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SYNOPSIS


Brenna was focused on solving the mystery of The Black Orlov, but in the process she uncovered more than she bargained for. What happens when the mysteries surrounding her career begin to cross with the mysteries surrounding her heart?

Brenna McKay got the offer of her career. She was just an intern, but she’d been called upon to assist the heads of the Archaeogemology department of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in identifying a rare black diamond. She learned soon enough that the 666 carat diamond was one of the top ten cursed gemstones in human history called The Black Orlov, but that wasn’t the true mystery. The location it was found, the items found with it, and era of the sediment all contradicted each other. Brenna took the items home to research the dissimilarities.

But she was soon to find out that the mystery of the black diamond was so much more than she thought. Brenna was attacked almost immediately leaving the museum, rescued by a man just as fierce and large as her assailant. Then promptly kidnapped. March, her dubious savior, explained the reality that was The Black Orlov, and why so many people have died terribly since it was discovered. 

The time Brenna and March spend together putting the pieces of a grandiose puzzle together would reveal more than just answers about the diamond to her. Who were the people out to kill her? What was so important about the black diamond? And most importantly, who or what was the man she was falling for?


PROLOGUE


July 10th

02:34:46

New York, New York, USA

The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Archaeology Laboratory;

Gemology Department

We were the only ones left in the department. Hell, we were the only ones left in the whole damn museum except for the night security.

Again.

This was the tenth night, in a row, and I realized we were no closer to solving this confounded mystery than we had been three nights ago. I was frustrated, and I was scared. While my partner tried to make even the slightest connection between location and discoveries, I had researched the history of the piece. My findings, frankly, gave me nightmares. Of course, being a scientist, I could not let myself buy into superstition. But as a wife and a mother…

“That’s it,” I said as I pointedly closed my laptop. The soft click of the monitor connecting with the keyboard echoed in the empty lab. It sounded ominous to me, but again, science over fantasy. I couldn’t deny that was exactly what I was doing, though.

“I’m done with it.” I began to pack up my things even before my lab partner could look up from his loupe.

Dr. Melnyk squinted his eyes at me. He was the museum’s man through and through. His loyalty had been well established years ago when the board had paid for his move from Ukraine. He had earned his place as one of the heads of the department, but he wasn’t someone who thought outside the box.

“We can’t be done with it,” he sputtered at me. “The museum wants answers. They wanted them two days ago.”

“Then they can find them somewhere else!” A lack of sleep, not seeing my family for more than a couple hours, eating nothing but take-out for every meal, it had all left me cranky. “I’m not taking the chance.”

Dr. Melnyk gave me that look again. “Tell me you’re kidding.” His English was perfect after so many years. It was not the time to notice such a thing, but I needed to focus on something other than my frustration and panic.

“Seven dead, Steven.” I glared. My dentist would have a fit for how badly I ground my teeth. “Seven!”

Melnyk blinked once then frowned. “Circumstantial at best. Just like Tut.”

Oh, ho!

So he had read something other than dusty history books. I huffed as I shook my head and went back to packing my stuff.

“Whatever. I have kids.”

“Aren’t you a little old to believe in fairy tales?” He got up from his chair. The damn thing squeaked whenever it moved even a centimeter. “Not to mention a fucking scientist!”

The uncharacteristic aggression brought my attention back to him. This project had gotten to him if it drew a swear word from Melnyk.

I picked up a nearby newspaper clipping then brandished it like a trial lawyer with a written confession.

“The last team who tried to identify that thing wasn’t just hit by a car. They were found exsanguinated and disemboweled! Now you tell me under what circumstance something like that is just coincidence.”

That took the wind out of his sail. “I know,” he said in a defeated tone. He gestured to the clutter on the table. “But we can’t just abandon this.” He gulped like a spineless idiot. “We’ll get fired.”

Then I hit on an idea. “Call her,” I said.

He looked like I had spoken Swahili. “What?”

“Call. Her. The intern” I loathed repeating myself. “She’s the best we have.”

“And expendable?” Melnyk arched a fuzzy eyebrow at me. His age showed more in the length and wildness of his facial hair than the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. He had ten years on me, but I had more experience with the museum. My seniority meant I knew he would not argue with me.

I huffed. “Just fucking call her!” Bad words were more my thing, much to my husband’s dismay. Our children were at an age where they parroted anything they heard. They had picked up a few more colorful words from me when I thought they weren’t paying attention. “She’ll jump on the chance.” I picked up my purse, laptop bag, and coat. “I’m going home to hug my kids.”

“Fine.” Melnyk sounded defeated. As well he should.

This had turned into a messy pile of shit that the museum had not warned us about. Real estate agents were legally obligated to inform potential buyers about any murders or deaths that had happened in a home up for sale because of ridiculous but successful court cases on hauntings. Why should museums be exempt with acquisitions that were potentially cursed?

Melnyk picked up the phone and I paused by the door to listen to what he said to her.

“Miss McKay? This is Dr. Melnyk from the museum. Fine, thank you. I’m sorry for calling at such a late hour, but Dr. Simmons and I want to extend to you an opportunity to assist….yes. The black diamond we received. Wonderful! Report to the lab first thing in the morning instead of the exhibit floor…yes. You’re welcome…we’ll see you then.”

“God forgive us,” I muttered as I opened the door to the lab.


ONE
BRENNA


I could not believe my luck! When the phone rang at 3AM I thought there was an emergency in my family. But no! It had been Dr. Melnyk asking me to help him and Dr. Simmons with the new acquisition.

I had only been at my internship with the MET for three months. No one ever got brought off the exhibition floor as an intern that quickly. I would like to think I had made an impression, but while I am one of the top five students in my archaeology class, and one of the few whose focus is on gemology, I knew I was not qualified to work research.

Not yet.

Maybe this was part of the internship. Maybe my graduate professors had recommended me for the position. Whatever the reason, I was not going to question my good fortune.

When I got to work and checked in at the security desk, I was surprised to learn that I had the same clearance as most of the back of the house researchers. That gave me access to every storage room and lab in the building, plus every research file, both physical and digital. I even had access to contact information to any of our sister museums around the world, and in some cases, security clearance.

I could come and go as I pleased. No more waiting for security to let me in or out. Twenty-six-year-old graduate students did not have that kind of clearance. They were not even supposed to know what kind of access that gave them. I did.

My uncle had been a curator. When he learned that I wanted to become an archaeologist, he gave me the entire run down of how a museum worked, how connected they were to other museums, universities, and governments. So, when I learned my new status, my heart dropped into my knees. It was overwhelming. My uncle would be proud.

I knew where the lab was located. I had seen it exactly once when I had been given a tour during my orientation. When I used my ID card to gain access, I’m not ashamed to admit that it surprised me to see the light turn green and the doorknob turn. With a smile on my face I entered the lab and found Dr. Simmons and Dr. Melnyk.

