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    Dedication




    For Eric




    Because you believe I am capable of anything, I can believe it too.


  




  

    Prologue




    THE YOUNG GIRL TWISTED around and around, calling out for someone to answer, but no one did. Sound echoed off the mirror-covered buildings, deceptively hollow and ghostly. There was nothing but silence. The city had swallowed up every living creature. She called again, fear gripping her heart.




    “Hello!” the girl screamed at the top of her voice, her trembling fingers cupped around her mouth.




    Dizziness swept over her—it felt as if the very buildings were spinning. The wind whipped up, a swirling cyclone of heat and dust. The ground shuddered. She looked up to the sound of crunching glass in time to see the windows above vibrate, more like disturbed water than something solid and impenetrable. A noise, as loud as thunder, exploded all around her. The girl fell to her knees under a relentless shower of shattering glass.


  




  

    Chapter One




    AN OMINOUS QUIET HAD FALLEN over the townhouse. Nothing seemed to stir, no creaking floorboards tread on or pipes groaning. Outside, it appeared as if the entire city of Acheron had stilled in mourning. Candra’s feet felt as though thick, heavy layers of lead sheeting covered them instead of the leather pumps she’d put on while dressing. Each labored step to the second floor tortured her. Her trembling fingers clutched onto the smooth, polished banister as she willed herself to not give up and fall to pieces before she reached her bed. She wondered if the silence was her imagination playing tricks. If anything, the city had been awash with more activity and noise than usual recently: the screeching of brakes, sirens, gunshots, crying… She refused to cry—not yet.




    Candra bitterly regretted leaving Ivy’s wake early. She hadn’t been able to handle all those people crowded into the tiny Irish bar with its cracked leather-topped stools, paneled walls and tables that wobbled and sloshed drinks around glasses. The thick, bitter smell of stout and whiskey clung to her hair and clothes and mingled with the cold stench of death, incense, and moss from the mausoleum. A chill, seeming as permanent as the marble that separated the living from the dearly departed, ached in her bones.




    She’d regretted telling Sebastian she needed space as soon as she’d left. If he were with her now, he would scoop her up in his strong arms and carry her up the stairs to bed, just like he had the day Ivy was murdered.




    And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest!




    The words popped into her head from nowhere. A stinging pain swelled in Candra’s chest. Icy cold slithered over her skin, threatening to finally pull her under and break the composure she had managed to hold onto all day. She gripped the banister tighter until her hand burned from the pressure and her knuckles were in danger of splitting her skin. The pain swept over her like a tidal wave, choking her with dry sobs. Not one tear leaked from her eyes. Not here. She refused to allow Sebastian or Brie to find her curled in a ball halfway to her room after she’d convinced them she was coping. She couldn’t afford to be broken, not with war looming in the distance and her, the only advantage they had, even if she couldn’t fathom what that meant yet. She bore a striking similarity to a new piece of electronics missing its instruction pamphlet. No one could figure out how to make her “work.”




    After several calming, deep breaths, she forced herself to climb the remaining steps, only to flick the light switch in her room and be met with utter darkness. The drapes efficiently blocked the glow from the street lamps outside her window. She had insisted Sebastian close them when she’d woken up. The sun had been shining, and it had felt like an affront to Ivy’s memory to enjoy the warm rays filtering in. Rain would have been more fitting on the day Candra had to say goodbye to her best friend.




    She flicked the switch again and again, each time harder and allowing a little of her frustration to release on the inoffensive piece of metal and plastic. The idea of messing around with stepladders didn’t help to brighten her mood. She closed the door with a groan and reached for the lamp on her desk. Nothing.




    “I think that might have been me. Re-entry was a little bumpy.”




    Candra spun toward the female voice, grabbing the first thing she could get her hands on. “Who’s there? What do you want?” Adrenaline fired through her body, tensing every muscle and constricting her heart to pump faster.




    “Seriously, what are you planning to do with that—iPod me to death?” the disembodied voice teased lightly from the corner of the room where the darkest shadows lurked.




    Candra blinked, trying to adjust to the blackness, but instead, all she saw was stars. The voice belonged to a stranger, even though something about the tone made Candra’s insides jump up into her throat. She looked down, scarcely able to make out the outline of the small silver player in her hand and the strings of the earpieces hanging like limp spaghetti over her fist. She hastily reached back with her free hand and snatched up the study lamp, dropping the iPod to the floor with a clatter.




    Winged guards were currently perched on the rooftops all around the townhouse—Grigori, the ones she had come to know as Watchers and convinced herself were gargoyles as a child. Back then, they had terrified her when she saw them move. It had been her father who told her they were there to protect her. She’d forgotten about it for years, until a few months ago when an obstinate, egotistical angel had saved her life.




    How did this stranger get inside? How did she get past the guards?




    Suddenly, a dim pink glow brightened the room, casting a triangle of light across the floor. Long shadows crept outward to the darkness still surrounding Candra, while, on the other side of the brightness separating them, light only skimmed the encroacher. Candra’s heart clenched and then hammered against the inside of her ribcage. She tested her hold on the weighty brass lamp in her hand and yanked the cord from the wall.




    At first glance, the intruder gave the impression of a young woman, leaning against the wall by the corner lamp—the last one still working. Smooth jet-black hair hung loose over her shoulders. A tight tank barely contained an ample cleavage bolstered by her crossed arms, and a pair of cotton shorts exposed her long, shapely legs. Candra estimated the woman to be probably about an inch taller than her and registered the sleek cut of muscle under her olive-toned skin. Size didn’t matter; the woman’s athletic build was of no consequence. If Candra’s suspicion proved correct, she might as well be four foot nothing, weigh seventy pounds, and knock Candra down dead without breaking a nail.




    The woman was a smidgeon too beautiful, too graceful in the way she held her body. Her facial features were a trace too symmetrical, from her pouting lips to the delicate slant of her narrowed, almond eyes. These differences would be hardly recognized for anything more than a lucky combination of genetics by anyone else, but Candra recognized them for what they were—the hallmarks of the angelic.




    The woman’s arms dropped unceremoniously by her side, and she released a long, drawn out breath. Candra flinched and shifted her weight from foot to foot, gauging her body for balance.




    “I know what you are,” she accused, angry that they couldn’t give her this one day. They’d chosen when she was alone, physically and emotionally at her lowest point since the night Ivy died. Something else about the woman didn’t sit right: she wore pajamas from Candra’s wardrobe. She quickly explained it away, telling herself if the angelic intruder had used her wings, she would have torn up her own clothes. Angel wings were made of celestial matter and hidden by force of will most of the time. However, in times of great emotional upheaval or at the angel’s choosing, they became very real.




    “You really don’t, do you?” the stranger whispered, almost as if she didn’t care if Candra heard or not. Her dark eyes softened, and her eyelids lowered in obvious disappointment.




    It wasn’t a hostile action. At the same time, Candra knew the woman possessed a preternatural ability to move like lightening if she desired, and she contemplated the pros and cons of attacking first. She deliberated whether first strike would give her the element of surprise or any advantage at all. At the same time, she was painfully aware of a niggling feeling in her gut. Something wanted to break through the haze of adrenaline, fear, and sorrow wracking her body.




    “You’re one of them, the ones my father warned Draven about,” Candra spat viciously. “Come get me if you can. You have no idea what I’m capable of.”




