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To my husband Leo, forever and a day … And for the one soul without whom this series never would have existed.


Journey forth in peace and love.




“There is no such thing as chance; and what seems to us mere accident springs from the deepest source of destiny.”


-Friedrich Schiller (German poet and philosopher, 1759–1805)


“The sin, both of men and of angels, was rendered possible by the fact that God gave them free will.”


-C. S. Lewis (Irish novelist and theologian, 1898–1963)




Excerpt from the Book of Human Angels — 5 Enoch (Hidden) Translation: Essenes Aramaic papyrus text scribed 2nd century BC


“As it was so spoken, and then written, much time has passed since Michael bound the Watchers, led by Semyaza, to the confines of darkness. Wrath has been meted upon the Nephilim spawn. Their bodies and souls ripped from their being, leaving them shades of darkness to wander the corridors between Hell and Earth without peace.”


…


“A new breed of Watcher has come, three hundred strong, to live among and as man to understand their strife and to empathize with their pain. Protected now by the children of Uriel, these Watchers will balance the evil that has been cast down from Heaven.”


…


“The forces of darkness unite to battle for their freedom, to reach the key that will deliver them from Judgment Day and remain forever free.”


…


“It is with the birth of the First of Holy Twelve that the prophecy begins, it is with the battle that the prophecy ends.”








Prelude



San Francisco, California


DR. SANDRA WILSON gripped the steering wheel. The rush of air from the defroster did little to keep her awake. Her eyelids fluttered shut from the glare of the overhead street lamps and the rhythmic slap of the wiper blades. Flexing the muscles in her face to keep her eyes open, she concentrated on the stretch of road illuminated by her headlights while shadowy figures of parked cars and low industrial buildings sped by in her peripheral vision.


Ten more minutes and her head could rest safely on her pillow.


She had slept barely ten hours in the last thirty-six. Her covert work with Dr. Tom Peyton, on top of her busy schedule at Stanford University, had her working eighty-hour weeks for the past month. This week was worse. They’d accelerated their schedule, trying to complete the project. They were so close. She was sure it was only a matter of days until they finalized the vaccine protocol. Their success would ultimately save the one life that mattered most to the Angelorum.


But her research wasn’t the only thing preventing her from sleeping. Her Guardian had been taken by the Dark Ones three days ago. Her grief over his capture weighed heavily on her heart. Knowing they wouldn’t kill him provided her some consolation. He had something they needed.


Out of nowhere, a shadow the size of a large dog darted in front of her car. Sandra reacted on reflex and jerked the wheel to the right, avoiding a parked car. Snapped fully awake, she could feel her heart thump against her rib cage. The car bucked violently, yanking her hard against the seat belt. The thick nylon strap bit into her shoulder. After lurching twice, the car sputtered and coasted to a stop at the side of the road in the Lower Haight district of San Francisco.


Shit. Sandra frowned, hitting the steering wheel with the heel of her hand in frustration. Her mechanic had begged to buy her “classic” car on several occasions. Next time, she would take him up on his offer.


She sat dazed for a moment then sighed and took out her cell phone.


Thank God for modern technology. The phone sprang to life under her touch and displayed the time: 1:30 a.m. Her eyes lit up after a few finger taps. There was a bar within walking distance that stayed open until two. She dialed the nearest cab company and gave the bar’s address for a 1:45 a.m. pickup. She’d send a tow truck tomorrow.


Relieved she hadn’t swapped the rubber-soled flats she wore in the lab for the heels in her bag, she stepped out into the cool, damp night. Retrieving her rain poncho from the backseat, she slipped it over her head to protect her from the light drizzle, and tucked her long, dark braid under the hood. The coat fell short on her graceful six-foot-tall frame but provided enough length to keep her dry.


With a weary sigh, she grabbed her purse and set off toward the bar. Her mind drifted back to the final anomaly she needed to solve to complete the vaccine formula.


She’d gotten a block away from her car when a ripple of energy sparked her senses and the hairs prickled on the back of her neck. A shudder shot straight through her and she knew. The shadow she’d seen wasn’t an animal.


Glancing around the deserted street, she surveyed the area. This wasn’t the best part of town. Common criminals didn’t worry her as much as the Hunters—the ones who weren’t quite human.


No, no, no! This is all wrong. Her mind raced back to the premonition of her own demise; she’d seen a different vision. Daylight. It’s supposed to happen in daylight. It could only mean one thing … something must have changed in the Trinity Stones. Why hadn’t the Angelorum contacted her? They could have at least sent a warning.


A streetlight winked out, followed by another, then two more. Then all at once, the remaining lights on the surrounding buildings and down the street in front of her flickered and exploded. Shattered glass tinkled as it rained down and hit the pavement.


Plunged into complete darkness, the silence grew around her, and the black void magnified her exposure with every breath she took.


Sandra’s chest tightened and her skin broke out into a cold sweat as the realization gripped her. The Dark Ones had sent something even more powerful than one of their soulless Hunters after her.


Her superior night vision kicked in and she glanced back, spotting the black haze of the disembodied demon heading toward her. Fear and frustration animated her limbs, pumping her legs into action. Her eyes darted between the industrial buildings, looking for an escape route. She’d known this assignment could end as a suicide mission but foolishly thought she could outwit destiny.


The demon would be unstoppable without her Guardian and his angelic weapons. Her only chance would be to outrun it and get someplace with people before it could fully manifest.


A quick glance over her shoulder revealed the black, inky haze gaining on her. Only moments remained before the demon would be close enough to take physical form. She screamed as its energy bore into her head—a hot, searing pain in her skull—ready to take her down like prey. Her legs grew weaker as she sprinted down the dark path between two buildings, hoping to find an exit onto an adjoining street. The looming presence of the demon made her shoulder blades burn where her wings used to be.


Just as she thought she couldn’t take another step, an alley opened to her left. Her spirits lifted. Lights a few blocks ahead … people not far away. With a burst of adrenaline, she hurled herself around the corner, ripping the sleeve of her poncho on the jagged brick exterior of the building. She ignored her aching lungs and pushed on.


The sound of hooves scraping against the pavement filled her with dread, and hope drained out of her like grains of sand inside an hourglass.


Death can’t be cheated, she thought with bitter resignation.


Her legs gave out, and the demon lunged with inhuman force.


Excruciating pain radiated from the center of her back, the blow driving her to the ground. Her hood flew back, and the crunch of her bones echoed in her ears as her cheek met the wet asphalt. She lay paralyzed, in agony, her eyes pinned open. Blood warmed her ear as it fanned out in a puddle underneath her. The demon lowered its red-skinned face. Drool hung in strings from razor-sharp teeth. Its breath heated her hair in rank puffs while air whistled from her mouth in panicked gasps. She knew what was next; it anticipated feeding before destroying her completely.


Sandra said a silent prayer.


A ring of white light spread between the buildings, engulfing her and blowing the demon back. Embryonic warmth seeped into her, filling her with peace. Within the glow, a man dressed in a tunic as white as the wings unfurled behind him appeared before her dying eyes. His hypnotic purple gaze captured hers.


She recognized him.


“Who’s going to save him, Jonas?” she asked the angel telepathically. Without her, Tom would surely be next.


The angel’s intense purple eyes held compassion and a soothing pull. “Worry not, Hope,” he said, using her true angelic name, “The others will finish your fine work.”


Expelling a final breath, she relaxed. The silver cord severed from her body and released her soul. Floating up and away, she glanced downward at the demon.


Enraged, it stood below, watching its dinner escape unaware she wasn’t what she’d appeared. Consuming her soul would have led to its blazing destruction.


Protected underneath the angel’s wing, Hope cast away her earthly concerns and gladly returned into the embracing light of Heaven.





Chapter 1



One year later …


New York City. Wednesday, March 19, 7:30 a.m. EDT


“HEAL ME,” he whispered.


What?


Cara ignored the man with the V-shaped scar on his cheek, who was pressed up against her side in the fast-moving subway car. With her face half hidden behind a curtain of auburn waves, she continued to scroll through the e-mail on her work phone. Taking half a step away, she tried to create some distance between them.