“Good morning,” I said cheerfully. I didn’t try to hide my excitement.

“Ah, Miss McKay,” said Dr. Melnyk with a smile to match my own.

He reminded me of someone’s kindly grandfather. What few interactions I have had with him before today he had been very friendly, open to conversation and inquisitive about my life outside the museum. He seemed to value a healthy private life along with a professional one.

“Brenna.” Dr. Simmons was always more personal, but I never got the impression it was because she was more sociable.

In her late forties, Dr. Simmons held her position of authority around her like a cloak. She always walked through the museum without looking at anyone, with her chin lifted. Pride all but oozed from her. I didn’t begrudge her that. Dr. Simmons must have worked extremely hard to get where she was as a woman. The streaks of grey in her light brown hair were proof of that.

Archaeology was still seen as a man’s profession in most circles. Even more so when she had been working her way up the ladder. She had earned the right to hold her head high, and I felt I could do much worse than hold her in esteem.

“Welcome to the Gem and Jewelry Department laboratory.” Dr. Melnyk came forward to gesture me further into the large room.

It was easily twice the size of the one at the university. Three rows of ten-foot-long lab tables had numerous stations in various stages or use. Long LED lights overhead gave the room a blue, almost sterile feel, but the individual table lamps on the desks added white and yellow tones to the lab, depending on the bulbs. The hinged magnifying lamps were as close to pure white as possible because they were used to classify color in the stones being studied.

A door at the back of the room led to the archives and storage where other acquisitions waited to either be displayed or studied further. This lab was only one of a dozen connected to the Archaeology Department as a whole.

Dr. Melnyk led me down the length of a table to a station he and Dr. Simmons had obviously worked at for some time. Coffee rings stained the countertop in connecting circles where mugs had been placed. There were so many that they began to look like mandalas. There was a small wastebasket next to the stools, it overflowed with wrappers, tissues, and crumpled paper. No less than five notebooks of various size were open. They surrounded the main work area. I could not help but look in open curiosity, but Dr. Simmons’ handwriting was worse than my grandmother’s, and Dr. Melnyk’s was in Ukrainian.

The two were held in high regard not just at the MET but in the Archaeogemology field. My hopes had extended to just meeting them. Now I would work with them.

“So, ah…how can I help you?” I hoped I did not come across as stupid as I thought I sounded.

Dr. Simmons’s smile was reptilian, not at all an expression to put someone at ease. It looked as if she had eaten something that disagreed with her.

“We need your assistance in identifying a diamond,” she said in a tone of voice as cold as her smile. “A 666-carat black diamond to be precise.”

They were kidding, right? Black diamonds were not common to begin with, but one that size should be easily identifiable. My hazel eyes looked from one doctor to the other. Both seemed earnest.

Maybe this is a test of my skills. Better to not ask questions.

“Alright,” I said with confidence.

“You’ll find the item in the catalog box there. Call us when you have some conclusions.” Dr. Melnyk patted me on the shoulder before he and Dr. Simmons left me with the lab, the computers, equipment, and said catalog box.

I watched them leave and felt a little bewildered.

That’s it? No other explanation?

They left me unsupervised with what was, no doubt, a priceless piece. None of this made much sense. I lacked pertinent details but I felt I should just get right to it. I thought that maybe delving into this black diamond would provide me with some clues as to why I had been invited to do this.

I took a seat on a stool that immediately squeaked loudly enough to echo in the lab. I paid it no mind as I reached for the catalog box to take out the acquisition.

It was massive. Then again, anything that was 666-carats was big enough to be heavy and held by both hands. I was not afraid of damaging it. It was a diamond after all. But it was the first time I had handled anything of this value, and I was well aware of how many zeroes could be affixed to the gemstone.

That awe soon fell away as I dove into the examination. I had the kind of mind that could be distracted by details of whatever held my interest. It made me a good researcher, something my professors at the university had put on my letters of recommendation.

A few hours later I called the doctors back to the lab. It would have been sooner, but I had double checked my work to be certain. I did not want them to think I rushed through things, even though it had not been difficult to identify and date the stone. While I waited for them to arrive, I organized my notes and thoughts. My eyes kept returning to the diamond over and over. Something about it drew my attention. I chalked it up to having never handled a cut gemstone of this size and age before.

“So, Miss McKay,” started Dr. Melnyk as he and Dr. Simmons joined me. “You believe you have something for us?”

He gave me that gentle smile of his once more. Not only did he seem to welcome my input but encouraged me to share my findings. He even took a seat next to me as if to put us on an equal level. I couldn’t help but wonder if he did that on purpose, or if he was just that nice.

“So soon,” added Dr. Simmons in a tone that easily translated to open skepticism.

She was the polar opposite of Dr. Melnyk. Where he was reassuring, she challenged. I didn’t mind it that much. I had had professors who were the same way. Their skepticism spurred me to prove myself. This situation more than the others since this meant more than just a good grade.

“Yes.” I was a little intimidated, but I reminded myself that I had put in my dues.

I wasn’t some kid with a bachelor’s degree just starting into her major. My graduate studies would begin in the fall, and I had more than earned my place in the eyes of the deans.

“Based on the wear on the rough style cut, the refractions, traces of minerals in the inclus—” I broke off as Dr. Simmons made a rolling gesture with her hand. “I conclude that this dates from between 1500-1300 BCE. Probably from Brazil.”

That was where most black diamonds came from. There were some mines in Africa, but they would hold different qualities that would identify their place of origin.

The doctors exchanged knowing looks that made me both annoyed and suspicious. They were holding something back from me. I wanted to know what, fearing I was the butt of someone’s joke.

“What?” I asked.

“We, too, came to those conclusions.” Dr. Melnyk said as Dr. Simmons set another catalog box next to me.

It had been a few stations down, so I had assumed it was someone else’s work. Apparently, it was part of this. How could I have known?

“These are the rest of the items that were found at the site,” said Dr. Simmons as she pulled from the plastic catalog container a stone box, a piece of blue silk, and a sandwich baggy that contained some dirt and small stones. “Sandstone with cuneiform carvings. Sumeria 3000 BCE.”

She set that down then lifted the silk. There was a circular symbol on it, embroidered in gold thread.

“Hebrew Seal of the Seven Archangels. 300 BCE. It was wrapped around the diamond then sealed in the box with beeswax from Jordan Valley delta. Particulates in the wax identified the location.” She placed the silk on the stone box then flipped the plastic baggy onto the table in front of me. “Samples from the dig. In Canada. They show glacial remains.”

“Canada?” I was so stunned that my doubt slipped out in my tone. I could feel heat color my cheeks for questioning what Dr. Simmons told me, and yet I still began flipping through the notebook closest to me for the records on the dig.

