hour sizing you up, picking your routine. You change it up, but everyone is predictable in the end. If you see the chance
         for a kick – you take it.’
      

      
      
      He put his hand out and I moved my right arm to take it, but winced in pain as I did, working hard to hold back a cry. My
         head went back to the ground again.
      

      
      ‘Broken?’ Griffin asked, casually.

      
      I turned my face to the side, angry with myself. ‘I think so.’ That was the other crack I’d heard. Damn it.

      
      ‘Perfect,’ Griffin said, as if it were all part of the plan. ‘This will help.’

      
      I glared at him. If he thought I was going to ask Lincoln to heal me tonight he had another think coming.

      
      ‘Whatever it is, it’ll have to wait. I have dinner tonight with Dad,’ I snarled, pushing myself up with my good arm. Spence
         was behind me and helped me to stand. My head was spinning out of control.
      

      
      ‘Easy, girl,’ he said, as if he was talking to a racehorse. I pulled my good arm out of his hold to stand on my own. Then
         desperately wished I hadn’t.
      

      
      While my stomach churned and I fought the urge to throw up, I took a few calming breaths and tried to centre myself and control
         the pain.
      

      
      That was when I felt it.

      
      The invisible tendril that linked us sizzled. I could feel his heart beating, steadily at first, and then, as if recognising
         me, it picked up.
      

      
      He knows I’ve been hurt. What the … ?

      
      Then the connection snapped. I didn’t know if it was him or me. Him, I think, because I hadn’t thought to try. I could taste
         something in the back of my throat.
      

      
      Honey. Since when could he sense me like that?

      
      
      Griffin’s phone started to ring. He walked away to answer but I could hear him anyway. Grigori have better normal senses,
         too. We can’t hear through walls, but we can hear, see and smell better than average.
      

      
      ‘It’s fine … You knew? … Impressive … No … Training … No … We’re exploring … I’ll call you after.’ He sounded like he was
         trying to diffuse something and couldn’t get off the phone fast enough.
      

      
      ‘Lincoln?’ I asked, trying not to look like I cared but knowing he was probably on his way by now.

      
      Griffin raised his eyebrows. ‘You felt the connection, too?’

      
      I shrugged. I’d always been able to feel it, since just before I’d embraced and Lincoln had been hurt. It wasn’t something
         I’d felt the need to advertise. I hardly needed to add anything else to the ‘special’ list.
      

      
      He watched me for a moment. Griffin saw all too easily through my bullshit, but he wasn’t going to do anything about it now.
         He was good like that.
      

      
      ‘He’s worried.’

      
      I knew he was right, I even felt the little bit of truth he bled into the words for my benefit, but I just didn’t want to
         have to think about it. Mostly, I didn’t want to feel that intense desire to be near to him, to fill the emptiness in me that
         was always there when he wasn’t. It’s not like I couldn’t hear the concern in Griffin’s voice, too. No one wanted Lincoln
         and me to be together. We weren’t the only ones to see what happened to Nyla and Rudyard.
      

      
      Spence handed me a bottle of water.

      
      ‘Violet, I want you to try and heal yourself. I’ve been looking for an opportunity but you’ve been doing well in training so one hasn’t come up till now.’ Griffin slipped his jumper back on, perfectly timed to cover his smile. Even Griffin
         was guilty of competitiveness.
      

      
      No wonder he sounded defensive with Lincoln.

      
      ‘Lincoln’s not coming?’ I asked, giving him a look that said I saw the smile and there would be a rematch.

      
      ‘Not unless we need him,’ he said with a shrug, which also responded to my look. We were holding two conversations at once.

      
      That part of me that had started to anticipate Lincoln, sank.

      
      ‘Okay,’ I said, trying to ignore my disappointment.

      
      ‘Let me tell you what we are going to try,’ Griffin said before proceeding to talk through how he wanted me to heal myself.

      
      At first, I thought he was mad. I’d only just mastered the ability to heal Lincoln. Sure, there had been some discussions
         that I might be able to do more, prompted by my sometimes being able to send the flow of power back into myself and heal injuries
         that would have otherwise been too great for Lincoln to do alone. And I’d managed to heal other Grigori – well, only Spence
         so far, we hadn’t tried anyone else yet. But still …
      

      
      Griffin suggested ways of tapping into my power, but they felt wrong. Lincoln was my partner – he was supposed to heal me. But, things were … the way they were. He was trying to stay away from me, like I was supposed to
         be doing from him.
      

      
      Standing in the dim light, rain still spitting, under a tree I’d just had a head-on collision with, I did as Griffin instructed
         and drew my power within, trying to coerce it to heal my arm.
      

      
      To my delight … and horror, I received an answer.
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      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      
      ‘No price is too high to pay for the privilege of owning
yourself.’
Friedrich Nietzsche

      
      the full-length mirror inside my wardrobe shot back an image I barely recognised. I was wearing a little black A-line dress.
         I’d opted for stockings. I didn’t usually like them but they were good for hiding the evidence. Over my arms, I draped a silver
         shawl I’d borrowed from Steph ages ago to cloak the bruising. Luckily for me, most of the damage had already healed on my
         face and what remained was covered up by a layer of foundation.
      