The car banked hard to the left, a metallic squeal of brakes echoing off the tunnel walls as the train barreled around a turn. Cara swayed under the weight of the briefcase slung over her shoulder and shifted back into the man.


“Sorry,” Cara mumbled without looking up. Readjusting her grip on the overhead bar, she widened her stance to gain better balance in her high heels. She’d debated wearing her birthday splurge, a pair of Christian Louboutins, but decided if she had to spend another day at her miserable job she could at least be miserable in style.


She crinkled her nose at the man’s overpowering cologne. She glimpsed at him and shivered. Even though he was well-dressed, something about the hardness of his black eyes and his long, slicked-back hair made her skin crawl. She made another attempt to shift away, but realized it was impossible to put any more distance between her and the man without rudely pushing her way through the jammed car. But it might be worth it.


Standing just shy of six feet tall in her heels, Cara’s eyes surfed over the top of the crowd. She spotted a clearing farther down. Everyone appeared to be packed together in her half of the train, giving wide berth to a muscled hulk of a guy dressed in black with a dark-blond ponytail hanging just below his shoulders. She couldn’t understand why—he didn’t look particularly dangerous. Granted, he was built like a linebacker. Had he not been slouched over as he stared intently at something inside his massive palm, he would’ve stood taller than everyone else on the train, somewhere between six and seven feet tall. Her eyes traveled over his chiseled profile, and concluded that, at least from the side, he was handsome in a gladiator sort of way.


As if sensing her eyes on him, he glanced at her. His intense, crystal-blue eyes locked on hers for a split second before he turned around and gave her his back.


A surge of heat coursed through her, and her cheeks reddened. Make that a Greek god. A big, gorgeous, intimidating one, she thought, abandoning her plan to move. Too bad he was the kind of guy who’d never look at her twice—or even once, it appeared, for that matter.


Taking a deep breath, she shook her head and turned her attention back to her smartphone. She opened her next e-mail and began to read. Her stomach lurched and she paled as her eyes darted over the paragraph-long rant from one of her best clients: “ … incompetent … scheming … pulling my assets … illegal trade … ”


Trade? What trade? Her pulse raced. She hadn’t made a trade for this client yesterday or even this week. Her bastard boss, Rick, must be screwing with her portfolio again. She was convinced he was setting her up to get fired, and nervously fingered the diamond solitaire she wore around her neck—her touchstone in times of distress.


Cara’s chest grew heavy, and an impending sense of doom gripped her like a riptide about to pull her underwater. It was the calling card of a long-buried and half-forgotten specter rearing its ugly head.


No, not now! Not again after all this time. Her eyes widened in panic, and her breaths came in short bursts. She needed out. The space in the train was suddenly way too small.


Her rusty coping mechanisms churned inside her, trying to kick into gear. She knew there wasn’t much time before the panic attack escalated and took over.


Only a few more seconds, she thought, unconsciously tapping her shoe. Chambers Street was the next stop. Instead of changing trains at Wall Street, she’d get to work another way. If she made it to work … and didn’t end up paying a voluntary visit to the emergency room at New York Downtown Hospital.


Her heartbeat picked up steam, and her chest constricted until her vision narrowed into pinpricks and she viewed her world from deep inside a tunnel.


I won’t suffocate … I won’t suffocate … She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to readjust her vision as her hand gravitated to the Xanax inside the emergency kit in her handbag. While she panted in shallow breaths, crazy health stats from years ago came rushing back: six to nine minutes of oxygen deprivation caused irreversible brain damage. Chances were good she wouldn’t black out before she made it safely above ground. But if things got worse, she knew the Metropolitan Transit Authority had access to oxygen.


“Heal me.” This time the stranger whispered directly into her ear with warm, fetid breath, ripping her out of her thoughts. His voice sent a tremor along her spine.


Consumed by the anxiety attack blooming inside her, Cara barely managed to mumble, “Leave me alone.”


The car came to a sudden halt and the doors flew open.


Thank God! Cara shoved past the man. Clawing her way by a girl with blue streaks in her hair and a guy in a Brooks Brothers suit, Cara propelled herself through the door and into the flow of people on the subway platform.


The man with the slicked-back hair and V-shaped scar sunk his fingers into her shoulder in a painful grip and spun her around to face him. Alarm rose inside Cara in a violent wave. An odd heat warmed her shoulder as his black eyes bore into her. She could have sworn she saw light flashing around them. Just as she was about to scream, the man let go and gave her a condescending smile.


Cara turned away from him and blindly bolted through the crowd, her lungs struggling for air.


[image: image]


On the other side of the train, Chamuel’s blood raced as he silently cursed the lack of service on his cell phone.


What in hell is Achanelech doing here? The bastard had gotten on at the last stop. Chamuel needed to let Isaac, his friend and the leader of the Tri-State Guardians, know ASAP that a Dark One lieutenant had just swung into town from the West Coast unannounced. Worse, the archdemon was sniffing around Chamuel’s new charge.


Chamuel cursed again when he glanced over and saw Cara Collins staring straight at him through the crush of people on the train. He abruptly turned his back on her. Under better circumstances he wouldn’t have minded gazing into her lovely green eyes, but he didn’t want her to notice him tracking the demonic energy of the man standing next to her. The train car was too full to allow Chamuel to effectively cloak behind a veil of invisibility. The best he’d been able to do was shield his energy from detection, which was good enough. Achanelech’s attention seemed fixated on Cara.


Chamuel sensed her discomfort and desire to get away from the archdemon.


Smart woman, he thought. When he suspected she was no longer staring in his direction, he turned back to survey the scene. Had she known the truth about the being standing next to her, he would have understood the sudden panic that consumed her.


Instead, he frowned, puzzled by her strange reaction. It wasn’t the archdemon, but something else that drove her fear. He didn’t expect Achanelech to break the rules and make any sudden moves, but either way, Chamuel was ready.


The train screeched to a halt at Chambers Street, and Cara scrambled her way to the door. Chamuel blended into the flow of bodies, hanging back to follow her.


Achanelech grabbed her shoulder through the crowd, and she stumbled to a stop. Chamuel growled in his throat and reached for a blade underneath his duster. Cara’s eyes were wild, and fear rolled off her, hitting him straight in the gut.


No one in the crowd noticed the sudden burst of light that flashed from the archdemon’s hand before he let her go. After giving Cara a mocking smile, Achanelech melted into the crowd. She took off toward the nearest exit like a woman running for her life. Without thinking twice, Chamuel tore off through the crowd after her.


People made way for him as he took the stairs two at a time until he was on the street. His new charge was fast on her feet even when wearing high heels. He watched her long auburn hair swing from side to side ahead of him as she ran, cutting through the horde of pedestrians on the sidewalk along Church Street.


He drew closer, and without warning, she took a ninety-degree turn into a fast food restaurant. Walking in through the glass door behind her, he watched her run down a narrow hallway toward the back of the building alongside the long counter manned by uniformed workers buzzing around fulfilling breakfast orders. Stopping before the end, she disappeared into a door on the right.


Chamuel followed her. The moment he entered the hallway, he glanced back. Ensuring he was out of view, he breathed a sigh of relief and cloaked. His strength flagged for a moment as he disappeared behind a cloak of invisibility. He wished he had eaten more. Cloaking soaked up energy that he preferred not to expend, but even on a good day, his striking appearance made it difficult for him to blend into a crowd. Twice on the streets of New York he’d been mistaken for a well-known NFL player who also stood at six foot seven, shared the same square jaw and blue eyes, and wore his blond hair in a ponytail. Wrap that package in a black duster to conceal his weapons, and Chamuel screamed anything but inconspicuous. And since Cara had already seen him, he didn’t have a choice.


He reached the door. She’d disappeared into the ladies’ room. For a nanosecond he thought about ducking inside, but wisely rejected the idea. Instead, he posted himself outside and took out his phone. He tapped a text to Isaac: ACHANELECH IN NYC. WTF? CHECK IT OUT. TAILING NEW CHARGE. CALL YOU ASAP. He hit Send and pocketed his cell. Until Cara was safely at work, he wouldn’t be going anywhere or talking to anyone.