“Canada,” she repeated.

“Auyuittuq National Park.” Dr. Melnyk seemed much less condescending. “Specifically Mount Asgard.”

Dr. Simmons dropped a folder that contained photographs and notes from the dig next to my elbow while Dr. Melnyk continued. I pushed aside the notebook I had been looking through in lieu of what Dr. Simmons supplied.

“In case you aren’t familiar with it, that’s above the Arctic Circle.” He smiled while I stared blankly. “Not Brazil.”

My mind was torn between disbelief and the thought that they were having one over on me. I looked from one prestigious doctor to the other. They looked dead serious. I waited for them to burst out laughing, let me in on the joke. Tell me that I passed their test. None of that happened.

“Okay…” I said with trepidation. I could play along. “But none of that makes sense. It’s possible for the box to find its way to Jordan, and for the silk to get sealed into it, but that doesn’t explain the diamond or how it got to Canada at a place above the Arctic Circle and a height above the current glacial point.” I scowled as I crossed my arms. “I didn’t mistake the origin of the diamond. There’s only two places black diamonds come from, and the color and mineral refractions are specific to Brazil. Not Africa.”

Dr. Melnyk held up a hand in a pacifying gesture. “We know, Miss McKay. We’ve been through the same details. Came to the same conclusions.” Before I could ask why they brought me in on this, he answered. “We wanted fresh eyes on it to see if there was anything we missed.”

“Have you translated the cuneiform and Hebrew?” There could be a connection there. It was doubtful, but possible.

Dr. Simmons nodded as she fingered the silk. “Protection spells and charms. Typical mumbo jumbo.”

“Sort of.” Dr. Simmons glared at Dr. Melnyk as he interjected. “There are variations on certain symbols that could alter the translation, but we haven’t gotten very far on the possible alternatives.”

I nodded as I understood where Dr. Melnyk was going with this. “Narrowing down the translations could provide the connection between different eras and location site.”

I got the impression that Dr. Simmons felt I had stated the obvious. Her smile seemed to be the same she’d give a dog that had just learned how to sit on command. Her status as someone to look up to was beginning to fade in my eyes.

She placed her hand on my shoulder and gave it a small shake. “You have full access to the museum’s resources.” And with that she gave Dr. Melnyk a pointed look. “I’m going home.”

Dr. Melnyk let out a sigh before he offered me a gentle smile. “Don’t hesitate to make use of our assets. You can even access them from home. You have full security so you can take the items with you. There is no reason for you to stay here at all hours.” He too placed a hand on my shoulder, but his touch was far more reassuring. “You’ll be fine. We have complete faith in you.”

And with that, both doctors left.

Oh, do you?

If they had difficulty translating the symbols and hieroglyphs, what made them think I would do any better? I felt that I should be flattered by their trust in my abilities and knowledge. Instead, I felt as if I were being set up for failure. I didn’t see any other choice, though. I would simply have to do my best.


TWO


The trail for the diamond ended here.

Public places were annoying. Too many eyes. Too much security both living and electronic. Any attempt to get at it was impossible during the day. Damn tourists and employees were everywhere.

Nighttime had its own challenges. Motion detectors. Some places had impact sensors in the floors. It had taken a couple of nights to map out where they were. They turned the museum into a labyrinth to navigate, but I now had a functioning route.

The security guards were easy enough. One was currently enjoying a healthy nap at his station, thanks to a little addition to his coffee. Not the final, but the most difficult obstacle was the security system at the entrance to the labs.

The final hurdle was the researchers, but my patience had paid off. Instead of two well-known doctors who would be missed I now faced just one intern. Correction, one over-eager intern.

It was three in the morning and she was still in the lab. I would be more irritated if not for the fact that I was within moments of getting what I came here for. I just needed her to leave.

The piece of mylar I had rigged to the security pad after the other two scientists left worked like a charm. The sensor reflected back on itself to establish a connection that tricked the system into believing that everything functioned the way it was meant. I could see the green light from where I lingered behind the stairway door. The useless rectangular window proved to be not so useless after all. I had a clear line of sight without being easily spotted.

Finally, the lab door opened, and the intern emerged. Judging by the way she yawned and scrubbed a knuckle at her eye she was exhausted.

Good.

That would make this easier. All I needed now was for her to disappear then…

“Shit.”

She had the diamond. And the Sumerian box and the Seal. I caught sight of it all when she checked inside her bag.

Why the hell was she…

Then it came to me. She was taking everything home with her to continue her research there. The museum had given her more clearance than I thought. They must have been really desperate to solve the riddle to trust a lowly intern with their acquisitions.

I swore under my breath again then turned to start down the stairs. I had to get to the parking garage while she waited for the elevator. Not for the first time in my existence was I grateful for humanity’s inherent laziness.

There was only one level of the underground garage reserved for employees, but apparently the engineers that had designed the layout of the building had only cared about the convenience of the patrons. The staircase dumped out on a level above my target. Here was where I made my first mistake.

I had assumed the elevator was slower than it was. By the time I reached the employee parking level the intern was out of the elevator and fishing in her bag for her keys as she made her way down the rows. I took up position behind a pillar where I could watch. There were only a few cars in the lot, so it was easy to guess which one was hers. I didn’t think the museum paid interns well enough for her to own a Lexus or BMW. The older model Honda was the better bet. So, while she still searched for her keys, I moved closer. And made my second mistake.

I should have taken her down while she was distracted. My mistake was not wanting to kill her. It made me hesitate. Others like me were not hampered by the same principles.

A man came out of nowhere, moving with speed and purpose. Before I could react, he jumped the intern. She had a healthy set of lungs. I could give her that. The yelp she let out echoed around the garage. I winced mostly because I hadn’t wanted to attract any attention, but it looked like that had been a futile hope.

The worst part was, I recognized the guy. Based on his brickhouse build, and the shoulder length dark hair, I knew exactly what had come after the intern.

Damn it.

I could tell he had been hidding behind a car, and I missed it because I was too focused on her. Now she was knocked to the ground, and the asshole had her bag. His malevolent nature worked to my favor, though. And hers. While he went in for the kill with a vicious knife, I had time to bum-rush him.

He matched my almost seven-foot height, but he had me in weight by a good seventy pounds of muscle or more. And I was built like a linebacker. Not that it mattered since I caught him off guard and balance. My body-slam knocked him off the intern, and as a bonus he dropped the bag. With my sword in my hand, I got between him, the intern, and the diamond.

“You!” he snarled. He recognized me. Damn. “Traitor! I’ll take your skin!”