      
      It could have been worse. I’d actually managed to tap into my power earlier and manipulate the healing I usually sent to others.
         It hadn’t done a complete job, but enough to fix the break in my arm and the cut on my head. It had also relieved some of
         the pain and bruising, even if my arm still hurt like I was plunging it into a vat of acid every time I used it. It would
         take a few more days to fully recover. Griffin had suggested I try again, but for now I wasn’t up to it.
      

      
      I assessed my ensemble again. At least Dad would be happy. Fathers seemed to feel a sense of accomplishment when daughters dressed conservatively, hence my putting on the black knee-high boots Zoe had given me before she left. Along with
         a smudge of eyeliner, they changed the overall look just enough.
      

      
      Petty, yes, but right now Dad invoked that reaction in me. I hadn’t told him about what I was, or who had made me like this. Most of the time I felt terrible for him. And guilty. He’d had a wife who had deceived him the whole
         time they’d been together and then died, leaving him completely broken. Now, he had a daughter who really wasn’t any better.
      

      
      But he wasn’t blameless either.

      
      I came home regularly with bruising, or blood on my clothes. I was always out – not that he wasn’t as well, but a father is
         supposed to pick up on these things. Not to mention I’d flown to Jordan recently without him so much as noticing. The only
         thing he’d questioned was the thousand dollars I’d withdrawn from his account to pay off Onyx for much-needed information
         – about my likely demise. Half a dozen fabricated household bills later Dad had accepted there was no drama and gone back
         to his work.
      

      
      So sue me. I wasn’t about to turn up to our quarterly, sometimes half-yearly, ‘family’ dinner wearing an outfit that would
         make him relax into his seat and feel certain everything was as it should be.
      

      
      I closed the wardrobe door and slipped on the silver bracelets I wore to hide my angelic markings and made a mental note to
         buy some new ones. I was sick of wearing the same jewellery every day.
      

      
      Dad had arranged to meet me at The Orchard, our favourite Thai restaurant. When I was younger, he used to take me there three or four times a week, whenever we were nanny-less. It was as close as we came to a home-cooked meal. He knew the staff
         and liked it there. They called him ‘John’ instead of ‘James’ and I think in some ways he liked that the most.
      

      
      Issues? Us?

      
      I’d decided to walk to the restaurant. It was near our apartment building and I was early anyway, plus I knew Dad would be
         running late.
      

      
      Not far into the walk, my angelic senses kicked in. I smelled the flowers first, which only ever happened with him, that distinctive
         bouquet dominated by scents of musk and jasmine – a particularly moreish combination. The taste of crisp, ripe apple came
         next and I saw the flashes of power that echoed morning and evening. Even though he wanted me to know he was there, my senses
         were less perceptive of him compared to other exiles, the flashes more gentle but still, unnervingly, swaying in favour of
         evening.
      

      
      I stopped outside a department store window and stared at a mannequin wearing a beautiful strapless black dress with an intricately
         laced bodice from which fabric flowed to the floor in a sublime drop, a long slit in one side. The model was emotionless even
         though it showcased one of the most stunning dresses I’d ever seen. I locked my own reactions down and tried to replicate
         her numbness while I waited.
      

      
      I didn’t need to turn to know when he was right behind me. He was so close – I could feel his breath on my back, feel the
         flickering emotion he was sending me, the kind that wrung my insides in terrible delight. I focused on being like the mannequin.
      

      
      ‘Stop it,’ I said, through gritted teeth.

      
      
      He moved to stand beside me. The pushing eased and I could breathe again.

      
      ‘That would look ravishing on you. Would you like me to buy it for you? I could even throw in the ravishing if you like,’
         he said, teasing and not at the same time.
      

      
      I looked down the street. A moment before it had been filled with city-goers, hurrying from buildings, heading out for the
         night or trying to get home. Now, it was quiet. Apart from a few hesitant passersby it looked like the area had been evacuated.
         Even the traffic had lightened considerably and seemed to creep past, as though the engine sounds were somehow muted. I knew
         it was Phoenix, I just didn’t know if it was an illusion he was creating in my head, trying to give us some sick kind of privacy,
         or if he had poured something terrible into the minds of those surrounding us, something so awful that they had fled.
      

      
      I could see our reflections in the window. He was taller than me, though he often slouched. He always dressed smartly these
         days. Today he was in black pants and a charcoal shirt. He looked both handsome and dangerous and I couldn’t help staring
         at his hair in the glass – the way light danced across the black roots that were illuminated by ripples of deep purple and
         strands of dazzling silver. Even in the image bouncing off the window, it was mesmerising.
      

      
      He was watching me, too. I knew what he was thinking, standing there surveying me the way I had him and I hated that we looked
         so good together. I could feel that he hated it too.
      