Crossing his arms over his broad chest, he leaned up against the wall and waited. His mind drifted back her lovely green eyes, and something long forgotten stirred inside him. She was more attractive than he’d expected, not that it should matter. Poor girl didn’t know what was about to hit her.


He shook his head. His assignment as her Trinity Guardian didn’t officially start until this evening. Together with an Angelorum Messenger, the three of them would, in some way or another, influence the balance of power between good and evil. It was only on a whim that he’d decided to do some early reconnaissance and follow Cara this morning. But he knew better than anyone … There are no coincidences.


Then he let out a snide laugh. He could almost hear the whispers of the Trinity Stones fucking with his fate.


His cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He slipped it out to read the text.


CALL ME.





Chapter 2



New York City. Church Street. Wednesday, March 19, 8:15 a.m. EDT


INHALE. HOLD. EXHALE. Cara repeated the mantra, trying to wrestle her heart rate under control and convince herself she wasn’t about to die. The last place she expected to be on her twenty-seventh birthday was crouched down inside a graffiti-covered metal stall in a filthy bathroom. Her coat grazed the grimy floor as she stared at the little blue oval pill in one hand and her cell phone programmed to 911 in the other.


For the first time in five years, anxiety shattered her and made her contemplate taking a drug she’d hoped she’d never need again. Memories of her high school and college years, when she was the victim of severe panic attacks bordering on agoraphobia, flooded back to her. Her former therapist had warned her that the attacks may return during times of extreme stress, but Cara had thought she was safe since so much time had passed.


Anger boiled up alongside of her fear. Her hand tightened around her cell phone until the edge bit into her palm. She didn’t want to be that girl again. She had worked hard to become the tough-as-nails investment banker she was today. Despite her issues with her misogynist boss, she was proud of what she’d accomplished and was good at what she did. She wouldn’t let the anxiety win. She’d conquered it once, and she’d do it again.


Cara’s body started to shake uncontrollably from the excess adrenaline that coursed through her courtesy of the fight-or-flight response—a signal that the panic attack was subsiding.


After a few more minutes, she was able to breathe without gasping. Slowly, she pressed her hands against her thighs and straightened up, the muscles in her arms and legs weak with residual tremors. Relief filled her with the knowledge she would live another day.


Opening her Louis Vuitton handbag, she returned the pill to the plastic container and slipped it back into her emergency kit next to a bottle of water, an inhaler, a list of hospital phone numbers, and caffeine pills for milder attacks.


She left the stall and stopped at the sink. Balancing her briefcase and handbag, she splashed some cold water onto her cheeks, patted them dry, and reapplied some blush. Her eyes, with a mixture of fear and determination, stared back from the mirror.


Now that her attack had abated, her thoughts returned to the man who’d grabbed her. Had she not been half-crazy from the anxiety attack, the whole encounter would have freaked her out more. What could she say?


Only in New York, she thought.


Her pulse almost back to normal, she glanced at her watch. She was late for work.


“Shit!”
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Cara pressed End and dropped her cell phone into her purse, relieved her call into work claiming an unavoidable emergency was handled. Her mental state progressively improved as she walked. She wished she could say the same for her physical state. She tried to ignore the ache in her ankles and the balls of her feet. Had she known she’d be walking the last leg of her commute, she would have skipped the stilettos. Traffic was too dense for a cab; even in heels she would get to the office faster on foot. At least the weather was nice for late March, the temperature unseasonably mild.


She passed by Saint Paul’s Churchyard and noticed new buds already emerging on the trees; a sweet smell in the air permeated the regular aroma of the city. Cara navigated around a cluster of people stopped in front of her. As she passed, an old homeless woman reached out and grabbed Cara’s wrist, jerking her to a stop on the busy sidewalk. Cara tugged her wrist back but was unable to twist out of the woman’s grasp.


“Hey!” she cried out.


The woman’s eyes locked on hers. “Heal me. I beg you.”


Oh God, not again. Cara’s eyes darted past her, looking around for the dark-haired man on the subway. Could they be working together? Not finding him in the crowd, she sized up the old crone in front of her. The woman lacked a cart or bags, was unkempt, and the scent of her unwashed body clung to her soiled clothes. Her long, wild gray hair framed eyes full of sharp intelligence within a dirty, creased face.


“I’m sorry. I don’t understand,” Cara said curtly, wanting to move on without causing a scene. Not that anyone took notice. The flow of commuters continued to move around them unfazed.


Holding Cara’s wrist in an iron grip, the woman’s eyes traveled from the top of Cara’s head down and around her body. She yanked Cara down to eye level with unnatural strength, and her sour breath brushed her cheek. “The light of Heaven surrounds you. I beg you—heal me.”


Cara’s heart beat faster. The woman’s intense stare unnerved her.


Haven’t I had a shitty enough morning already? Cara thought, torn between annoyance and fear. She badly wanted to free her hand and get away from the woman’s foul breath. She pulled her face back and tried to inject some compassion into her response.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Not knowing why, Cara stood riveted as the woman’s eyes continued to travel the perimeter of her body.


Suddenly, the woman seized Cara’s hand and placed it on her shoulder. A powerful surge of energy slammed into Cara. Flowing in through the top of her head, it filled her with intense, tingling warmth as it tunneled down to the center of her chest, blasting out of her hand and into the woman in front of her.


Peace washed over the woman’s face until she glowed, lit from within. Tendrils of light radiated outward as energy flowed in a continuous stream through Cara and into the woman.


Cara watched, spellbound, as the lines disappeared on the woman’s face and smoothness returned to her skin. Forty years melted away instantly as Cara stared in open-mouthed disbelief.


She smiled at Cara. “You’re ready.”


Cara stumbled backward, breaking their contact. The light and the blazing heat disappeared instantly. Her heart pounded. “Ready for what?”


Without a word, the woman turned and ran uptown.


“Wait!” Cara yelled. She raced after the woman, darting around the pedestrians on the sidewalk, trying not to shove people as she ran. But the woman picked up speed, somehow traveling with ease at a pace too fast for Cara to follow.


Cara watched her turn left onto Barclay Street toward the Woolworth Building. By the time she rounded the corner, the woman had vanished.


Cara came to a halt on the sidewalk. Stepping out of pedestrian traffic, Cara leaned against the brick building to rest, gulping greedy breaths into her oxygen-starved lungs. She contemplated going home and crawling back into bed.


Without warning, laughter welled up deep inside her. As creepy as the encounter with the crone was, she didn’t feel the sense of doom that usually preceded a panic attack. Then again, she’d rarely had attacks when real danger was present. Like the time she went bungee jumping in college to get over her anxiety disorder—she’d discovered that type of fear wasn’t a trigger. Yet, the fear of losing a client in combination with the escalating situation at work was enough to unwind her. Go figure.


She decided to store this morning in her “weird experience” file and think about it later. In the meantime, she had a boss to deal with and a client to save.


“One disaster at a time,” she mumbled.





Chapter 3



New York City. Wednesday, March 19, 8:30 a.m. EDT


CHAMUEL IGNORED THE TEXT from Isaac and followed Cara up Church Street. His senses sharpened the moment he saw the old woman reach out and grab Cara’s wrist.


He remained cloaked and moved toward Cara. He watched and listened carefully, closing his distance and preparing to intervene if warranted.


He came to a halt fifteen feet away when the woman seized Cara’s hand, placing it on her shoulder. A bright, white light dove from the heavens down into Cara, traveling through her and into the woman. The blast of energy shot outward, hitting him in the face. The tiny sparks tingled as they landed on his skin. No one on the street, other than him, had the ability to notice anything unusual.


“Holy Father,” Chamuel muttered in awe. It was rare to see an unawakened Soul Seeker like Cara, who had yet to accept her Calling, wield so much power. There was something else—and it had nothing to do with her power. Her quiet beauty struck him.


Chamuel jerked his head to the left. He sensed another presence similar to his own, another Nephilim. What the …


He scanned the crowd around him, but there wasn’t anyone who matched the presence he sensed. The street looked exactly as it should. Passersby with shopping bags, briefcases, and strollers filled the sidewalk.