I said nothing in return. It wasn’t worth it. Instead, I gave my sword an arrogant swing in a circle next to me. My silence seemed to do more than any taunt could. His eyes let out that honey-gold glow that was so familiar, a clear sign he was about to put some real power behind his attack. I grinned in satisfaction. If I had provoked him that easily, he would be all attack, and no finesse.

Easy to manipulate.

I waited for him to come to me.

He rushed forward with his knife. His dark brown, shoulder length hair flew around his head like a mane on one of those gigantic dogs from Tibet. I had my own pulled back. While I preferred it long, I did not want it to obscure my vision. My opponent had no such concern. I was more concerned with that knife, but his hair could make a great weakness that I would keep in mind.

I parried his knife to the side then hilt bashed him in the face. Dark grey blood exploded from his nose and splattered on the ground and nearby cars, including the intern’s. The authorities should have fun trying to identify that. It would match no creature living on Earth. One more conspiracy theory would be born.

My opponent roared in pain and fury as he struck out in a backswing of the knife. It missed me by a mile. Any other time I might have been more inclined to draw this out, have some fun with the fight, but I needed to end this before any of his friends or the cops showed up.

And either one always did.

His kind followed each other around to nab up whatever the other had found like a bunch of seagulls arguing over a dead fish. One of them was easy enough to handle. Two or three would make this more effort than I wanted.

When he came at me again, in a clumsy and rushed attack, knife upraised for a stab, I simply put my sword through his throat. I could feel the edge of my blade catch on his vertebrae. While his mind still tried to comprehend what went wrong, I gave the sword enough of a twist to separate the bones in his neck. The act of pulling my weapon out severed his spinal column, and he dropped to the ground, limp and dead.

His blood pooled under his head, but it wasn’t my concern. I knew a clean-up crew would remove the body long before the authorities showed up. There were no sirens piercing what passed for the night’s silence in a city, so no one had witnessed the fight. I never saw whatever creatures took the bodies away, and I didn’t want to. Ignorance was the better choice as compared to knowing what his corpse would attract.

Now for the intern. I turned around then got a face full of mace. It didn’t hurt, to me it was just another annoyance.

I growled as I swiped the stuff from my face. “Seriously? I save your ass and you hit me with pepper spray?”

I cleared my eyes in time to see that she was shaking, surprised, and scared. The useless container of pepper spray was still held up and aimed at me.

“Can’t be too careful,” she managed to whimper out.

At least she wasn’t screaming. One thing that went right.

I sighed then grabbed her by the wrist. I could have crushed it easily, but I knew how to be precise.

“Shut up and get in the car!” I spun her around then shoved her toward her Honda. As I followed, I grabbed up my scabbard then slid my sword home inside, gore and all. I would clean it later when we were in the clear.

She whined as she stumbled toward the driver’s side.

“No. Give me the keys,” I said then took them from her hand. “I’m driving. Get in.”

Before she had even reached the passenger’s door, I had the car started. She could have run off. I would have had to chase her down again since she still had the diamond in her bag, but I gave her credit for good sense when she got in. She was safer with me at the moment. I didn’t expect her to know that, so I assumed her instincts guided her.

Maybe she wasn’t as stupid as I originally thought.

I took off with a squeal of the tires before she even had her seatbelt on.

I barely fit in the Honda and had to hunch. Had it been a manual shift instead of an automatic there would have been a problem. My knees didn’t fit under the dash. Fortunately, most people didn’t know how to drive a stick shift these days. Automatic transmissions were standard. Still, it wasn’t the most comfortable vehicle for me. Then again, at six foot eight and three hundred plus pounds of muscle, there weren’t many that would be.

Maybe a Hummer.

The New York streets were nearly empty at this time of night. I took advantage of that and drove more recklessly than most anyone else would. I had no direction, took turns, backtracked, whatever came to me in the moment. So long as we kept moving it didn’t matter where we went. For now. At least until I got some answers from the intern.

It was a couple more blocks before I opened my mouth again.

“Where wouldn’t you go?” It was more a demand than a question, but I wasn’t concerned about being nice right now. I wanted as far away from here as possible. They may or may not know the intern’s habits and normal locations, but I wanted to err on the side of caution.

When she didn’t answer right away, I glanced over.

“Uhh…” she stammered. “Home?”

“Not go!” I repeated. “Where is the last place you would ever go?”

“Stop yelling at me!” she hollered.

She had guts. I had to give her that, but now was not the time to hand out compliments.

I sighed. “More of those guys are coming so we don’t have time for this shit. Now, where would be the last place you would ever go? Something that scares you.”

“Fine,” she snapped. That would get old very quickly. “Boats. I hate the open water so I would never get on a boat.”

Weird.

Did she not realize that she lived on an island? Manhattan was big and crowded enough with overly tall buildings to lure you into a sense that it was land locked, but that was the farthest thing from the truth.

“Good enough,” I said then changed course. I knew exactly where to go.


THREE


The Staten Island Ferry was not much of an improvement, but it was the only boat that operated at this time of the morning. It stank of dead fish, chemicals, sewage, and whatever else wafted in from the putrid river. The benches were made of narrow planks, and they were the only thing anyone seemed to give a shit about. They were worn smooth but varnished and cared for. The rest of the interior was stained with who knew what substances. The walls were carved full of stories. Latitia and Juan were in love forever. Fuck the police. And apparently, Veronica was a bitch.

I would’ve preferred to hire a water taxi to take us in an endless loop of the river, but that was my luck. This meant I had twenty-five minutes to figure out how to get the diamond and rid of her. Right now, she had her head between her knees while she hyperventilated.

Not for the first time I sighed and shook my head. “Will you calm down?” I snapped. “You’re in the middle of the boat, nowhere near the windows so you can’t even see the water.”

Just then the ferry rocked more than normal as if to mock my words.

“You’re not helping,” she said in half-shout, half-cry.

After a few slow, deep breaths she shoved her fingers back through her long auburn hair. At another time I would have appreciated the slight wave to it. I might have also noted the softness of her pale hands.

Okay, so I noticed now, but I shoved the distracting observations away. This wasn’t the time for any of the gentler arts. It may have been a long time since I employed them, but I wasn’t that much out of practice, nor immune to a pretty face. I simply had my priorities straight.

“Talk to me,” she pleaded.

“What?” I wasn’t used to holding a conversation with anyone, so this sudden switch confused me.

“Talk to me. About anything.” She lifted her head from her hands to look at me with those hazel eyes. There were flecks of gold in them, I noted. “It’ll distract me.”

She did deserve to know what was hunting her and why. If this had gone the way I wanted she wouldn’t even be here. She would probably be in some precinct giving a bored cop my description. Not that they stood a snowball’s chance in Hell of tracking me. I would have been far, far away with the diamond. The museum would have gotten a fat insurance payout, and the intern would probably be out of a job. Better that than dead. Things being the way they were the more she understood, the more likely it would be that I would get my way.