      
      Hates me.

      
      There were other emotions there as well. He wasn’t good enough to hide them completely – or didn’t want to. And every time he bled those intoxicating feelings of lust and seduction into me, I sensed they were laced with an honesty he would
         deny even to himself.
      

      
      But none of that mattered. Not any more.

      
      He recoiled, taking a small step back, into the shadows of the reflection. I wondered if it was a reaction to me and my emotions
         or to his.
      

      
      ‘We need to agree on buildings,’ he said, his voice smooth and sure.

      
      I nodded. It was the last of the pre-trade arrangements. We’d left it that way on purpose. Too much could go wrong otherwise.
         At least I’d finally have some news to pass on to everyone.
      

      
      He pushed a little at me again, emotions caressing me from inside out. It was divine.

      
      I put up lazy walls and bit down hard. ‘I said stop it or I’ll leave.’

      
      ‘But I could make this exchange much more pleasurable.’

      
      He tried harder this time and like smoke seeping under a doorway, lust rose, my body craving more.

      
      Phoenix laughed lightly. ‘You have such an appetite. I don’t know why you deny it,’ he said, coercing me with his words.

      
      ‘Because it’s not me. I don’t want your emotions running through me. It’s like some kind of poison.’

      
      He didn’t stop, but didn’t push any harder. Instead, he leaned in close, too close for comfort, and spoke with a low voice
         into my ear. ‘I would’ve given you everything.’
      

      
      I held my defences where they were, caught in the moment. Half up, half down, unsure for a second which way to go. But then I came to my senses, and my walls shot up. I stepped back and turned to him, showing I wasn’t afraid.
      

      
      ‘No. You would’ve taken everything I am until I was nothing but your puppet. You mightn’t have planned to – but you wouldn’t
         have been able to help yourself. And anyway …’ I stopped. There was no way to discuss that, to talk about how I couldn’t love
         anyone truly, anyone other than Lincoln.
      

      
      Phoenix shrugged, but his expression remained intense. ‘Guess we’ll never know.’ He looked right into my eyes, making sure
         he had my full attention. ‘But then, neither will he.’
      

      
      Like I was back in Jordan again, I felt the tragedy of Rudy’s death, of Phoenix calling out to his exiles to leave a moment
         later. I’d wondered since, why he hadn’t just grabbed the Scripture earlier and taken off. He was losing exiles and we were
         too evenly matched – it wasn’t a smart fight. If he was any other exile I would have understood. In general, they don’t care
         and would be insane enough to take on any odds, but not Phoenix. He was an anomaly.
      

      
      He was still watching me and it was then that I realised why he’d waited so long to leave.

      
      ‘You wanted Rudyard to die,’ I accused, barely able to push the words from my mouth. It was too horrific, and even after everything
         he’d done, I really didn’t want this to be true.
      

      
      His eyes flickered, then narrowed. At first I thought my accusation surprised him but then he just let out a calculatedly
         bored yawn.
      

      
      ‘An acceptable casualty of war.’ He put his hands in his pockets, showing he wasn’t concerned.

      
      He’d planned it all. Made sure Lincoln and I would never be …

      
      
      My good arm went out so fast I hadn’t even realised I’d decided to do anything. My closed fist swept across his face hard.
         He hadn’t expected it and it hit him in the jaw, jerking his head to the side.
      

      
      He stood tall again, as if it hadn’t happened. He didn’t even put a hand to his face to rub the spot I knew would be hurting.
         In fact, he left his hands in his pockets.
      

      
      Bastard.

      
      I kept my own hands fisted, anticipating his retaliation. But instead, he just growled, ‘Buildings.’

      
      ‘Maddox,’ I said quickly, still in a bit of shock.

      
      ‘Fine. We’ll be on the Brighton. Tomorrow night. 11 p.m. No tricks.’

      
      ‘No tricks,’ I agreed, suspecting I wasn’t the only one lying. ‘And you can stop sending your lackeys after me, too,’ I added.
         ‘We’ve returned them all, Phoenix. Surely you’re getting sick of losing fighters.’
      

      
      He smiled without any kindness. ‘Just making sure you have no more hesitations.’

      
      I glared at him. ‘No such luck,’ I sneered. My apprehension at drawing my dagger had ended the night I’d returned Jude. But
         I felt sure he knew that.
      

      
      ‘And I thought you’d appreciate the extra training.’
      

      
      A shiver ran down my spine. The way he said it and waited for my reaction – I was suddenly convinced he’d been watching me,
         following me on my additional sessions.
      

      
      He turned to walk away but stopped and looked back. ‘Violet …’

      
      ‘What?’ I snapped.

      
      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said, now touching his face. And then he was gone with a more forceful than usual gust of wind that pushed
         me back a step before I caught my footing.
      

      
      ‘Shit,’ I mumbled nervously, taking a few calming breaths and trying to shake the quiver from my hands.
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