Still, a wisp of energy breezed by him, pulsing and pulling at his power. Someone he’d never met before; someone hiding behind a veil of invisibility like him. Cloaking prevented them from being seen or heard from behind the veil, but allowed energy to pass through. Chamuel found the presence of the other Nephilim troubling but didn’t sense any immediate danger.


Warily, he returned his attention back to the scene between Cara and the homeless woman.


“You’re ready,” the woman said, and that’s when he knew that she wasn’t an ordinary woman.


Sentinel, he thought. He swore under his breath. She worked for the Dark Ones.


Before Chamuel could react, she moved swiftly away from Cara. He jumped into action and gave chase, passing Cara and cutting through the crowd. He shoved past a couple holding hands, and leapt over a large pile of garbage bags at the curb, trying to keep up with the fluttering hem of the homeless woman’s skirt as she wove through the people on the sidewalk with ease. He left a strong, invisible breeze and baffled stares in his wake.


The Sentinel smirked at him over her shoulder and picked up speed. A burst of Nephil energy blew past him, and seconds later she vanished into thin air.


Chamuel realized his problems were even greater than he’d originally thought. Once assured of Cara’s safe arrival at work, he’d make that call to Isaac.


Could their luck get any worse? An archdemon, a Sentinel, and a rogue Guardian all in one day.


They must all be working together, he thought.


Cara rounded the corner onto Church Street a moment later out of breath with her suit jacket askew. A single wave of hair clung to her ivory cheek. Brushing the errant strand behind her ear, she slumped against the brick exterior next to a storefront window and shifted her briefcase more securely onto her shoulder. She shook her head followed by a short burst of laughter; Chamuel wondered what she found so amusing. He suddenly wished he could ask her, but that was out of the question. Pushing off the building, Cara headed toward the direction of her office, and Chamuel followed unseen behind her.


Fortunately, for both Cara and the Guardianship, he’d listened to his gut this morning. Forewarned was forearmed. Knowing Cara had been spotted would allow them to take the proper precautions. Equally important was the intelligence he’d just gained. The Sentinel had escaped with the help of a Nephil. Since the Dark Ones didn’t have any Nephilim in their ranks, it could mean only one thing.


There was a traitor in the Guardianship.
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Chamuel shadowed Cara until she entered Cabot Investments. He parked himself outside the entrance, leaning his oversized frame up against the limestone exterior.


Still cloaked, he dialed Isaac, keeping one eye trained on the door.


“What took you so long?” Isaac asked gruffly. Chamuel could picture his old friend—the blond brush cut and the icy blue eyes of a drill sergeant.


“Sorry, but Cara made a detour on her way to work,” he replied, opting to leave out the details of her meltdown in the ladies’ room. “Then we had a surprise visit from a Sentinel.”


Isaac cursed under his breath. “Tell me what happened, and don’t leave anything out.”


Chamuel recounted what he’d observed.


“I’ve confirmed that Achanelech flew in this morning,” said Isaac, “and his plane is about to depart from Teterboro for the West Coast as we speak. The fact that he could be behind the Sentinel visit is bad enough, but it also begs the question of how he even found out about Cara.”


“I’ve been wondering the same thing,” replied Chamuel.


Over the phone he could hear Isaac drumming his fingers on his desk. “This heightens the pressure to protect her while she’s being trained and until she receives her Calling. I suspect the Angelorum knows something is up. They called this morning. They’re flying in a heavy hitter to mentor her, someone from the High Council.”


Chamuel drew his eyebrows together as he pictured the faces of the twelve High Council members of the Angelorum, the governing body of the secret angelic protectorate. With a small shake of his head, he realized who’d be sent. If he was right, that would explain why he’d been chosen so quickly and assigned to this Trinity. “They haven’t told you yet?”


Isaac gave him a snide laugh. “When has the Council ever told the Guardianship anything in advance? You know, it’s the usual can’t-reveal-the-future-because-it-interferes-with-free-will conundrum. As always, we’ll get our information on a strictly need-to-know basis, and they don’t think we need to know … yet.”


Isaac was right about the High Council. Bound by two sacred rules, the Council’s role was to watch and to orchestrate. They couldn’t use their knowledge to interfere with free will or have direct involvement in human affairs. Although they retained some latitude surrounding their activities, they primarily use the Trinities to carry out their work.


Chamuel’s frown deepened as he pressed the phone to his ear. “Yeah, but I think we should be more worried about why. Can you remember the last time they sent a Council member to mentor a Soul Seeker? I can’t.”


“Not in the one hundred fifty years I’ve been alive,” Isaac replied.


Chamuel was only a couple of years younger, so not while either of them had been alive. This news troubled him on several levels.


“Let me chew on this one for a while,” he said. “In the meantime, what about the traitor in our midst working for the Dark Ones? We need to get a grip on that one fast. Last thing we need is a security breach right here, right now.”


“Agreed,” Isaac said gravely. “Investigating the whereabouts of all of our people shouldn’t take more than an hour. I’ll transmit the order to other Guardian Houses around the world and should have a completed report within the next twelve hours. We’ll find the traitor, turn him in, and let the Council decide his fate. But, I can’t possibly imagine it’s one of ours.”


Chamuel silently agreed. No way it could be one of theirs. “Will you send me the report?”


“Out of respect, yes, but you turned over the reins, remember?” Isaac chided.


It was true: Chamuel, who was recognized as one of the Guardianship’s best strategists, had given Isaac control after reentering the mission rotation a week ago. Being on active duty limited his leadership position to his assigned Trinity, while Isaac’s Tri-State Guardians managed the overall security of the region and provided backup to the Trinities.


“I know. Be patient with me. It’s not an easy transition.” Suddenly restless, Chamuel swept his hand over his face and moved away from the wall to pace.


“Understood, but to serve in a Trinity is the highest honor for any of us.” Isaac paused and then lowered his voice. “Hey, Cham, how’re you holding up? Are you sure you’re ready for this?”


Chamuel shifted uncomfortably and cracked his neck. He’d avoided discussing the tragedy with Isaac, or anyone, for decades. “Ready or not, here I come. I can’t hide forever, I,” he said, calling Isaac by his nickname.


Isaac blew out a breath. “Okay, I’ll take that for now. So, tell me again why you rolled out of bed so early to spy on your new charge?”


“Dunno. Bored, maybe.” The best Chamuel could figure was that his decision was somehow tied to his destiny. In reality, he’d been hit with an unexpected bout of loneliness and couldn’t handle watching the walls close in on him. He’d just moved back to his SoHo loft from the Connecticut headquarters a little over a week ago. Even though he used to routinely stay in Manhattan a couple of days a week, something about giving up his room at Isaac’s Guardian House solidified the change he’d made. He already missed the camaraderie of the Tri-State team and fighting with their cook, Luigi, for control of the kitchen.


“Well, I’m glad that you did,” Isaac said.


“Send me the report when you have it.” He hung up.


Spotting a food cart, Chamuel’s stomach grumbled. Time to have that breakfast, he thought, and uncloaked. No one noticed his sudden appearance next to the glass door of Cara’s building. Using the glass as a mirror, he stared back at his own vivid blue eyes. He wore the standard, all-black Guardian uniform; his open duster exposed the T-shirt and cargo pants underneath. Even though his hair was still neatly tucked into a ponytail, he couldn’t resist smoothing the sides with his hands. Satisfied that he looked presentable, he smiled. The expression softened his face and transformed his image from intimidating to attractive.


Chamuel ambled over to the street vendor to buy an egg sandwich and a cup of coffee. Not exactly gourmet, but it would do. Starting his assignment early, he planted himself outside the building and devoured his breakfast under a veil of invisibility. He wasn’t willing to take any chances with Cara’s safety after this morning’s surprises. He smiled. Maybe it was wrong, but he looked forward to catching a glimpse of his very beautiful new charge.





Chapter 4



New Jersey. Teterboro Airport. Wednesday, March 19, 10:00 a.m. EDT


Achanelech shifted his weight onto his jewel-topped cane and paced the cabin of his private jet, impatiently waiting for his consort’s return so they could take off. He’d gone to take a look at Cara himself and, he must say, he was disappointed. Was this the best the Angelorum had to offer?