I nodded, leaned against the back of the bench, and then began. “That wasn’t a man that attacked you.” I watched eyebrows, the same color as her hair, hitch higher on her forehead. “That was a demon. Specifically, one of the Fallen.”

“What?” she interrupted. “Okay, I know I said anything, but you don’t have to make stuff up. I’m not a kid.”

“I’m not lying,” I said. An amused smirk pulled my lips to one side. Her protest was cute, and the way she looked at me let me know that she definitely did not believe me.

“Well, what would a demon want with me?”

She crossed her arms over her chest, another distraction for as ample as it was. She had an hourglass form that wasn’t in vogue in the human world these days, but I liked it. What I didn’t like was the challenge she presented me.

“Not you,” I answered. “The diamond.” I nodded toward the bag she had on the bench between us. “They want that. You just happen to be in the way, and they’ll kill you to get it.” I shrugged. “They’ll kill you anyway even if they took it from you easy. The fallen are assholes that way.”

I watched her take that in and was surprised to see that she didn’t just dismiss it this time. She needed to take this as seriously as I was, or I would not be enough to keep her alive long enough to get what I wanted.

And no, not that.

The diamond.

She tilted her head as she turned a suspicious look on me. “Why haven’t you killed me?” she asked with hesitation in her voice.

Good. She should be wary.

“Because I’m one of the good guys.” Before she could follow that up with a question I didn’t want to answer I gave her more information to chew on. “The fallen call that diamond The Ingress. King Solomon used it to open portals that summoned demons that he used to fight his wars, but it’s older than that.”

I took note that I had her interest again. She was a history buff, I could tell. She had to be if she was an archaeology intern. Her curiosity overrode her fear.

“Did you notice that it is exactly 666-carats?” I smiled as she nodded. “It originated in Hell, not on Earth. No one’s really sure how it got here, but it’s been used by a lot of mystics over the years. John Dee. Rasputin. Aleister Crowley.”

“Anton LaVey?” she offered.

I chuckled as I shook my head. “LaVey was a poser.” She was quick to have made the connection, even though it was wrong. That, more than her appearance, appealed to me.

Intelligence was very becoming. Now if she were as clever as she was smart, I would be a goner.

She seemed to have lost her fear of me. Maybe it was the fact that I hadn’t tried to kill her. Maybe it was because I hadn’t tried to take the diamond, which honestly would not have been possible without killing her. Maybe she was just stupid, but I knew better than that. Whatever the reason, she openly stared at me as if I were one of the museum’s acquisitions. It amused me but was also flattering. I told myself it was not my good looks that she studied. How her lips moved told me she was deep in thought, and my direction just happened to be convenient.

“What?” I asked to get her attention.

“What?” The blush that came to her cheeks was adorable. I held back the grin that wanted to come out.

“You’re staring,” I pointed out. This time I allowed the chuckle to escape me as she glared.

“How do you know all this?” Her blush remained, but she pushed on with what she had on her mind. “If what you’re saying is true, why was it in the box wrapped in silk and found in Canada? And seriously, demons?”

They were good questions, but still awkward for me. There were some things I didn’t want her to know. The explanation would take too long. Granted, the full truth would work in my favor, but there was a chance it could blow up in my face. Fortunately, I was quick and it was old hat dodging subjects I didn’t want to talk about.

“I’ve made it my life’s work to study cursed objects.” It was the truth. The reason for it was left out. She didn’t need to know why. I pointed a calloused finger at her bag to keep her focused on the diamond and not me. “Whoever hid it wrapped it in ancient spells and wards to hide it from infernal attention. And yes, demons. Or, rather, the Fallen. There’s a difference.” I tapped the handle of her bag. “If they get their hands on that they could open a portal that would allow the rest of them to come through. They’d take over the Earth in under a day.” I frowned as she scoffed at what I told her. “Look, you don’t have to believe it, but if you want to live you either need to give me the diamond or open your mind to the possibility that what I’m telling you is true.”

“And you know about demons and the fallen because…” Her eyes narrowed as she expressed her suspicion.

I was ready for that, too.

“In case you hadn’t noticed the sword, I hunt them.” A grim expression settled on my face. “You don’t study this shit and not be prepared to face the worst Hell can throw at you.”

I could tell she wasn’t certain about my answer, but she seemed unable to counter what I told her. That was the trick to lying successfully. Mix enough of the truth in with it and no one would know the difference.

“Wouldn’t a gun be more effective?” The smirk that curled her lips looked delicious.

I shook my head. “They’re tougher than that. Gotta sever something important. A sword does that with more accuracy than bullets unless you’re a really, really good shot.”

I had tried a gun once. The bullets just went right though, and the amount of time it took to hit something crucial let the demon get close enough that I had needed the sword anyway. I figured I might as well just skip to the end.

“Okay,” she said. “So, what’s the difference between a demon and the Fallen?”

Again, she asked a good question. This one was the most important as far as I was concerned. I intended on telling her, but this told me that she was headed in the direction I wanted her to go.

“The Fallen,” I began. This was not a comfortable topic, but no good plan included a smooth path. “They were originally angels. I assumed you’ve heard about the war in Heaven. Lucifer’s fall. He took a third of the angels with him. The fallen make up that third. They’re lords, princes, kings in Hell. Demons, they’re just creatures without thought or direction. They can’t use magic like the diamond. The fallen can. Especially since they were the ones that created it in the first place.”

“So, Milton was right,” she muttered. There was a touch of awe in her voice.

I shrugged. Poets and their ilk were more pains in the ass than help. They tended to stick their noses where they didn’t belong, then write about it. More often than not, badly.

“There are rumors that he made a deal to write that. Dante, too. They both got things a little too accurate.”

“Fine,” she sighed. Once again, she shoved a hand through her hair. “So evil angels are after me. God, I went from a great career move to having my life in danger. And I should chalk this all up to superstitious nonsense and admit that I’ve been kidnapped. Maybe even suffering from some weird Stockholm Syndrome…”

That got my attention. “Why aren’t you?”

She glanced at me for a moment then shook her head. “I read the reports about what happened to the last people who had that diamond for any length of time.” She paused to sit up more. “It’s one of the top ten cursed gemstones. They call it The Black Orlov. People have died. Horribly. Not just gone broke or ruined like with The Hope Diamond. So maybe you’re right. Maybe there are demons and they’ve torn people up to get at the diamond. Why they haven’t succeeded is anyone’s guess.”

I knew why. Sometimes it had been me. Sometimes the diamond had been shipped away before the fallen had caught up with the previous owner. I wasn’t about to tell her that. It would lead to uncomfortable questions about me that I did not want to answer. Fortunately, she jumped subjects.