    She was bluffing. The one thing she was capable of in a fight with an angel was dying. She displayed her own part-angelic nature by not gasping on the thin air at high altitudes. She saw angel wings, although she didn’t possess her own, and she showed an ability to use a curleax—a healing stone—although she passed out cold afterwards. The only other time she had done anything bordering on angelic, her skin had glowed with an iridescent light, and she was pretty sure it wouldn’t help in a brawl. Her battle plan consisted solely of her and the lamp.




    The woman pushed herself off from the wall and straightened. Candra sucked in a breath, despite her heart pumping so hard it squeezed her lungs to the point the air she took in was miniscule. Rage bubbled up inside her, fizzing and spiting, making her blood boil. If it wasn’t for the ones like this invader, the ones who overthrew the Arch and then set their sights on Earth, Ivy would still be alive, instead of laid out on satin in the cold and dark. Her soul languished in a supposed paradise now ravaged by war. Candra let out a howl, half-agony, half-battle cry. She lunged forward at the same moment the young woman stepped into the full illumination from the lamp and stared Candra down with dark eyes—the exact rich, gleaming green color of ivy.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    ALL FIGHT LEFT CANDRA as remorselessly as an arrow from a well-worn bow. She froze, her hand aloft and ready to strike out with the lamp. “Ivy?” Her voice sounded weak, brittle. To say the name without feeling the accompanying stab of pain proved difficult.




    The young woman nodded slowly once. Her shoulders relaxed significantly along with a relieved sigh.




    “Ivy?” Candra repeated, only vaguely aware the woman had already answered. She looked nothing like Ivy, and at the same time, Candra could see Ivy in everything about her. Ivy’s eyes looked out at her from a stranger’s body. Blood drained from Candra’s face, and her knees buckled, ready to give way. It can’t be…




    Fury bubbled up again, zinging through her blood. Her muscles acted without conscious decision. “It’s a trick. You can’t be her,” she yelled, bringing her hand down hard toward the stranger’s head.




    The lamp didn’t make contact. Fingers caught around Candra’s wrist, holding her back with little effort. Candra grunted, pushing harder. It was as if the woman was made of stone, as if Candra was attempting to move a living statue. Blood pounded in her head, and her eyes stung with the beginning of a headache. She curled her other fist into a ball on reflex, but the woman was quicker and gripped that hand too.




    “I have no intention of letting you mess up the pretty.” The green-eyed stranger scowled, making barely-there lines form between her brows. She flicked her head, swishing her long hair over her shoulder and pressed her lips into a straight line.




    Confusion riddled Candra. She wanted to believe in her heart that it was entirely possible for Ivy to be here because, well, because if angels were possible, anything was possible. However, the other part of her had seen and experienced so much recently. It warned her not to trust herself. Watchers could get inside a person’s head and make them believe anything the Watcher wanted them to believe. She scrunched her eyes up tight, wishing hard it could be true and her best friend had returned to her.




    “Sebastian.” Candra whispered the word without realizing it. She longed for his presence to help her through this. Perhaps if he was here with her, it wouldn’t be happening at all, she thought to herself. Maybe the grief and pressure had finally gotten to her and she had snapped. Perhaps the vision before her merely consisted of vapor and shadow, like the monsters children witnessed slinking out of their closet at night.




    “I bet beautiful, creepy, stalker guy can talk some sense into you.”




    Candra’s eyes flashed open, wide and astonished. A numb prickling sensation trickled downward toward her elbow, and her hand began losing feeling from lack of blood. “What did you just say?”




    The woman blinked, and Candra noticed for the first time that there was no glimmer of gold in her eyes. All Watchers had flecks of gold in their eyes. Not simply golden color, their eyes reflected light as if they contained hints of the precious metal. Every single one of them except for Brie, who was technically not a Watcher any longer since she’d fallen to raise Candra as her own child. This stranger had pure green eyes, as if someone had poured smooth paint into her irises. Candra caught her breath.




    Seeming to deduce that she was finally getting through, the woman loosened her hold a little and drew Candra’s hand down.




    Blood rushed back into her fingers with an acute pain, leaving her unable to keep her hold on the lamp. The makeshift weapon dropped from her hand to the wooden floor with a sharp clang. Candra knew in her heart and soul that this was real and not some delusion created by her tormented mind. Some part of this person standing in front of her with an amused expression was Ivy. The woman’s dark pink lips turned upward on one side in a knowing smirk.




    Like a domino display toppling relentlessly onward, relief spread quickly through Candra, and her entire body relaxed for the first time in months. Nothing else mattered for now—not the war, free will, or destiny. She was getting a second chance; they both were. All the things Candra hadn’t shared with Ivy before rushed forward in her mind and became a topsy-turvy mess of words. She had Sebastian, Brie, and now Ivy back again. Her eyes began to flood and overflow, and a smile so wide it hurt stretched across her face.




    “It’s really you, isn’t it?” She beamed.




    “In the flesh, so to speak.” The green-eyed stranger stepped back, holding her hands at shoulder level, and twirled. “And what a lovely flesh it is.”




    Candra’s eyebrow drew down at her attempt to be lighthearted. On impulse, she reached out and pinched the woman’s arm hard.




    “Ouch!” She swatted Candra’s hand away lightly and covered her arm where a red mark bloomed, looking down and then back to Candra’s sheepish grin.




    “Just checking.”




    “Well, next time, pinch yourself to check if you are delusional.” The woman, who Candra now accepted was Ivy in some form, glanced up at her and then back to her arm. When she took her hand away, the mark was gone and her skin had returned to smooth and flawless.




    “What are you?” Candra asked, leaning forward to take a closer look at Ivy’s arm.




    “Now, that is the million dollar question.” She laughed without humor and moved to sit on Candra’s bed, one of the few pieces of furniture in the large room.




    The space was predominantly plain and decorated in neutral colors. Abstract paintings hung over Candra’s bed and seemed to depict wings, depending on the perception of the viewer.




    The woman winced and sat down easier the second time. “It seems not every injury heals so fast. Remind me to ask his hotness why I had to land smack on my ass on a hard wooden floor with a nice comfy mattress six inches to the left.”




    “Sebastian,” Candra thought aloud, rushing back to her desk.




    Ivy was beside her before she got a chance to dial and pulled the phone from her hand.




    Candra turned to her and tilted her head in confusion. Her face hurt when she frowned, the result of persistent gloom for several days.




    The woman held up the phone, fixing her gaze on Candra in a way that made her want to shrink back. Green-eyes cleared the number and placed it back on the desk.




    “We need to talk first.”




    “Wouldn’t this be easier if everyone was here so you don’t have to tell it over—”




    “I can’t tell them everything,” she cut Candra off mid-flow.




    Candra narrowed her eyes. She believed this person was Ivy, and so she should trust her, but the very last thing she needed right now was more secrets. For some reason, her instinct wouldn’t allow her to accept what her head and heart already believed.




    The woman sat again, this time placing her hands down first and then lightly sitting until she fully positioned herself on the thick plush down of Candra’s comforter.




    “It’s better if Sebastian doesn’t see me yet.”




    “Why?”




    She shrugged dramatically. “What can I say? I know what I know.”