He winced as he walked. Unable to retract the claws at the end of his toes, his Armani leather shoes pinched his feet. Although he paraded around in human form most of the time, he couldn’t fully transform his feet, or his forked tongue, to the human equivalents. He’d never honed his skills that far.


His leg ached more than usual today as he hobbled back and forth along the aisle. An old battle injury that had never healed followed him across all his forms. All the milling about he’d done earlier in the subway hadn’t helped. Then there was the incessant pulsating on the back of his neck under his hairline where his sigil lay hidden under his skin. But even the pain in his leg wasn’t enough to quiet the demonic whispers reverberating in his head, calling his name, and making his neck throb.


The hellspeak of his demon children taunted him as he waited. The sound grated on his nerves and nearly drove him to the edge of madness whenever he had no distractions. Their hunger drove their insistence. They needed more souls to keep them satisfied and to prevent a not-so-friendly summoning through the portal into Hell by his Master. Achanelech understood, but they would have to wait. In the meantime, he would do what he could to elude a trip to Hell … forever. He’d gladly waste away here on Earth, a dusty chunk of Purgatory, than take his place in the perpetual hierarchy of suffering down there, even for a visit. The only thing worse would be getting thrown into Heaven’s prison with Semyaza and his fornicating Watchers to spend an eternity consumed in remorse until Judgment Day.


Speaking of which, he wondered how his pet Nephil had performed on his assignment.


Vile abomination, he thought with disgust. He couldn’t even bring himself to acknowledge the Nephil by its gender. That would have bestowed a certain level of dignity Achanelech was unwilling to give it.


Angels breeding with humans. The Watchers deserved to rot in darkness for sullying their bloodline. He may have fallen far and had his wings ripped from his body, but he was once of their essence. How those of his ilk could bear to get caught up in the pathetic little lives of humans, much less breed with them, he didn’t know. Humans would be the eternal weakness of his enemies, the Angelorum—a bunch of bleeding liberals blindly protecting His creation. To look at mankind as more than what they were—a mere source of food—was stupidity of the highest order.


The noise level rose to a crescendo in his head.


“Be patient, pets. Sustenance shall be forthcoming,” he whispered in their language. The pulsing on the back of his neck receded. He passed his hand through his hair and gave his sigil a good rub.


The door of the plane cracked open and in walked his consort in the guise of a homeless crone. She was followed quietly by a tall, blond Nephil male wearing the loose, white garments of an ancient slave. Achanelech was nothing if not nostalgic. His consort had insisted his pet be bathed, the filth removed from it prior to being brought into her presence for this mission. His Nephil’s appearance now fresh, its angelic beauty unable to be contained, churned up feelings of loathing within Achanelech. Had the abomination dared to show its brilliant white plumage, Achanelech would have become violent. They were a reminder of what had been taken from him. Leathery bat wings sprouted from Achanelech’s shoulder blades whenever he took demon form now, providing a pale shadow of the beauty he’d lost.


The male hung back with his eyes averted, giving off an air of respect and deference.


“Mission accomplished,” Emanelech said before the air shimmered and her shape melted, transforming into that of the tall, raven-haired beauty in a slinky dress, which she knew pleased him. “She’s quite powerful, that young Soul Seeker.”


He looked at her impatiently. “Yes, but is she the One?”


Arching a brow, she gave him a sour look. “Our source believes it to be the case. Regardless, her essence could provide a hearty meal indeed.”


“Then let’s dispatch her. I was less than impressed,” he said, thinking of the hungry mouths he had to feed.


“No need to be hasty. She’s still unawakened. And don’t you think it would be best to get our facts straight before we send word to the Master?” She gave him a smug smile.


He suppressed a growl deep in his throat, despising the fact that she was right. Instead, he nodded in the male’s direction and asked her, “What about this one? How did the halfling do?”


Even as Achanelech looked at the Nephil, he wondered how much he could trust it after the abuse inflicted on it over the last century. Until his minions had started capturing other Nephilim, this one had been their only specimen. The creature standing before him was oblivious to what it was or that more of its kind existed… or so he hoped. Emanelech assured him the Nephil was less than smart and hadn’t caught on to his part in luring more of its kind into captivity before he’d been tossed back into a prison cell. Achanelech kept it sheltered, under constant watch due to its value. But that value had been diluted recently with a dungeon full of the half-ling’s Nephilim brethren kept secretly at another location. If Achanelech could harvest the abomination of its soul, he would. But its Nephilim essence rendered its soul poisonous to the Dark Ones. The same was true for members of the Angelorum; their souls were equally as poisonous. Another one of the galling rules in the battle between good and evil.


God forbid the playing field wasn’t level, he thought, using a modern turn of phrase.


Emanelech cast a cold glance in his pet’s direction. “Fine. No complaints.”


“Mongrel, what say you?”


The Nephil kept its head bowed. “The mission was a success, Father,” it responded softly, but not softly enough to mask the rich, melodic tone of its voice.


Achanelech ground his teeth at the sound. If a whip had been handy, he would have used it to add fresh scars to the flesh underneath the halfling’s clothes. Nephilim heal fast, but with the right instruments, marks remained. The thought filled him with delight.


Raking his eyes over the Nephil, Achanelech snorted. He was unsure whether he despised the halfling’s light coloring more because it reminded him of the Nephil’s angelic half or human half. Compared to Achanelech’s own dark looks, the male looked soft despite its clear masculinity and large stature. After possessing this Nephil for well over a century, Achanelech found the male a poor substitute for the retribution he’d hoped to exact for the loss of the one who had mattered to him most at the hands of his enemies.


“Acchie, I was thinking … ” Emanelech said, finger to her lips.


Achanelech’s brow shot up, and he gritted his teeth at the nickname. “Oh? That could be a dangerous proposition.”


Her ice-blue eyes turned to black. “I understand you’re in need of some souls. Unless you’d like to procure them yourself, I’d suggest you rethink your tone.”


If she were a less-powerful being, he would have killed her after having lain with her, but she was far too dangerous, and in many ways his perfect match. Hence, her longevity at his side. Brushing his hand over his face, he released a heavy sigh. “Fine, chérie. What were you about to say?”


Her eyes faded back to blue, and she glanced at his pet. “Maybe we should chat in private.”


“Step outside, mongrel,” he said, dismissing his pet with a wave of his hand.


Once the door was securely closed behind the male, she continued. “Your Nephil. He’d be the perfect spy to confirm our suspicions about the girl, now that we know she’s in New York City.”


Achanelech wanted to question her sanity but knew better. “Why him?”


“Simple. He’s a Nephilim. He can get close without causing panic. Demons will be hunted, but with him, the worst that could happen is they assume it’s a case of mistaken identity with one of the Angelorum Guardians.”


“How do I prevent him from running?”


She sniffed. “Like he has anywhere to go. Besides, I thought you implanted him with a tracking device.”


He hated to admit it, but she had a point … again. He’d tagged the Nephil as a child, and recently embedded a high-tech GPS under its skin. If his pet went rogue, he could always hunt it down and kill it… or just detonate the device.


“I’ll give it some thought.”


Emanelech stretched out on the bench seat and kicked off her high heels. “Unless you want him to fly back under his own power, it might make sense to decide before we take off. And for Lucifer’s sake, give him some proper clothes.”


Achanelech walked over to her, trying to mask his limp. A cold smile touched his lips. “Don’t get too smart, or someday I might just have to kill you.”


“Give it your best shot, hot lips,” she said, grasping his collar in her hands and pulling him down into a kiss.





Chapter 5



France. Angelorum Sanctuary. Thursday, March 19, 4:00 p.m. GMT + 1 / 10:00 a.m. EDT


CONSTANTINA UNLOCKED THE DOOR to the high-domed Sanctuary. Her hooded velvet cloak swept across the threshold into the warm, white room—the most sacred place within the hidden compound. Unlike the grandeur of the rest of their underground city, the Sanctuary had simple décor. Bench seating circled the walls, enough to accommodate all three hundred members of the Sanctus Angelorum. Light illuminated the room, mimicking natural rays of sunlight and masking the fact that the compound was located deep underground.


She crossed the suspended catwalk that connected the wooden door she’d entered through to the staircase accessing the circular seating. Walking down one level of stairs, she stopped at the twelve seats designated for her and the eleven other High Council members.