“Hey,” she said as she looked at me. “What’s your name? I’m Brenna.”

I hadn’t known her name. I hadn’t cared to. But that was a human quirk. They had to name everything. “March,” I answered.

“What kind of name is March?”

“What kind of name is Brenna?”

“It’s Irish,” she answered taken aback.

“It’s a nickname,” I replied.

Silence fell between us for a moment while she got her pride back. I had stung it on purpose for the same reason I was being a bastard with the truth. I needed her to not like me, to want to be away from me. More than that, I needed her scared.

“So now what?” she asked. “We can’t stay on the ferry forever.”

“No,” I agreed. “They’d find us sooner or later.” I paused for a moment, but only for effect. If it seemed as if I were not too eager to have the diamond, she would be more inclined to give it to me. I had to play this exactly right.

This would be so much easier if I could just take it from her. But no. The owner had to give it freely or die. Since I did not want to kill her, I had to manipulate her.

“You give me the diamond then go home. Live the rest of your life.”

“No way!” Her shout made me wince.

We weren’t the only people on the ferry, though there weren’t many others. But her cry of protest drew eyes to us. Being as large as I was, they could get the wrong impression. I didn’t enjoy harming bystanders, but I would if I had to.

Even though I shushed her, she continued. “This is my job.” She clutched the bag to her with both hands wrapped around the straps. “The diamond belongs to the museum.”

Where have I heard that before?

My sigh was almost a growl.

Why are humans so damn stubborn? I know, I know. Free will. Fine.

I would have to show her. My senses had already picked up on company outside. I took her hand then led her toward a window. She resisted a little, probably because of her phobia, but she came with me.

I put my arm around her when we got there to keep her steady. “Look,” I said then pointed toward the swiftly approaching dock. “See that guy?” I asked pointing to the silhouette of a large man. “He’s not a dockhand. Now you can give me the diamond and he’ll leave you alone. He’ll come after me.”

I could feel her shaking under my arm. She was tense and scared, and not just because she could see the water. She stared at the fallen that waited for the boat to dock. Good. She was as scared as I wanted. But I really needed to stop making assumptions.

“I’m sorry,” she said to me in a whisper. “I can’t.”

Those lovely hazel eyes were turned up to me. At this range I could see a hint of tears, but also a courage that I so rarely saw from a human.

Stunning. Absolutely stunning.

I couldn’t deny that I admired her conviction. It so closely matched my own.

“I know how much danger I’m in, but I took this assignment. I’ll see it through,” she said.

Stubborn woman! Stubborn, gorgeous, bold woman!

A low growl of frustration rumbled in my throat, but that was as much as I was willing to give in to. We didn’t have time for a debate. The dock was too close.

“Fine,” I said then led her back to our things. “Secure everything but the diamond. Keep that in your hand.”

I couldn’t take it, but I could use it. Sort of. There was more than one thing it could do if you knew the right incantations, and I did. I slung the scabbard with my sword over my shoulder. Just in case the welcoming committee on the dock decided to come to us instead of waiting, I would need it to buy us time.

Brenna did as I asked, for once, and held the diamond tightly with one hand. Her bag was in the other, but her purse remained on the bench. “What are you going to do?” she asked.

I put my hand over her hand that held the diamond then pulled her in close to me with my other arm wrapped around her waist.

“I’m going to throw a Hail Mary.”

She had a moment of panic as my eyes flashed a bright honey gold. I hissed out the ancient Babylonian incantation I had memorized long ago. The words seemed to echo through the cabin of the ferry then power surged from the diamond. It wasn’t a visible thing, but I felt it wrap around us both.

A moment later we were gone.
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Groais Island, Newfoundland Canada

A hunting cabin

Waking up felt like crawling out of a hole filled with cooling mud. The only time I ever had this much trouble waking up was the morning after a graduation party. I didn’t remember drinking any alcohol let alone enough to put me into this state of grogginess. Even worse, on top of my confusion I felt scared and physically cold. The weight of a blanket registered in my hazed mind, but nothing else my senses told me made sense. It was colder than it should be in July. Something smelled musty, like a cellar, but even that wasn’t quite right. I pried my eyes open, but sight didn’t help explain anything.

I looked at my surroundings. I was on a worn-out couch in a room about the same size as my living room and bedroom combined. Everything was made of wood. The walls, the floor. Even the tables and the frames for the couch and the two chairs on either side. The chairs were angled to better face the fireplace across from me, the only thing here that was not made of wood. The mantle, hearth, and framework looked to be made up of granite or flagstone, and the logs inside were unlit.

Everything came back to me. The museum. The diamond. The guy who jumped me in the garage, and the man who saved me. I felt like crawling under the blanket and never coming back out.

My body went tense as nerves took hold of me. Not even a day ago I had been so hopeful, my life had been unfolding in a promising direction. Now it was falling apart all around me. How could things change so drastically, so quickly?

I shut my eyes tight and wished with everything I had. I wished it had all been a bad dream brought on by a lack of sleep and bad take out. Maybe if I believed in the lie strongly enough it would change back.

But, I knew better than that. The bad dream was my reality, and I had no idea where I was. Only one person could answer that.

March stood at the window with his back to me. The sun was at just the right angle to put him in shadow for the most part, but it still highlighted his back muscles. He had the broadest shoulders I had ever seen on any man. Or woman.

In direct contrast, his waist was narrow and fit. The t-shirt he wore looked about a size too small and accentuated his form. He was developed like a middle weight body builder, and I had to admit to myself that I enjoyed the sight of him. If I had met him under any other circumstance I would be flustered and blushing. I would have given myself a very slim chance of knowing him better.

Of course, none of that was even a consideration right now. It was difficult to have romantic thoughts when your life was on the line.

Sex? Uh. Yeah.

But even I knew that was just a body’s survival instinct kicking hormones into overdrive. So, while I found March attractive, it was closer to admiring a work of art rather than any kind of actual personal interest. I couldn’t help but stare as I studied the lines and curves of his body.

I would have been content to go on studying March’s body, but an unexpected sneeze alerted him that I was awake.

Stupid allergies.

“Morning,” he said as he turned around.

Even backlit as he was, I could tell his expression was grim. March always seemed grim and displeased. I hadn’t known him for very long, but so far all I had seen from him were various examples of frowns and scowls.

I rubbed under my nose to keep another sneeze from coming.

“Where are we?” I asked as I sat up. The dusty old quilt was kicked off. That was probably what brought out the initial sneeze. Dislodging it had raised a cloud of dust that made me want to cough.

“A perfectly miserable island off the coast of Newfoundland,” he answered as he walked by. He could not have sounded grumpier if he tried.