    It was all too bizarre for Candra. The last week had been confusing in the worst possible ways. Sebastian loved her, and she loved him; it felt so natural to her. The beginning of their relationship had turned out to be bittersweet when she discovered her courtship with Draven had been a ruse. He had set them up to finally make peace among the Watchers. To make matters worse, apparently an even more deadly menace loomed. Candra had also spent the past week in mourning. She’d attended her lectures in a daze and had accepted the condolences of her classmates with little acknowledgement of them. Now this.




    “I’m really not sure I can take any more,” she said wearily. She released her long hair from the tight clip holding it in place and fell back on to her bed beside the young woman…Ivy. Candra shut her eyes and tried to force her brain to accept the name and attach it to this stranger’s face in her subconscious. Her subconscious didn’t want to cooperate, and the name slipped away, leaving the woman’s face inside her head battling with Ivy’s for recognition. Like a new penny spinning on its edge, she saw Ivy, then the woman…then Ivy…faster and faster until they appeared to become one. Except they weren’t one. As soon as the penny stopped, it would fall flat, leaving only one of them on top.




    Candra sat up again and stared at her, pressing her fingers into Ivy’s cheeks. She squeezed them in the way she’d molded Play-Doh as a child, as if she could fix Ivy back the way she used to be.




    “Watcha doing?” Ivy asked, drawing out the words, her voice muffled by her distorted mouth and her eyebrows arching.




    “This is going to take a lot of getting accustomed to.” Candra studied her face, pulling the flesh this way and that, familiarizing herself.




    “Are we done now?”




    Candra brought her hand up to her own temples, rubbing circles to relieve the building tension headache. It was hardly past eight, and she was already exhausted. “How can you be so blasé about this?”




    The woman lifted her hand behind her shoulder and scooped her long, silken hair over to the front, where she began working it into a braid. “Believe me when I say that landing on your floor in this body was not the weirdest thing that happened to me this week.” She shrugged, looking up at Candra from under long black lashes. “Besides, you know me. I was constantly changing my appearance.”




    “Your hair, make-up, clothes…” Candra argued incredulously. “You never became someone else.”




    Ivy stopped and looked up from where she’d been gazing at the radiance her dark hair picked up from the muted light. “But I’m not someone else. I’m the same as always…with a few minor adjustments.”




    Candra shook her head, still struggling to reconcile this woman and Ivy into one being.




    Ivy smiled and rolled her eyes before she continued. “I know who I am. My identity isn’t tied up in my appearance. The outside—” she waved one hand around in front of her, holding on to the braid with the other “—is just decoration.”




    “You’re making me feel very shallow,” Candra joked lightly. “I would be seriously freaking out.”




    “You did seriously freak out,” Ivy corrected her.




    A wave of mixed emotions overcame Candra. Her life had become a cyclone of changes, a tempest of sensations she could barely register before one moved on to the next. They slowly managed to grind her down, piece by piece.




    “What was it like?” she whispered in a hushed voice, unconvinced she really wanted the answer.




    “Dying?”




    Candra nodded.




    “Baffling.” She snorted a laugh. Candra frowned. The woman sucked in a deep breath and went on. “Look, this is big. I’m not going to pretend like it isn’t, but I can’t be all morose about getting another go on the merry-go-round. The shooting was an accident. I know that much. The guy didn’t mean to hurt anyone.”




    Candra pursed her lips dubiously; she couldn’t help blaming the guy who’d shot Ivy, regardless of his reasons for robbing the drugstore. He’d claimed he was hungry and the gun simply went off. In Candra’s mind, he should never have been carrying a gun.




    Ivy laid her hand across Candra’s, and her first thought was how smooth and warm the woman’s skin was…and soft—softer than even Lofi’s. Once again, the penny in her mind’s eye began spinning, and the whirling sound rang in her ears. Ivy’s face flashed in and out.




    “There are reasons for everything, even when we can’t see them. Me being here is not something that happened on its own.”




    Candra pulled her hand away roughly and scooted backward so she pressed her spine against the metal frame of her bed. She pulled her legs up to her chest and folded her arms tightly around them, pushing her fingers into her own arms until they stung. “Please don’t give me that,” she pleaded earnestly. “You, of all people! Don’t talk to me about destiny and plans and what’s meant to be. You were the one who told me we have free will and our choices are our own.”




    “They are.” Ivy pulled her legs up too, and in the process released the braid, which immediately began to fall loose. “Of course we all have free will, but it doesn’t mean we aren’t affected by what others decide. Sometimes, things are put in our path that aren’t as random as they appear, that’s all. Sometimes, things happen as reactions to what others choose. It doesn’t mean free will isn’t real.”




    Candra closed her eyes and turned her head to rest her cheek on her knee. “You’re talking in circles. I don’t understand.”




    “Where is Prince Charming?”




    “Still paying his respects at your funeral reception, I expect,” Candra mumbled against her knee. “He’ll be home soon.”




    “Home.” The woman repeated the word in a tone strongly laced with questioning. She paused for a moment. “Let’s get back to that one later, shall we?”




    Candra peeked up briefly. Curious green eyes gazed back at her. When she looked away again and ignored the slightly lower pitch of the voice speaking to her, she could almost pretend she was Ivy. She is Ivy, Candra scolded herself and forced her eyes up.




    “Remember the movie we watched where the husband and kids die in a car wreck and go to heaven?” Ivy inquired. “We spent the whole afternoon surrounded by ice cream tubs and tissues, bawling our eyes out over how amazing it all was.”




    “I remember.”




    “Heaven is nothing like that.” She grinned. “It’s so much more…I can’t explain. No words are adequate. Try to picture no struggle to accept you’ve passed or desire to hold on to what you were before. I mean, you remember, but it doesn’t hurt to remember.”




    It did sound wonderful, but Candra couldn’t wrap her head around it for one enormous reason. “What about the war? The Arch?”




    “It’s been over for years.”




    “How can that be?”




    Ivy grimaced, raising her eyebrows and pursing her lips, pulling them to one side, appearing to think deeply about her answer. Her nose scrunched up as if she smelled something rotten before she corrected herself. Candra suspected she was considering the details she couldn’t share about heaven. That made sense to an extent. None of the Watchers remembered much from before they came to Earth, but it also pointed out another glaringly obvious difference between the woman before her and them. How can she?




    “Time has no meaning in heaven, but do you know how long it takes to get here from there?”




    Candra remained stoic, knowing the question was rhetorical.




    “Years. The travel takes years.”




    Candra shifted and drew her legs under her, pressing one hand into her bed and holding the other palm out. “Wait, you’re saying there is no war?” Her heart thumped heavily, irritating the pain behind her eyes, causing a relentless tugging on the blood vessels in her head. A flash of relief built inside her, behind a floodgate ready to come crashing through. She could practically taste the possibility that they were wrong and nothing was coming to get them, nothing to separate her from Sebastian.




    Ivy didn’t answer. Her index finger leisurely traced a line over the delicate apple print on the shorts she wore, concentrating on them intently. Candra couldn’t breathe, as her chest burned with hope that instinct told her not to trust. The answer she wanted wasn’t forthcoming, and the woman wasn’t lifting her eyes. They probably only had minutes more before Sebastian decided he couldn’t let her be alone right now, regardless of her protests.




    “Tell me now, and tell me fast. What in hell is going on here?” Candra demanded, leaving no room for argument.




    “It takes eighteen years. Imagine what it would mean if the Arch was defeated around the time you were born. Now, imagine the victor finding a way out of heaven as soon as the conflict ended.”