Lowering the velvet hood, Constantina released her long, blonde hair and shook it free. She slipped off the ocean-blue cloak to reveal her gray traveling suit, and draped the garment over her chair before proceeding down another level to the ground floor and the Trinity Pool.


She took a deep breath, hoping nothing had changed since her last visit. But with free will, one decision could change the course of her mission and the destinies of those involved. A mixture of disquiet and anticipation had kept her up during the night. She’d been waiting for this day for twenty-seven years. Since the day Cara Collins, the First of the Twelve, was born …


Constantina stood at the edge of the shallow, raised enclosure and gazed into the vast, white sand–filled Trinity Pool, searching for the answer to her question. Drawn in by the hypnotic rainbow of colors coursing through the many thousands of Trinity Stones, she listened as they cried out to her their secrets.


Each triangular three-part stone represented a single Trinity of three souls connected to a center stone—a fourth soul—who would play a part either now, or in the future, in an event that could tip the balance between good and evil. Collectively, the stones represented the destinies of each soul within a Trinity and all the events not yet fulfilled. Fueled by the free will of the souls they represented, these eyes and ears of Heaven blazed with the lifeblood of destiny.


As she stared into the Pool, her body felt heavy and she yearned for home. She sighed, thinking of the many obstacles and the high price that lay ahead for them all. For both those she loved now and for those she would love in the future.


“Constantina?” The voice snapped her out of her reflections. Angelis descended the stairs to join her.


“Angelis, do you fare well?” she asked the tall man with bright eyes. His short dark hair was tinged with gray, and he wore the long white robe of the High Council leader. He more closely resembled an accountant than the leader of an angelic protectorate. Constantina looked at him with pride. She knew she’d made the right decision to pass up his post in this lifetime. Angelis made a fine leader in her place.


He smiled warmly. “I fare well, Constantina. Are you ready for your journey?”


She smiled back. “Yes, I’m looking forward to finally meeting our Cara after these twenty-seven years.”


He reached up to pull down the large magnification apparatus that over-hung the Trinity Pool. “Any more revelations to be gleaned from the cluster?” He peered into the magnifier, looking at the unusual cluster of Trinity Stones representing the Holy Twelve.


Constantina glanced through the glass lens with Angelis and paused. “Only that time is running short, and there’s been a slight shift. Danger could be at our doorstep sooner than we’d like.” It still worried her that not all the Trinity Stones were whole. The cluster contained several broken ones, a phenomenon that hadn’t existed within the Trinity Pool until this cluster had shown up.


“Hmm, our West Coast charges too?”


Constantina listened to the hum of the Trinity Stones and watched as their faces flashed by. Unlike Cara, they hadn’t yet fulfilled enough of their destinies to become final members of the Twelve, nor had anyone else. But as possible candidates, they still required protection.


“I’m afraid so. We can’t escape the fact that our destinies are all entwined. There are no coincidences.”


“Constantina, something still baffles me … ”


“There’s much to be baffled by in this group of stones. Which anomaly are you specifically questioning?”


Taking his attention away from the viewer, he met her eyes. “The one in the Collins Trinity Stone—the uncharacteristic color.”


Constantina shrugged. “Yes, that’s quite fascinating. But the stone isn’t ready to divulge its secret yet.” Then she looked up at Angelis. “Have you noticed that at least one-third of the Trinity Stones have disappeared since we last looked?”


He met her gaze. “Yes, I’d noticed. It could mean many things right now.”


She shook her head, her lips pressed together tightly. “It could, but more likely we’re not the only ones who know the identity of the First of the Holy Twelve.”


Angelis frowned and conceded. “Yes, that’s a possibility.”


Constantina studied the Trinity Stones, watching and waiting for them to reveal more. Like a spinning roulette wheel, images and potential outcomes spun within and across the stones in a kaleidoscope of color, activity, and whispers. Pieces locked into place only as free will decisions collided with destiny to increase the probability of an event to a near certainty.


“How much time do we have?” he asked.


She released a breath. “There’s a high probability that the opening salvo will be made by the Dark Ones shortly, a couple of weeks from now. She’ll be safe until then.” Constantina paused and then gazed at Angelis. “I don’t have as much time as I wanted to prepare her.”


The stones only hinted at what was to come afterward. Minor skirmish or not, it didn’t lessen the danger or probability of defeat.


Constantina pointed into the magnifying glass. “I find this most interesting of all.”


“The glow surrounding it?” he asked, pointing to the cluster and outlining it with his finger.


“Yes. Our Holy Twelve are surrounded by more than the usual amount of love, passion, and complexity. This will not be a straightforward journey for many of those involved. We need to accept that a few rules will be broken along the way by them … and us. We’ll need to walk a fine line in order to maintain our noninterference rule. I daresay, many of us will be tested along the way.”


Angelis sighed. “Your insight, as always, is brilliant and correct. Constantina, I’m sorry to have put you in this position.”


She lifted her eyes, and wore a look of resignation. “Think nothing of it, and don’t worry about me. I’m much less important in this overall equation.”


He clasped her shoulder gently. “You’ll be vulnerable. The threat of exposure increases with your direct involvement.”


“If that is His will, then I accept it. My soul is at peace with my choices.”


“You’ve already sacrificed one of your children … ”


A pang of sadness touched Constantina. “Hope made her sacrifice willingly. As for me, I accept my destiny, a choice, as you know, that I made long ago.”


She knew the many reasons why she was chosen, least of which was who would make the opening salvo for the Dark Ones. She’d seen the face of her old nemesis flash across the Trinity Stones, fiery arrogance and all. Many years had passed since their last encounter …


Angelis gave her shoulder a final squeeze and nodded. “Very well, Constantina. I’ll inform the rest of the Council of your departure. Thank you … from us all. Journey forth in peace and love.”


“And you,” she said as he left.


Alone again in the Sanctuary, her eyes came to rest on the Trinity Pool, pulled back in by the brilliant kaleidoscope of flashing colors.


Her attention was drawn to another stone in the cluster, a broken one, farther away from the Collins Trinity. She swallowed, knowing more would be revealed over time as free will shaped the destinies involved. Why that Trinity Stone had allowed her a glimpse of its secret but held it from the others, she didn’t know. Yet, she remained silent on her discovery, afraid to hope for the impossible.


For all her pragmatism, Constantina wasn’t able to prevent the heaviness from settling within her heart. Some things weren’t within her power or purview to change. When it came to those she loved, she wished she had no more knowledge than the average human being about events affecting them. But in her world, time didn’t travel a linear path; it folded in on itself, revealing events in an order dictated by destinies and decisions. The reason she was here, why all of them were here, was to protect mankind—a choice they’d all made long ago. And sometimes their choice required sacrifice—sometimes, unspeakable sacrifice.


She thought of her daughter Hope, and sadness enveloped her. Hope’s death had come to pass, and now Constantina prayed that another of her children wouldn’t be sacrificed before this was over.


With calm resolve, she collected her cloak. Closing the door of the Sanctuary behind her, she entrusted her fate to the Trinity Stones and set off to embrace her destiny.





Chapter 6



New York City. Perry Street Apartment. Wednesday, March 19, 10:00 p.m. EDT


CARA’S MIND KEPT LOOPING through the encounter with the crone, but she didn’t understand it any better now than when it first happened. What stayed with her most was the warmth and brilliance of the light. Even the creepy guy with the V-shaped scar and the panic attack paled in comparison to the old woman on the street. After regaining her composure, Cara had managed to unwind the trade her boss had made behind her back and smooth everything over with her client.


A static-filled buzz jarred Cara out of her sullen contemplation of the day’s events. She pressed the release for the outer door of her West Village apartment to let her visitor inside. Her best friend had insisted on stopping by on her way home from work.


Cara waited patiently for Sienna to make her way to the fourth floor, as her whippet, Chloe, scampered off with the clatter of doggie toenails across the wood floor to fetch a toy from her basket behind the sofa. The dog was entirely black and brown with the exception of a kiss of white on the back of her neck in the shape of a heart, and the white end of her tail.