“Canada?” I didn’t appreciate the bland look he gave me, and I was tempted to stick my tongue out at him. If not for the fact that the last place I remembered being was the Staten Island Ferry in New York City I would have. The absurdity of my improbable location stayed my childish impulse.

“How did we get here?” I asked as I went to the window March had just vacated.

A shiver rippled through me for more reasons than just the cooler temperature emanating through a bad frame seal. It was what I saw outside that chilled me.

Yep. It is an island. Yep. Those are caribou eating grass a few yards out.

I could see the ocean off in the distance. It wasn’t close enough to give me anxiety, fortunately, but close enough to tell me that this wasn’t a very big island. There weren’t any trees, but there were large scrub brushes that I was sure were taller than me.

Wonderful.

“I used the diamond to transport us.” March’s answer turned my attention away from the window and back on him. It was one thing to read or hear about magic but quite another to have it happen to me. As that sank in, March continued. “It was a huge risk. The fallen would have picked up on the energy expulsion, but they would have no way to track it. So, we’re safe.” He followed that up with a pointed look. “For now.”

I took notice of his use of the word we. It was no longer just me that was safe or needed to be. We were safe. Apparently, we were a team now. I liked that. What surprised me was how much I liked it. I didn’t understand that reaction at all. It wasn’t like me.

What’s going on with me? Why do I trust this man I just met?

He treated me like I was the largest pain in his ass and had absolutely no respect for me. And yet, I did trust him. It was a gut feeling that I decided to listen to. I wasn’t the survivalist type, but I’d survived living in New York City by following my instincts.

“How long will we be here?” I asked.

I looked around and realized this was someone’s hunting cabin but based on the layer of dust, I guessed it hadn’t been used in months. I walked into the small kitchen and found stores of jars, cans, and other containers on the open shelves. Whoever owned it would be back eventually if I went by all nonperishable food.

I pulled items down to inspect what was on hand and found sacks of flour and grains as well.

“We’ll stay here until I figure out another place to stash the diamond,” March said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice.

“What?” I was outraged. I set the can down on the counter before I walked back toward March. “Why?”

If he thought he could intimidate me by straightening to his full height and crossing his arms over his chest while he squared off against me…well, he was right. March was huge. I was tall for a woman, five-foot ten, but I still had to look up at him. Some random piece of my mind decided to spit out the fact that I would be able to wear heels without towering over him. Really random, but appealing.

“Because I’m the one that hid it in Canada in the first place,” he answered.

That was new information. The surprise of it stopped me in my tracks physically and mentally. That would mean he wasn’t human or wasn’t mortal.

What did that mean to me? There was so much about him I did not know.

As I tried to get my thoughts organized, he arched a brow at me. I wanted to rip it off his face. I hated that cocky look he’d often give. It typically accompanied an evasive change in the subject. I hated that, too.

More than anything, I hated that he was so good at it that I never noticed until it was too late. Bastard. Not this time.

“No, I mean you can’t.” I mimicked his pose by crossing my arms over my chest but raised both of my brows. There was about a foot of space between us. I had to crane my neck to glare up at him, but I didn’t care how ridiculous it might look. I knew there was nothing I could do that might have a chance at intimidating him, but I would stand my ground. “I have to take it back to the museum eventually.”

“Which will get you and the rest of your science friends killed.”

Does he have to talk to me like I’m a child who didn’t understand two plus two?

“I’ll lose my job,” I shot back.

“Better than losing your life.”

“Then what am I supposed to do?” I had taken a step toward him.

“Don’t know. Don’t care.” He stepped toward me as well as if I had challenged him.

“Bullshit!” Now I placed my hands on my hips.

We were both in each other’s personal space. How we got to this point I wasn’t sure, but the realization shut me up. It seemed to have done the same to him. I felt my scowl melt into a neutral stare as I looked up at him. Pride wouldn’t let me look away or lower my eyes. He was so big, and I knew he could squash me like a bug, but that same instinct that told me I could trust him said he wouldn’t.

Of course, something inside me also admired his chest from this short distance, and his scent. He didn’t wear cologne, but he had a natural earthy smell, almost smokey as if he had been standing near a campfire recently. Memories of home, the woods, winter nights by a fireplace swirled up to join the smell of him. It was enticing and made me imagine things I hadn’t thought of since my last boyfriend seven months ago. I realized how alone I felt, and I was tempted to touch that chest of his to see if it were as hard as it looked. But I resisted. What kind of idiot would I look like to go from shouting at him to fondling him in under a heartbeat with no warning? Little did I know that he was having much the same argument with himself.

Damn, she’s beautiful.

Why did I keep noticing that? What was it about this woman that stood out to me? She didn’t seem to be overly concerned with her appearance. She wore no makeup, or at least not enough to get smudged from sleep. She was fit, but had curves. They looked soft. Alluring. And even though I looked down on her, now that she was this close to me, I could tell she was tall for human woman. Almost six foot. That alone made me want to pull her against me to see how well those enticing curves fit against my body. And her scent. It was driving me crazy. She smelled like sandalwood. Not like she wore an essential oil made to smell like sandalwood. They never got that right. This was as if she had just stepped off a pleasure barge in Egypt in the time of the pharaohs. But there was an edge to it as well that reminded me of the wild places of the Earth. Her scent identified her as something beautiful but not to be underestimated.

It made me want to know her in a very Biblical sense. Not that I thought for one moment she would let me touch her. Hell, I didn’t deserve to touch her, and in my opinion, no one else did either. That thought brought me up short. I had no right to have a say in her personal life, and after this was over, I would never see her again.

I hadn’t even known her for twenty-four hours. I had put myself into a position to be her guardian, but that was the extent of my involvement in her life. These possessive urges I had were out of line and out of character. I didn’t get involved with mortals as a rule. There had been dalliances, passing moments of physical pleasure, but they had all been fleeting. Mortal women were fragile with brief lives. Involvement beyond the moment wasn’t wise. I told myself that her body was all that I was interested in.

As she stared at me in the silence that had fallen between us my eyes picked over the details of her that were more easily seen at this distance. She had faint freckles on her breasts, peeking out from under her summer blouse. Her eyelashes were just a shade darker than her brows. Her hair wasn’t just one shade of auburn but had brown undertones with red highlights. It was either done by an exceptionally good stylist, or it was genuine. My bet was the latter. It seemed more her way. I wanted to bury my nose in those locks. Soak my lungs in the smell of them.

I realized then that with all those thoughts came a reaction I wasn’t ready for. I felt myself growing hard in my pants. I hoped she hadn’t noticed, but to be certain I broke the stalemate first by stepping past her. I may have brushed by more brusquely than intended. Brenna let out with a small sound that did not help my arousal one bit. It sounded like something I would hear from beneath me. Something I would work to turn into cries of passion. She also had to catch her balance. I forced myself to pay it no mind. Told myself not to check to make sure she was alright.