    Relief drained away, replaced by a blood-curdling dread. Candra’s eyes widened. She predicted what was coming next. Eighteen years. She gulped down the lump in her throat. “The threat, whatever it is, it’s already here.”




    “The final battle is about to begin, and you are the key to stopping a war.”




    “How?” Candra asked.




    “You can send the Watchers home. No one has to die.”




    Candra’s mouth went slack. Ivy smiled benignly and reached forward to take Candra’s hand.




    “That’s what the Arch wanted, to save them from more fighting. That’s why you are here. Think about it. Isn’t heaven what Sebastian wants? And the others…they don’t want to be here anymore.”




    Candra tugged her hand away and slid off the bed. She dragged the drape back and wrapped her arms around herself, watching rain pelting down in heavy sheets, blurring the street outside. An icy sensation niggled at the back of her neck, making goose bumps rise on her forearms. The first wave of Watchers had come because they’d wanted a human life they couldn’t have. The second had followed to clean up the mess the soulless creatures born to the first created. They all wanted to go home after the war, but they couldn’t return ever, and when they died, they turned to dust. What if she was their way home? Her chest constricted, and she asked herself whether Sebastian would go if she gave him the opportunity.




    “What about the rest of them…humans? What about us?” Candra asked, peering out the window and trying to focus on the blurry figures on the rooftop across the street. Condensation made the glass opaque and practically impossible to discern anything beyond vague shapes. She wondered if it was someone she had met, someone who could die in another bloody war. Maybe an angel she might send back to the place they came from before here.




    “You have no idea what it was like for those who disappointed the Arch. The despair, locked away in darkness and forgotten.”




    Candra closed her eyes and listened to the rain and beyond it to the sounds of the city in the distance, trying to isolate the sources. Despite the violent downpour, she heard the shrill ringing of several fire alarms and the emergency vehicles on the way to them.




    “All because the Arch couldn’t be satisfied,” Ivy went on in a meticulously cool voice. “He had tens of thousands of adoring angels and an eternity to be idolized. Still, humans came to pass. What was wrong with us? Why weren’t we enough?”




    “Us?” Candra whispered the word absently, still focused on the figures perched on the rooftops. The great expanse of their outstretched wings looked black against the gray, cloud-filled sky. The months had worn on her, and it didn’t immediately strike her as odd that they seemed ready for flight…or attack.




    “Us?” Candra turned, gripping the windowsill behind her.




    The woman’s fingers worked deftly, re-braiding her hair, her head tilted to the side, and she peered up at Candra with a calculating smile. Her green eyes seemed flat, and in the darkness, it appeared the vibrant color had drained from them, leaving murky pools. Candra swallowed thickly as her mind raced to catch up with her thoughts and wrap around what her instincts were telling her.




    A loud thump from above caught their attention, and Candra’s heart galloped—Sebastian. His arrival meant Brie and Gabe wouldn’t be far behind. Lofi would probably also stop by before returning to the brownstone they called home in the city. They were about to have a very full house. Candra took several tentative steps forward at the same time Ivy moved toward her and gripped her hands.




    “You know it’s what he wants, Candra, even if he won’t admit it to you. Sebastian came here out of duty, a misplaced loyalty, later betrayed with abandonment. Here, he is nothing more than an outcast.” Her words came out rushed and anxious. Her eyes darted between Candra’s, pleading. “Come with me now. I know you. You will twist yourself in knots over this when the answer is simple. You and Sebastian were never meant to be. He is a creature of heaven condemned to live a half existence here. Send him home. Send them all home. This world belongs to others. Come with me, and I’ll show you how. All you have to do is choose it.”




    A terrible, earth-shattering crash from behind shook the room, and for an instant, time appeared to slow. Shards of glass and droplets of rain floated in the abruptly frigid air around them, reflecting the silver light from outside like tiny pieces of metal. Sebastian’s gold-tipped wings dominated the room. They spread out wide from his sculpted body like a giant swan, gleaming white in the darkness.




    The two young women initially cowered in the midst of the downpour, protecting themselves from the tiny crystals of glass. The speed of the gust accompanying Sebastian’s entrance forced Candra forward, knocking her off her feet by the side of her bed. It all happened so fast. She took a moment to regain her equilibrium and pulled herself up from the floor.




    Sebastian had already crouched over her, one of his immense wings acting as a barrier between her and the intruder. Rain glistened over his tanned skin and tightly corded muscle. His blond hair flattened to his head and darkened with the water dripping down his naked back to the band of his sopping black pants.




    “Are you insane?” he spat. “Why didn’t you call me?” He didn’t need to look at her for Candra to know his words were directed at her, and she deeply resented the razor-sharp edge to his voice.




    She stood up, watching Ivy brush sparkling shards from her arms. It had to happen eventually. Of course Sebastian would have to find out about this. Candra’s sluggish brain tried to come up with a reasonable explanation. How could she convince Sebastian the woman in front of him was Ivy when Candra herself struggled to accept it?




    “It’s okay.” Candra attempted to edge past Sebastian.




    His wings fluttered and contracted, bending at a joint midway and pulling in. Before Candra got a chance to move, he was in front of her, and she found herself experiencing a sensation of déjà vu. His fingers bit into her hips to keep her back. Her palms flattened against his bare skin under the folds of his impressive expanse of silken feathers. Ivy stood, arms crossed casually and her lips pulled up in a smirk.




    “Well, well, the great Sebastian. You look well,” she said with her eyes roaming over his body in a way that made Candra feel possessive.




    Every time she tried to move, Sebastian caught her with his cold hands, easily keeping her out of the way. He was strong, appearing eighteen to twenty in human years. Candra had imagined him fresh out of reform school during their first conversation. Sebastian never looked less human than when he displayed his magnificent wings and his wrathful ire verged on nuclear levels.




    “Wait, just wait, Sebastian. You don’t understand what’s going on here,” Candra berated him, not only for the way he was treating the woman; he’d destroyed her room. Shattered glass twinkled like diamonds across every surface, and relentless torrents of rain formed puddles on her floor. “It’s Ivy.”




    Sebastian’s entire body shuddered under her hands. “That thing is not Ivy,” he sneered with a deadly choler in his tone.




    Candra continued to fight him until she locked eyes with the intruder again. The mocking expression on her face caught Candra off guard.




    She sighed, a beautiful, long, drawn out sound accompanied by the dramatic rise and fall of her shoulders. “I tried,” she said wearily. “You can’t say I didn’t try. This could have all been so easy.”




    Candra ceased struggling. The nerves below her flesh began to oscillate, as if electrically charged. The surface turned icy, yet, at the same time, a heat so fiery she was sure it would singe her, galloped across her skin. She stepped back and initially put the sensation down to the rapid change of temperature, coupled with shock and exhaustion. Then she noticed the slight pearlescent sheen on the back of her hand. It started at a low shimmer and quickly intensified to a dim, translucent white glow that appeared to come from somewhere below the surface.




    “What’s happening to me?” she gasped, meeting Sebastian’s appalled brown eyes for the most fleeting of instants.




    He returned his attention to the woman holding the same defensive pose. His body leaned forward, his long fingers clenching into fists, ready to leap into action at any time.




    “Well, aren’t you resplendent?” the strange woman murmured almost in awe, scrutinizing as much of Candra as was visible behind Sebastian. “You are everything I expected you would be and more.”