Moments later, the elevator dinged and Cara opened the door. Keeping the chain in place, she peeked out into the gray-walled hallway.


“Senny, is that you?”


A voice came echoing down the hall. “Of course, it’s me. Who were you expecting, Prince Charming?”


Sadly, no.


Sienna came teetering into view in sky-high heels with a designer handbag dangling off of her arm. She carried a huge box wrapped in colorful paper and an oversized bow. Only the silken black hair on the top half of Sienna’s head was visible along with her sky-blue eyes, which peeked over the edge of the package. Cara unchained the door to let her in.


“Let me help you with that. You look like you might tip over.”


Chloe came rushing over to help, a toy bone in her mouth.


Sienna turned and gave Cara a peck on the cheek, then transferred the box to her. “Happy Birthday, Carissima,” she said, using the nickname she coined for Cara back when they were sixteen.


Cara looked at the box and smiled for the first time that day. “Thanks, Senny.”


Walking past her, Sienna smirked. “I would have brought you a cake with twenty-seven candles, but I didn’t want to set the place on fire.”


“Gee, thanks. Don’t forget, you’ll always be older than me,” Cara said, balancing the package and relocking the door behind them.


Sienna batted her eyelashes. “Older by only three months, and don’t forget ‘wiser.’”


That remains to be seen, Cara thought with a chuckle.


“And here’s something for you too, my princess.” Reaching into her purse, Sienna pulled out a stuffed squirrel and held it out to Chloe. The dog’s soulful brown eyes lit up, and she dropped her bone.


Giving the toy a quick squeak, Sienna tossed it deep into the living room. Chloe raced after the squirrel as quickly as her greyhound-like body would take her and pounced on it. Picking it up, she trotted around the apartment squeaking her new toy with relentless zeal.


Cara rolled her eyes. “Okay, now that’s going to be annoying.”


“Oh, lighten up. Smile for fuck’s sake. It’s your birthday.” Sienna headed for the overstuffed sofa.


Cara followed, putting the massive box down on the coffee table. “You’d make a sailor blush with that mouth, and how the heck can you walk in those shoes?”


Sienna shot her a look. “Who walks? That’s what cabs are for.” Then she winked and gave Cara a wicked smile. “And for the record, blushing is not all I’d make a sailor do.”


Cara shook her head and chuckled. The dark cloud she’d been under all day started to lift.


Sienna worked as a fashion designer for up-and-coming Italian designer Nicolas Alda. Wearing crazy platform shoes could easily have been part of Sienna’s job description. A fashionista since high school, it’s more likely Sienna’s choice in footware was voluntary.


Sienna’s brows furrowed, giving Cara an ultracritical once-over. “What’s that shmata you’re wearing?” she asked, her Jewish roots showing.


Cara bristled. But, then again, Sienna had that effect on people. Cara looked down at her oversized T-shirt and yoga pants. “Senny, I’m going to bed after this, not hitting the streets of New York.”


Next to Sienna, in her black skinny pants and matching tailored jacket belted at the waist, Cara agreed she looked plain. But even if they’d been dressed identically, Sienna would still attract most of the attention. There were no two ways about it. Sienna was a stunner with her long jet-black hair, blue eyes, and slender build. Cara had the same slender build but her milky Irish complexion, long auburn hair, and green eyes meant that in the summer, Sienna tanned while Cara just freckled and turned the color of dappled shrimp.


“So how was your trip back from Paris? Was Fashion Week amazing or what?”


Sienna shrugged and gave her a blasé look. “I popped a Xanax before takeoff. It made taking a red-eye bearable. As far as Fashion Week, if you call running around like a lunatic with a roll of duct tape and a sewing kit amazing, then I guess it was.”


“Well, you’re more awake than I expected,” Cara said.


“That’s what sheer will and five Venti Starbucks lattes will do for you.” Sienna kicked off her platform shoes, and tucked her long legs underneath her. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and looked down at the dog waiting to be invited onto the sofa, the new toy temporarily forgotten.


“Come sit next to Aunt Senny,” she said, patting the cushion next to her. Chloe jumped up and nestled her little body down next to her.


“Do you want a glass of wine?” Cara asked, rising from the sofa.


“Not until you tell me why you look like someone killed your cat,” she said and then kissed the top of the dog’s narrow head. “Sorry, girl. I know this is a canine household.”


Cara scowled at her. “I’m fine, really.” My life sucks. Who am I trying to kid? She felt pathetic.


Sienna frowned back at her and threw up her arms. “Lemme guess. Cara’s Misery for five hundred dollars, the married loser, or Cara’s Misery for one thousand dollars, the prick of a boss. Ding-ding-ding!”


Cara released an exasperated sigh. She hated when Sienna was right.


“Red or white?”


“Huh?”


“Wine. Red or white?”


“Come on, Carissima. Don’t be that way.”


Cara put her hands on her hips. “What do want me to say? Kai hasn’t called to wish me a happy birthday, or that asshole Rick purposely changed one of my client’s trades without my knowledge?” Or that I haven’t had sex in five years?


“Fuck the job. You can always find another one,” Sienna said with a cavalier wave of her hand. Then her expression softened. “Listen, if there’s one thing that I wish for your birthday, it’s that you find a great guy. You need to let go of Kai. It’s time. It’s been ten years.”


“Nine,” Cara said. Nine since they’d broken up. Five since he’d married someone else. But Cara’s heart refused to let go or find satisfaction with someone else. No one she’d met could make her feel the way Kai had—and if she couldn’t have that, she’d rather be alone.


Sienna rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”


Cara rubbed her hands over her face, trying to erase the tortured look she wore. “Senny, I wish I could let go. I really do. I don’t know what holds me to Kai, but something does. I can’t explain it.”


“But, honey, it’s so unhealthy. You need to move on.” Sienna said and batted her black eyelashes. “Because there’s no one I know who needs a night of mind-blowing sex more than you do.”


“Thanks.” Cara’s mind flashed briefly to the huge guy with the blond ponytail before she gave Sienna a sour look. “How about that glass of wine?”


She went to the kitchen without waiting for Sienna’s response. Cara knew her close friendship with Kai kept him too connected to her, but the thought of not having him in her life sucked the oxygen right out of her lungs.


“I’m not going to let this go,” Sienna yelled from the living room.


What a surprise, Cara thought. She loved Sienna and wished she could at least put on a more cheerful face. But the events of the last few months had beaten her down. She could deal with either her personal life or her professional life being crappy, but dealing with both at the same time drained the energy right out of her. She was convinced that’s what had caused the full-blown panic attack she’d had earlier today, and the niggling sense of impending doom still lurked in her psyche, waiting for her to let her guard down again.


Last year, she’d been a rising star at Cabot Investments. She’d interned during college, and then was given a full-time position upon graduation—a highly unusual path for a kid just out of college without a master’s degree. Turns out, she was a whiz when it came to derivatives. The senior partner had been her mentor and a close friend of the family, but when he died unexpectedly of a heart attack at the age of fifty-five, everything changed. Her new boss was a horse’s ass.


Cara leaned on the sink in the kitchen and took a breath, trying to take solace in her surroundings, which at this point, was the only thing she could control. Her small kitchen with blue painted walls was decorated in a warm, country style. Light-green enamel canisters sat on the counters, and a weathered old cupboard with a chicken-wire front was pushed up against the wall—both flea market finds. She was an avid collector; her things grounded her and provided a coping mechanism when her world threatened to blow apart. Her meticulously organized apartment was warm, chic, and eclectic—it made her happy even when the rest of her life couldn’t.


Cara grabbed a corkscrew from the bar in her kitchen and a nice Cabernet she’d been saving. She returned to the living room with wine in one hand and two glasses dangling from the other.


Sienna greeted her with a compassionate smile. “I’m sorry you had such a crummy day. Now, open your present.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Cara removed the bow first and then the colorful paper. She opened the box and gasped. “It’s beautiful.”


She pulled out the red cashmere swing coat and slipped it on. She ran her fingers down the sleeve, letting the soft fabric caress her fingertips. Grinning, she twirled in a circle for Sienna; the hem of the coat flared out around her as she spun.


Sienna wore a self-satisfied smile. “Straight from the runways of Paris.”