    “What are you talking about?” Candra demanded. I can’t lose her again. The thought ricocheted inside her skull. Despite the fact her gut told her she had been duped right from the beginning, it didn’t make it any easier to accept she may have to let go of her best friend twice in one day. She wanted this to be real. She wanted the woman to be Ivy.




    “Go, or we finish this now.” Sebastian’s wings trembled and fluttered as further indication of his rage. A thin blue vein became visible at his temple, stretching from his hairline. It only appeared whenever he was truly furious.




    “As much fun as your company must be, Sebastian, I think it’s time I took my leave,” the green-eyed woman cooed provocatively, trailing her eyes down Sebastian’s body. Her tongue darted out and skimmed her bottom lip before she lifted her eyes again.




    The illumination over Candra’s skin intensified, and her heart jumped. One part of her wanted to stop the woman from leaving, and another part wanted to wrench Sebastian out of the way and fly at her in a rage.




    “Wait…you have to wait,” she implored, at last managing to push her way to Sebastian’s side. Still, his arm crossed her chest as an impenetrable barrier, keeping her at bay.




    “Let her go,” he forced out as though he’d swallowed something rotten.




    “But—”




    “That thing is not Ivy,” he cut Candra off caustically, speaking the words as if they were repugnant to him.




    Candra froze. He was simply confirming what she knew already, yet it drove the knowledge home as sharply as a blade, slicing her already-shattered soul further. Watching the woman’s lips turn up and part, revealing her glittering smile, she asked herself again how one person could be expected to take so much pain. He was right. She was loath to admit it, but her own instincts had been telling her the same thing since the moment the creature in front of her had stepped out of the shadows. Craving something wasn’t enough to make it real.




    Clearly sensing her game was up, the imposter shrugged noncommittally. “So close,” she breathed quietly.




    “Get out,” Sebastian repeated and threw his arm over Candra’s shoulder, drawing her to his side.




    She fell against him, too weak to do much of anything else. “I wanted her to be Ivy,” she murmured and turned her head to his chest.




    “I am Ivy…in a way,” she said matter-of-factly, and Candra’s head once again snapped around. “What I mean is she is in here.”




    Sebastian’s arm tightened around Candra to the point she clearly felt his pulse through her skin. The light around them began to dim again, and she wished for an instant that it appeared by force of will as the angel wings did. She wished for one moment that she could harness whatever locked-up power resided within her and use it against this thing in her room.




    “You’re a monster.” Sebastian spat the accusation venomously.




    The woman tutted, her expression displaying her indignation. “Come, come, Sebastian. You know how this works for me: I needed a soul to cross through, and I like to travel first class.”




    “You could have taken anyone. Why her?”




    “Why not? I think this makes everything so much more interesting.”




    As much as she wanted to, Candra couldn’t help but notice the familiarity between the two. She seemed to have Sebastian’s history with unsavory females thrown in her face at every turn. She would rather ignore it. Rationally, she knew his past torrid affairs should be the last consideration on her mind. Her mind didn’t want to be rational, and she couldn’t block out images playing there. She shook her head to no avail. All she saw was Sebastian with this creature who had somehow taken Ivy.




    “Get out of my head!” Candra roared, flinching away from Sebastian and pressing her fingers into her temple. The corners of her eyes stung, but she refused to cry. The images dissipated at once, like fog burned away on a bright day.




    “Ivy wanted him too, you know,” the encroacher taunted, quirking an eyebrow. She closed her eyes, a lazy smile spread across her lips, and she hummed as if imagining something enjoyable. “Ivy had thoughts about him, deliciously dark and sensual. I can feel them now, making my skin tingle.”




    “Stop it!” Candra snapped. “Stop it now!”




    “Or what?” the imposter mocked, fixing her cold stare on Candra.




    Candra struggled not to look away from the green eyes which reminded her of Ivy.




    “What are you going to do? Look at both of you. You’re a disgrace. The mighty leader of the Nuhra and the Arch’s weapon…how pathetic love has made you. Look at yourself, Sebastian, so weak you lack the desire to fight me, so…human. I recall a time when you would have confronted me without blinking an eye.”




    “I’m simply biding my time, Lilith.”




    He knows her. The words echoed inside Candra’s head repeatedly. It took every ounce of her remaining reserve of willpower not to show jealousy on her face or the silent crimson rage hissing through her. How does he know her?




    The woman laughed brightly. “We shall see.”




    She disappeared before their eyes, or moved so fast Candra didn’t see her go. She was there one minute and gone the next, leaving nothing but remnants of the destruction in Candra’s bedroom.




    Sebastian pulled Candra’s against his chest so fiercely, she struggled to breathe, although she knew that wasn’t the reason she didn’t return the intensity of his embrace. Her face pressed into his damp skin, and his scent surrounded her. Candra’s arms circled his waist shakily, and her fingers swept over his back to where the elongated skeletal structure of his shoulder blades supported his wings.




    “I should never have let you leave alone,” he whispered against her scalp.




    “I didn’t ask your permission,” Candra reminded him. She shut her eyes tight and shuddered, powerless against the images she witnessed in the darkness. Images of Sebastian hungrily tracing kisses along a bare shoulder and his fingers entwined in sheets of black glossy hair.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    OMINOUS STORM CLOUDS REMAINED over the rain-ravaged city and hid every star in the night sky. It seemed even the moon had sought shelter from the impending storm. If only Sebastian could run from it too. He would take Candra and flee, leaving Draven to clean up the mess they had made.




    Why should Candra be the one to pay for their sins? Why should their corruption and vanity destroy her innocence more than it had already?




    The others had arrived while he’d walked with Candra. They’d left under the pretense of her needing air after her confrontation with Lilith. If she did, it was immaterial to him. Really, Sebastian had needed to center his thinking, and he wasn’t prepared to trust her safety to anyone else until they found out how Lilith had gotten so close. He glanced up at the surrounding rooftops as they returned to the townhouse, seeing the hunched, winged creatures huddled together in groups—more guards ordered by Draven. He should have done that before he allowed her to go anywhere, Sebastian berated himself. Love was making him sloppy.




    He watched her turn the key in the door and listened to the mechanism work, the screeching of metal before a click releasing the lock. He kept his expression neutral when she glanced at him with an encouraging smile. He just about managed one in return and fought the urge to grab her around the waist and take to the sky. None of the Watchers on guard duty around them would be able to catch him, and even if they could, they would never defy him. He had been their leader for thousands of years. They trusted him implicitly. He only had to say he was taking Candra for her own protection. They would believe him without reservation and a sense of shame that they’d dared question his motives. Their negligence had almost cost them—him—dearly tonight. Candra pushed the door in and turned to him, standing on her toes to reach his lips with a quick peck.




    “Time to face the music, I suppose,” she said, running her fingers tenderly down his cheek. They were the first words she’d said to him since her scalding remark after Lilith fled.




    Sebastian frowned as soon as she faced away and then crossed the threshold behind her. They walked into the front room, a room not set up to hold seven adults. Furniture was minimal. A love seat took up space against one pale, painted wall, and a La-Z-Boy was in front of the bay window area. Flocked mint-colored drapes cascaded from the ceiling and gathered on the stripped wooden floor. On the main wall, a flat screen television hung over the empty fire hearth. Despite Brie owning a gallery, there was surprisingly little artwork displayed. Aside from the abstracts in Candra’s bedroom, the theme continued throughout the house. He hoped those pieces weren’t damaged by the elements and shattered glass, since he knew they were among her favorite pieces.




    Sebastian remembered thinking the house seemed a little bare because it was Brie’s style—just like his—to keep things simple. The first time he’d walked into the townhouse, he’d dismissed the sparse furnishing as being a sign neither Brie nor Candra entertained much. He hadn’t thought about it again during all the nights he’d spent there over the last several months.




    For some reason, he saw things different today. A veil had lifted from his eyes after the dangerous encounter here. He finally began to notice his surroundings. The minimalist house wasn’t a fashion statement. It was unsettled. The house belonged to a person always on the verge of running and planning to leave few clues behind. He’d been so oblivious for so long. What kind of a brute was he that his own twin, Ambriel, feared him? When he weighed up the difficulties involved in moving them both to a safe house, he realized there was little to move. Brie had expected him to show up one day, and she had expected to run from him.




    Sebastian wanted to tell Candra everything, but as usual, he held back, afraid of what the truth would do to her…to them. For the first time in his remembered existence, he knew happiness and hope. The young Nephil beside him in the townhouse, where she had remained hidden from him for eighteen years, stirred both. At the ball, when Draven had offered them a way out of his deal with Candra, Sebastian quickly gathered it had been Draven’s plan all along. The only way to make Sebastian understand what it felt like to be an angel and crave human life was to make him experience it—and crave it he did. Those fragments of happiness with Candra were extraordinary in their depth. Seconds lasted an eternity, and hours passed in the blink of an eye, but they always ended the same: their situation came crashing back with absolute vengeance.




    If he had the option to live a different way, he would. If he could change the past, he would. His fear of losing something he loved was his Achilles’ heel. Rejection from heaven had devastated him, and the loss of Brie had utterly ruined him to the point he’d refused to feel anything for a long time. He’d allowed his heart to turn to cold, hard stone…until Candra.




    She healed him in ways he was completely incapable of expressing. He tried, but he had buried his emotions so long and so deep. He wasn’t sure he could make her understand the sheer violence of his love. It ripped through him every second of every day and night. His desire for her crawled under his flesh and plucked at his nerves as if he was merely an instrument, played for her amusement. He would die for her in less than a heartbeat, and it was becoming increasingly likely.




    Draven stood from the La-Z-Boy the moment he saw Candra. His navy eyes moved over her quickly, assessing her for any injuries before his wide shoulders relaxed. Sebastian’s jaw tightened at the sight of his nemesis—his ally now, he reminded himself. The allegiance of the sides still felt unnatural. Sebastian’s heart pumped so hard, he thought his ribs might crack from the strain. They had fought just a week ago. The others were, as yet, unaware of all that had transpired in Draven’s library to make Sebastian bend to his will. Between them, Sebastian and Draven had decided to allow Candra to mourn her best friend, gunned down in a botched robbery. After eighteen years of waiting, neither of them had believed the great threat Candra’s father had warned about would arrive so suddenly. They had revealed only skeletal information to anyone.




    Sebastian kept his hand on the base of Candra’s spine, reminding Draven that she was with him now. He was positive Draven desired her for more than the friendship he would have some believe.




    Ananchel, shoulder to toe in skintight black leather showing every inch of her sleek muscled body, stood by his side. Draven’s loyal and obedient guard dog swished her red hair, creating a halo of fire around her spectacular face. Her full lips pouted, as if blowing a secret kiss in Sebastian’s direction.




    He glared at her, knowing her display was for Candra’s benefit and meant to remind her of a past relationship Sebastian would sooner forget. Candra wiggled his hand off and met Ananchel’s eyes with equal determination.




    “We are done with games, Sebastian,” Candra said with a blunt tone and walked away toward Brie.




    Draven grinned smugly, leaving Sebastian to shrug off his suit jacket with too much force. He heard a seam split but didn’t bother to examine it before tossing it on the floor by his feet. Candra hated the idea of anyone laying claim to her, but the situation was different now, wasn’t it? She loved him, and he loved her. Didn’t the admission of love imply some sort of ownership?




    He frowned and shoved his hands into his pockets. His thumb automatically began to run over the curleax he always carried with him. He would never get used to this relationship stuff. A thousand lifetimes of flings and a dubious sexual game of cat and mouse with Ananchel had left him unprepared for loving the Arch’s weapon, one of the Nephilim he’d abandoned heaven to slaughter. No. Not one of them, he corrected himself. He watched her embrace Brie, who had sat on the small couch between Lofi and Gabe. Candra has a soul.




    Brie looked tired. She always looked tired, or perhaps just older. Among them, she was the only one who appeared past thirty. Once she’d fallen, she had begun to age. The strain of protecting Candra from him showed in the fine lines permanently carved across her forehead and the way her clothes hung from her slim frame. She was still beautiful, with large brown eyes and short jet-black hair. Brie had been a fearsome warrior, all valor and might, wielding a sword as if it were an extension of her arm.




    Gabe’s almond eyes met his for a moment and conveyed a silent question. His auburn-haired second-in-command knew him too well. One look, and Gabe pinpointed Sebastian’s thoughts. His big hand ran up Brie’s back and settled on her shoulder in a familiar way, showing how, despite Brie leaving him behind too, they had worked out their differences. Gabe lowered his head, a mark of respect between angels. Sebastian understood what Gabe wouldn’t say out loud in the tense present company: It was her choice, not your fault. Free will, Sebastian.




    “I’m fine,” Candra assured Brie, who seemed to be checking her temperature, smoothing her palm across Candra’s forehead.




    Lofi looked on with amused empathy, twirling a long, candy-pink streaked piece of her blond hair around her index finger and actively avoiding looking at Ananchel. The situation was ignitable to say the least, and the atmosphere heavy with the long running animosity between the sides. One handshake in front of a crowded room couldn’t eradicate a history of violence and murder.




    “Our best guards are watching your home now. No one will get through,” Draven told Brie, although he clearly intended the statement for the entire room.




    Sebastian’s eyes flickered to him without conscious decision. Draven was barefoot again, his expensive leather shoes tucked away on the floor at the side of his seat. He was already aware that Draven preferred to go shoeless; this wasn’t news. It shouldn’t have made Sebastian’s fingers curl tighter around the stone in his pocket, but it did.




    “As are ours,” Lofi added in her usual soft voice. Lofi rarely needed to raise her voice. Her tone possessed a quality of strength that in no way matched her exterior appearance. To the average eye, she appeared to be a regular, fashionable teen. However, her dyed hair showed she didn’t wish to conform. In fact, Lofi didn’t really care what anyone outside their small circle of friendship thought of her—they could take her or leave her. She had become his best friend since Brie, so there was no surprise that she spoke up when he didn’t.




    Candra smiled and carefully removed Brie’s hand. She returned to Sebastian’s side and slipped her fingers around his waist, pulling herself close to his side. Some of the tension immediately left his body. The heat of her body permeated his and, in a way, grounded him. She knew what he needed before he did. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pretended not to notice the way the corner of Draven’s lip twitched upward.




    “Thank you both,” Candra started in a deceptively steady voice. Sebastian could feel her fingers gripping his shirt to prevent them from trembling. “I do appreciate it…we both do,” she added, tilting her head to Brie. “Now, would someone please tell me who the hell that woman was?”