Truly touched by the gift, Cara walked over and gave Sienna a hug, catching the heady aroma of Sienna’s jasmine perfume. “Thanks, Senny.”


Even though Sienna stood the same height as Cara in flat feet—five feet seven inches—Sienna felt like a delicate bird in Cara’s arms. For all their differences, and as brash as Sienna could be, she took good care of her. Cara loved Sienna like a sister and appreciated the fact that she was always there when she needed her, and had been since high school when their bond was forged over their shared anxiety disorder. Cara never forgot hiding in the girl’s bathroom, breathing hard as she crouched over the toilet, and hearing similar sounds of anguish in the next stall.


Sienna hugged her harder. “Be happy.”


“I’ll try,” Cara whispered back and opted not to share what had happened earlier—mainly because she would have felt like a reformed alcoholic admitting to having a drink.


The doorbell buzzed and they both jumped.


“Who the hell is ringing your bell at ten thirty at night?” Sienna asked.


Cara gave her a wide-eyed look of surprise and shrugged. She walked over to the door and looked through the peephole before opening it, keeping the chain intact.


A courier stood at her door with a manila envelope. Cara wondered why the buzzer hadn’t sounded unless one of her neighbors broke the rules and let him in on their way in or out.


Knitting her brow, she asked, “Can I help you?”


“Cara Collins?”


“Yes.”


He held out the package to her, slipping it through the door, and then handed her a clipboard. “Please sign here.”


She took the package and scribbled her signature onto the receipt and handed it back to him.


“Good night.” He smiled and walked back toward the elevator.


Cara stood dumbfounded, staring at the return address: Watson & Haskins, New York. She’d never heard of the firm before but immediately wondered if her creep of a boss had done something to get her sued or fired. The package lay frozen in her hands as she stared, afraid to open it.


“Well?” Sienna asked impatiently.


“Give me a second.” After Cara put her coat back in the box, she sat down and opened the manila envelope. She removed a letter-sized envelope with a note paper-clipped to it. The note was written in neat script on Watson & Haskins letterhead.


“It’s an appointment reminder for tomorrow at ten a.m.,” Cara said, puzzled.


“Clearly not one you made?”


Cara shook her head and tore open the envelope. Her hand froze when she saw the name at the top of the personalized stationary: Hannah Brunt-Collins.


Sienna’s eyes widened. “What’s the matter? You look like you just saw a ghost.”


Cara’s mouth moved but nothing came out. Her eyes darted over the contents of the handwritten letter.


“What?” Sienna pressed. “Don’t keep me hanging! What is it?”


Cara pressed a hand to her chest. “I … It’s … from my grandmother,” she whispered, brows furrowed as she tried to process the words.


“Huh? Which one?”


“My dad’s mother, Grandma Hannah.”


Sienna wrinkled her nose. “Wait a minute. Aren’t both of your grandmothers dead?”


“Yeah. She died twenty-three years ago.”


“Okaayyy … What’re you waiting for, Christmas? Read it to me!” Sienna leaned forward, ready to rip the letter from Cara’s hand.


Cara nodded. She scanned the letter and read the first paragraph out loud.


Dearest Cara,


Happy birthday, my dear. If you are reading this letter, it’s your twenty-seventh birthday. I only wish that I could have been with you longer to share the many joys of your life as you grew into the amazing woman I’m sure you are now. I’m so sorry that I left you while you were so young, but these things happen, and that is what was meant to be.


Without missing a beat, Cara skipped down to the last paragraph and continued to read.


If all has gone according to plan, tomorrow you have an appointment to meet with Watson & Haskins. They will provide you with the details. Please know that I loved you dearly. My spirit will be with you.


Love always,


Grandma Hannah


Cara brushed a tear away after she finished reading the letter … the parts she could actually share, that is.


Sienna raised her eyebrows. “That’s it? It sure doesn’t tell you much.”


Cara shrugged and refolded the letter, slipping it back inside the envelope. Setting the letter aside, she drew her legs up onto the chair and hugged them to her chest, trying to hide her trembling hands. She’d loved her grandmother and remembered her with great warmth, even though Cara was a young child when she died. One of Cara’s earliest memories was when she was three. Sitting on her grandmother’s lap, she was presented with a little round purse full of Easter candy. Cara could still picture her grandmother with her snow-white braid and a smile that reached her kind blue eyes.


“Are you, okay?” Sienna asked softly.


Cara released a deep breath. “Yeah, it caught me off guard. A voice from beyond the grave, even in a letter, is a little jarring.”


“What do you think it’s about? Money? You think she left you something?”


Cara kept her face neutral. “My grandmother led a very modest life. She didn’t have much money.” Cara eyed the unopened wine on the coffee table. “I think it’s time for that drink. Would you mind doing the honors?”


“Sure, no need to ask twice,” Sienna said, stifling a yawn. She glanced at her watch. “One drink, and then I have to go. The jet lag is kicking in.”


Sienna trimmed the foil on the top and twisted out the cork. With the expertise of a sommelier, she poured them each a glass without losing a drop.


Sienna raised her glass. “To finding a better life and a hot, available man.”


“I’ll drink to that.” Cara gave her a reluctant smile and touched glasses. She wished it could be that easy, but she’d never had that kind of luck. If anything, she’d spent years hiding her heart inside a protective bubble. Her feelings for Kai may be misplaced, but at least they kept her relatively safe.


After finishing their wine, Cara walked Sienna to the door. Sienna smirked as she looked once again at Cara’s ensemble. “I’ve made a reservation for seven o’clock on Saturday at Raphael’s. From there, we’ll let the games begin. And wear something nice; show some cleavage for once.”


Cara narrowed her eyes. “You sure you want the competition?”


Sienna glanced down at her B-cups. “Bring it on. All you need is a perfect handful. Any more is just excess.” She winked. “Call me when you find out more about the letter thingie.”


“Absolutely.” Cara gave Sienna a quick hug, glad that she couldn’t see her face.


“Bye, Chlow-Chlow,” Sienna called over at the dog balled up on the sofa.


Closing the door behind Sienna, Cara sighed with relief. Her hands once again trembled as she snatched up the letter. She sat down next to Chloe where there was more light.


This time, she read the entire letter, including the part she hadn’t read to Sienna. The paper shook in her hands.


Dearest Cara,


Happy birthday, my dear. If you are reading this letter, it’s your twenty-seventh birthday. I only wish that I could have been with you longer to share the many joys of your life as you grew into the amazing woman I’m sure you are now. I’m so sorry that I left you while you were so young, but these things happen, and that is what was meant to be.


Cara, what I am about to tell you next must stay secret. I can’t emphasize this enough. Otherwise, to put this even more plainly, people you love could die.


My dear, you were born with a gift. From the moment I saw you until now, as I write this letter, you have always given off the signal that you are one of us. This gift doesn’t usually run in families, so you can’t imagine how thrilled I was when I discovered it in you.


As a result of this gift, and your ultimate mission, you have inherited fifty million dollars. Half, twenty-five million, is for you personally. You’ll act as the custodian for the other half, passing it to the next generation when the time is right. Like your sponsor did for you. I’m merely the messenger in this transaction. With this money, comes great responsibility.


I realize that I haven’t even begun to answer the questions you must be asking yourself, but someone will come soon to explain more. I don’t know who that will be, since much time will pass between the writing of this letter and its delivery.


If all has gone according to plan, tomorrow you have an appointment to meet with Watson & Haskins. They will provide you with the details. Please know that I loved you dearly. My spirit will be with you.


Love always,


Grandma Hannah


This morning, Cara didn’t think she was gifted in any particular way. Can I heal people? Can I make them younger? Is that the gift my grandmother meant?


Overwhelmed, she hyperventilated, not knowing which part of the fantastical news to process first. Anxiety and loneliness slammed into her with the realization that there was no one she could tell without people she loved potentially dying. What would she tell her family?


She reached for her half-full wineglass, but the wine already in her stomach bubbled angrily, and she put the glass back down. Worry overshadowed her thoughts, digging deep into her brow. Chloe must have sensed her distress; she awoke and licked her hand. Cara petted her and stared into the dog’s expressive eyes, grateful for her company.
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