    “You have no concept of hell,” Ananchel muttered under her breath before Draven lifted his hand to silence her. Ananchel rolled her eyes dramatically and crossed her arms over her chest, pressing her lips together.




    “Wow, that almost looks like an apology coming from you,” Lofi snickered dryly.




    Ananchel noticeably bristled with rage. Her hands dropped in the same fraction of a second Draven’s arm came up across her chest and Sebastian maneuvered Candra to his side. Lofi smiled and scooped pink hair behind her ear.




    “Don’t,” Draven warned sternly. Black mist rolled down the length of his spine, heralding the appearance of his vast wings at any moment. They didn’t show. It was a warning to keep Ananchel in line. Sebastian couldn’t understand why he bothered with her; surely their bond couldn’t be any stronger than his had been with Brie, and yet Brie had still walked away.




    “Keep her on a leash,” Sebastian ordered harsher than he needed to.




    Ananchel’s anger pulsated all around, and her flame-colored hair seemed grow brighter when her eyes darted to Draven. Any second now, things were going to get very ugly. Sebastian pulled Candra a little more, ignoring that she removed her arm from his waist, and instinctively split his stance for balance. His wings tingled below his flesh.




    “Enough!” Candra bellowed, shoving past Sebastian. “All of you, enough.” Her furious eyes passed over each of them. No one escaped her angry glare. She combed her hair away from her face with a shaking hand and swatted at a stray tear on her cheek with the back of the same hand. “I’m so sick of all this.”




    “Candra—” Gabe began.




    “Don’t, Gabe,” she cut him off. “Just don’t make excuses for anyone.” Her attention snapped to Ananchel. “If you don’t want to be here, go.” Candra swallowed hard, and a flush bloomed across her cheeks.




    It was as if even the room reacted to her and the walls thudded with each beat of her heart. Potent strength and authority radiated from her in waves, bubbling through the thick atmosphere. This part of her both enthralled and terrified Sebastian. He feared she would one day overestimate her ability to face-off with a Watcher and end up dead. They were an ancient warrior race, after all, and whatever else Candra might be, she was also still just a mortal young woman.




    As usual, Ananchel was brazenly unaffected by Candra’s threat. She threw her head back and laughed loudly. “Who is going to make me? You?”




    Candra sucked in a deep breath and steadied her shoulders. Her lips curled up in a confident grin. Not one of the others spoke. Sebastian imagined they were thinking the same as him: best to let her get this out of her system. Although, for the first time, he was grateful for her temper—the room was at boiling point. Her outburst calmed it at once.




    “I won’t have to. He will.” She lifted her chin and looked straight at Draven.




    When Draven flashed her a full toothy smile, Sebastian would have been happy to kick his pearly whites in. They were on the same side, and he recognized they needed to work together, but it didn’t mean much when Draven looked at Candra in that way, impressed with her audacity and bravery…clearly beguiled and excited by it. Draven turned his head in profile to address Ananchel.




    “Calm down, or leave. We’ve come too far for petty arguments.”




    Ananchel’s slightly incredulous expression would have made Sebastian laugh another time. For years, he’d equally feared and craved her hold on him. Ananchel wasn’t someone to trifle with—neither was her ability to instill euphoria in unsuspecting victims. Her capability was…elegant. She could easily manipulate any person not familiar with her special brand of talent. Candra had marked her card early: she’d worked out that Ananchel’s gift was power, not pleasure. Ananchel had responded with something that verged on respect, or as much as Ananchel respected anyone or anything other than Draven.




    Ananchel shook out her hair, burnt gold reflecting from her eyes, although she made an exerted effort to brush off the altercation.




    Everyone seemed to release a breath at the same time. Sebastian caught Lofi mouthing “sorry” to Candra.




    She nodded in return. “I need a minute.”




    Sebastian took a step toward her. She stepped back to the door, keeping the same distance between them, and lifted her hands to stop him.




    “I’m going to get some coffee. When I come back, I want answers.”




    There it was again, the bad taste in his mouth, like curdled milk: rejection. Sebastian didn’t like it, a rather new sensation to him in the context of a relationship, and it made his toes curl in his shoes and his eyes tighten. If he allowed himself, he would release a smart retort and storm from the room. In many ways, his emotions were immature, more like that of a teenage boy than an almost immortal being, a consequence of never exploring them.




    “Candra, you’re upset. Perhaps coffee—”




    “Brie,” she exclaimed. “Upset, really?”




    The lines between Brie’s eyebrows deepened when she frowned. She closed her mouth, looking every bit the mother holding back a scolding in polite company.




    Candra sighed and shook her head. “Please, Brie, put the mommy mobile in reverse for just a while. I’m exhausted, my head feels like someone is dancing behind my eyeballs, and I need some caffeine.”




    Brie nodded stiffly, but Sebastian suspected that conversation wasn’t over. “I’ll go with you,” he stated.




    “No,” she said decisively. “I need to clear my head. I can’t do that with you around.”




    His jaw locked. He sensed Draven’s gaze drilling into the back of his skull. Rejection was one thing; this stab of nausea felt more like humiliation. His fingers twitched, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. Sebastian’s ego bruised easily; it disregarded reason and cursed emotional maturity. His nature was to be the rejecter, not the rejected, and coming from Candra, the dismissal of his company forced the air from his lungs like a hammer slamming down on his chest.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    NOT GOOD, NOT GOOD, NOT GOOD…the two words zoomed round Candra’s brain, leaving her dizzy. Her fingers gripped onto the edge of the kitchen sink. She kept her eyes on the steady streaming water flowing from the tap in an attempt to calm her thundering heart. The way Sebastian had looked at her…like some helpless little puppy waiting for rescue from a pound. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she had nothing left to give.




    Candra watched the sink fill and then turned off the water, her reflection distorted to nothing more than a shaky blur of color. The clear liquid echoed precisely how she felt. She didn’t recognize her life or even herself any longer. She didn’t know who or what she was. She loved Sebastian. That was something she couldn’t doubt, but with everything in flux, how could she be sure this was part of the plan? She had begun to consider herself an encroacher inside her own skin. None of it should be important. Bigger things lingered on the horizon, she could feel it. Her skin prickled the way it used to in her early rebellious teenage years when she’d sat out in the sun, spurning Brie’s warnings about sunblock. She’d wanted a tan, but instead, she’d simply burned and spent several days itchy and peeling. She couldn’t risk another wrong decision costing someone their life.




    “Hey.”




    Candra closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing. She needed to take herself in hand quickly; otherwise, they would say she wasn’t ready for the truth or she couldn’t handle being part of the discussion on Lilith. Sebastian would use any excuse to keep her in the dark; he would attempt some justification about it being for her own protection. Protection couldn’t be the true reason because, from the meager amount of information she’d gathered since the ball, she was here to protect them as much as they protected her. Brie wasn’t much better. She treated Candra like a little kid. Okay, maybe that wasn’t entirely true. Candra didn’t know a lot of young girls living at home and allowed to have a guy sleeping in their room. Brie never once asked what went on between them for all those months, although she appeared to be making up for lost time.




    “Are you okay?” Lofi asked when she didn’t respond.




    Of course she wasn’t okay. In the last year, she had found out her father was a banished angel and had broken a peace treaty when her mother conceived. It also made her one of the Nephilim, soulless monsters that had almost decimated humankind. She’d fallen in love with the leader of the Nuhra, angels sent to destroy the Nephilim. She’d agreed to pledge her life to his nemesis, who had secretly hatched a plan using her to bring the sides together. She’d lost her best friend to a botched robbery and found out she was some kind of weapon and her very own light source. Now to top it off, this Lilith person showed up. No, she was most certainly not okay. Where was God in all this? Nowhere. God, the Arch, was missing…destroyed…lost…gone. They were alone.




    “Candra?”




    Her fingers strained against the porcelain. “I can’t do this.” Speaking hurt. Thinking hurt. Candra’s thoughts spun wildly out of control, making it almost impossible to pin one down.




    Lofi’s hand slid over her shoulder and squeezed in a reassuring gesture. The other reached around, sank into the water and pulled the stopper. “You want me to get rid of everyone? If you need some time—”




    “We don’t have time,” Candra murmured, cutting Lofi off.




    The water spun downward in a cyclone, slurping into the outlet.




    “We have time for this…if you need it. Besides, getting rid of Ananchel would be my pleasure.”




    Candra turned with a resigned sigh. The modestly furnished kitchen seemed sparse now, simple pale wood cabinets with a matching round table, a black marble worktop. In comparison to Draven’s well-used kitchen, the room was almost unwelcoming. The small herb garden-box in the window had lacked attention over the last few days, and the edges of the basil had rolled inward, tinged with brown. The cilantro hung limp and parched over the side. The chrome appliances all gleamed, as if new out of the wrapping or hardly used. They had been, but not often. There were no family dinners, no home baking. Candra couldn’t ever remember the aroma of fresh baked cookies or a roasting turkey in this room. The kitchen was used to prepare her favorite comfort foods of chicken noodle soup and oatmeal. She should have associated it with comfort, but she didn’t. It only reminded her of every time in her life she’d needed comfort. The house where she had lived for twelve years felt less and less like home as the days went on.




    Lofi grinned at her. Clearly, she relished the idea of ejecting Ananchel from the property and was waiting for Candra to give the instruction, but what would it achieve?




    “I’m sorry for freaking out.” The words made her meltdown seem like past tense, although Candra was still in the grips of a mild panic attack forcing adrenaline through her system at an alarming rate.




    Lofi wiped her hands on a kitchen towel and scooped her hair back over both shoulders. Like all of them, she was stunning. But unlike the others, Lofi still possessed an almost child-like quality that seemed to put everyone around her at ease. She straightened her black shift dress, unwittingly reminding Candra that she was still in her mourning clothes. She looked down at the water stain spreading out across her midsection and making her dress stick to her skin.




    “You don’t have to be sorry. We get it…” Lofi paused, her lips pulled up on one side with a hint of condolence. “Sebastian gets it.”




    “That’s just it though, isn’t it?”




    Lofi said nothing, waiting patiently for her to continue. Candra slouched a little and leaned back against the sink, using her hands to prop herself up.




    “I feel weak.” She raised her hand, stopping Lofi when she opened her mouth to protest. “I do, but it’s more than that. I’ve never been so out of control. I don’t know if I can stand this much longer.”




    “Candra, your best friend just died. If you weren’t feeling out of control, I would worry more.”




    Candra bit down on her lip, knowing she wasn’t getting the extent of her emotional turmoil across successfully. She concentrated on the pinched flesh and wondered how much she should share—the dreams, the voice in her head…




    “I keep thinking I’m okay. For a few minutes now and again, I am. Then the loss hits me all over.” She rubbed her breastbone with the heel of her hand, right where it hurt the most. “I remember she’s gone, and I want to explode. How can any one person be expected to take this much pain?”




    Lofi shrugged. “One person isn’t. We are all here for you.”




    “Are you?” Candra flinched at the accusation in her tone. It caught her off guard. A burning sensation crept upward from her tumbling stomach. She hadn’t eaten the breakfast Brie had made and had left a full plate of food behind at the wake. They had served pigs in blankets and soggy triangle sandwiches no one appeared in the mood to eat. “Are you really here for me or for what I am?”




    Lofi narrowed her eyes speculatively and took a deep breath, giving more thought to her answer than Candra expected. Lofi had always been the most honest, although occasionally, her honesty took some deciphering. “Yes, and yes.”




    It wasn’t the answer Candra had expected. Maybe it was a little more honest than she’d wanted to hear. Her jaw slackened a little.




    “Well—” Lofi sat down lightly on the table and pulled her feet up onto one of the chairs “—I’m not sure we can separate the two. What you are, it’s the reason we are here. It’s the reason Sebastian sought you out.”




    Candra slid down onto the floor, keeping her legs out straight, and shivered. Cold tiles were the very least of her worries. “Lofi.” She paused and crossed her legs, questioning one last time if sharing was a good idea. Except her brain didn’t want to cooperate in making any kind of decisions. So she closed her eyes, picturing the image clearly behind her eyelids, and went on regardless.




    “I keep having these really vivid dreams. In one of them, it’s the depths of winter. I’m standing by the lake in Fairview Park. It’s snowing, and the ground is frozen over. The sky is so beautiful, swirls of silver and midnight blue textures. Almost as though it’s been painted with oils on a canvas…and it’s dark, but I can see perfectly. I want to reach out and touch it, but every time I do the color moves, shifts…or something. I can’t reach high enough.” Candra reached forward into nothing, straining to touch the beautiful sky in her dreams. Her eyes remained closed, seeing the silver slink into the night above her. Mercury, she decided; it was mercury and not silver. No, it was a memory, not a decision. Something told her reaching for something beyond her was dangerous—lethal. A dreadful shudder rushed through her at the recollection. She tried to hide it, but the barely audible hitch in Lofi’s voice indicated that she’d failed.




    Candra pulled her hand toward her and closed her fist, ignoring how her fingers tingled. “I walk out onto the ice. It’s thick and hard to keep my balance. I’m not even sure it can hold me, but I know I have to keep moving. I have to get to the center of the lake… There’s something waiting for me.” Her eyes tightened, straining to see clearer, and her heart rate picked up. Despite the chill radiating through her body, a warm dampness formed over her lip. “The ice begins to crack.” The sound resonated in her ears, like a blade dragged over glass. “I have to get there, so I go down on my stomach to keep going, crawling. All the time, the ice is shivering below me, fracturing outward like a spider’s web. I’m trapped in it. Then I see her—”




    She stopped suddenly, almost choking on the vision inside her head. Ivy’s eyes peered out at her from below the ice, wild and terrified. Her cheeks puffed out from struggling to hold onto her breath. She screamed silently for release from her frozen prison, her fingers scrambling against the slick, icy surface, finding no purchase.




    Candra’s breathing became more erratic, and her pulse pounded relentlessly below her skin. She wanted to tell Lofi what she saw, but the words wouldn’t come. In the dream, she clawed at the ice. What had seemed so fragile a moment ago had become utterly impenetrable. She couldn’t get to Ivy. Panic set in, and her muscles twitched inside her flesh as tiny electrical currents raced through her. She couldn’t breathe at all now. She banged on the barrier just as Ivy did. Cold seeped into to her, needles of ice jabbing at her skin. They were both hitting the same spot, but Candra knew Ivy was losing her battle. Her eyes were beginning to roll, and bubbles of air popped from her nose.
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