Looking at her again right now would be my undoing.

As a distraction I picked up the diamond, wrapped it in the silk with the embroidered Seal of the Seven Archangels, and then put both into the sandstone box. It had the benefit of being necessary.

“Until I know where we’re going next, this stays in here. It’ll slow them down.”

“Slow them down? Wasn’t it hidden well enough before?”

Her voice sounded thick. She had to clear her throat as if it had gone dry.

Had she been feeling the same things I had?

Hard to tell.

What would it mean if she had, anyway? It wasn’t something I could act on. Our situation was too dire for that, and with the turmoil within me I couldn’t be certain it would just be physical for me.

I shook my head as I answered, but I wouldn’t look at her. “It’s been out in the open for too long. The wards weakened when the seal on the box was broken. They aren’t completely gone so the fallen will have to work some rituals to pinpoint its location, but we can’t count on the wards for the long run.”

I could feel her eyes on me as I grabbed up my sword and scabbard. I wanted to see the look on her face but kept control of myself. I needed to get out of here for a bit, get away from her and clear my head so I could shove some logic in there.

“Then how will you hide it again?” The tone of her voice made it sound as if she wanted to ask a different question.

She needed to stop talking.

When I reached the door to the cabin, I drew my sword. The scabbard got hung on one of the pegs next to the door that were obviously meant for coats. “I’ll make new wards and sigils at the new location before I inter it again.” That seemed obvious to me. My frustration made me pull the door open rougher than I meant.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Hunting,” I growled out.

My frustration needed a release that I wasn’t going to get from her, but we also needed the meat. We would be here for a few days at the very least. I was not inclined to become a vegetarian now, and the caribou would be easy to bring down. There were no natural predators for them on the island which would make them stupid. And to be honest, killing something would feel good.
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I watched March to leave. But then I continued to stare at the door even after it had shut.

What just happened?

I blinked then let out a long exhale as if I had been holding my breath this whole time. Confusion and a physical agitation that I did not understand settled around me. There was a tension between us, that much was clear. To me, it felt sexual. I knew for a fact I had felt like I wanted to know what his lips tasted like, but had he felt the same way? Had he bolted out of here under the lame excuse of going hunting because he had wanted the same thing, or because he had picked up on my attraction and wanted none of it?

One would be something that would require a discussion. The other would tear my ego to shreds.

And his own behavior was just as bewildering. He was grouchier than usual. Had he been disgusted by my reaction? I wasn’t sure I could handle that. I’d faced rejection before, but not when I was isolated on an island with just the other person. My humiliation would have no reprieve. I’d know he was laughing at me every time I looked at him. Of course, nothing in his behavior so far indicated such a cruel nature. He had been condescending, but he hadn’t ever been emotionally vicious.

“Ugh.” I let my head drop back as I rolled my eyes. “Get a grip, girl!” I sighed, wiped a hand over my face then shook my head. “Be productive instead of some moonstruck dishrag.”

I was vastly more intelligent than this, and I had skills that would come in handy here. It would be a good distraction to put those talents to work.

I found canned vegetables in the kitchen, both conventional and old fashioned. There were also bags of flour and grains along with containers of dried beans. That would be all I needed as far as ingredients were considered. Another search produced a stockpot and utensils.

Perfect. I can distract myself. And if he comes back with something to add to this all the better.

By the time March got back, I had a fire going in the fireplace and the stockpot on a hook close enough to the fire that the contents were steaming. Dried beans and barley were soaking to get the stew started. Old fashion canned vegetables were nearby to be added later. I wanted to use them over the conventional metal cans as the latter would last longer. I didn’t want to deplete the stores too much regardless of need, and I had learned how to make a little go a long way, thanks to my childhood. I first watched then helped my mom. She’d shown me how to make food stretch.

I looked up from where I had been stoking the fire to see that March had a slab of what could only be caribou meat. Hunting must have been successful. Where the rest of the carcass was, I didn’t want to know. I wasn’t squeamish by nature, but I hadn’t seen a chest freezer anywhere.

March seemed surprised by the progress I had made. A proud smile lifted my lips. Did I feel a little smug to see that puzzled look on his face? Maybe. Turnabout was fair play. But I didn’t make him ask the question that was so clearly written on his face.

“I grew up on a ranch in Montana,” I said as I went back to prodding the fire. “I learned how to make do.” I nodded to the meat in March’s hands. “Put that on the counter then get out of my kitchen.”

I had always wanted to say that.

My mom had given the same order to everyone in my family at one point or another. It was a fond memory of holiday gatherings, and cold winters. I hid my smile by turning my attention back to the fireplace. I wasn’t ready to share such a personal part of me with March. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

Amusingly enough, March obeyed without comment. He stared at me as if I had grown wings during his absence but did as I instructed. He set the fresh meat on the counter in the kitchen then came back to the living room. I didn’t look, but I could feel him staring at me in silence.

Before it got too uncomfortable, he finally spoke.

“I’m going to get cleaned up,” he muttered.

It almost sounded…shy? Had I surprised him enough that he had been knocked out of his perpetual machismo?

I glanced over my shoulder in my surprise, but he already had his back to me as he stepped into the next room. The door shut and I was left alone to figure out what had him so muted. I shook my head. There was too much to do to worry about whatever was going on in March’s head.

Not long after, he emerged from the next room. I had cut the meat into chunks and added it to the beans and barley. There weren’t many spices to work with, just the basics, but I had the beginning of a decent stew going. The aroma filled the inside of the cabin. It brought out and mingled with the smell of whatever wood had been used to build the cabin walls. If I had thought it had smelled like Christmases before it was more so now.

I looked up to say as much but the words caught in my throat. March wasn’t wearing a shirt. That chest I had been admiring a few hours ago was right out there for me to see. I couldn’t look away. I didn’t want to. He was a living statue of Adonis. My eyes took in the sight of his chest then traced down to a set of abs the likes of which you only see on said statues, and there was a thin trail of hair below his navel that disappeared into the waistband of his jeans.

My lips parted a bit then went dry. He was naturally tanned. Taken into consideration with that shoulder length main of dark hair, I assumed he was of Mediterranean descent. Italian, maybe. The logical side of my brain reminded me that he had indicated he was a lot older than he looked, but my libido was currently in charge and it did not care one bit how old he was or wasn’t. Mortal or immortal. Human or not. That part wanted me to climb him like a tree.

Scars of various age crisscrossed his torso. Some were just faint lines. Others were so fresh they were still red and swollen. But one in particular caught my attention. It looked like someone had branded a symbol onto his deltoid. I knew what that looked like from growing up on the ranch so identified the reason for the scar immediately. It was a circle, almost like the Seal of the Seven Archangels embroidered on the silk wrapped around the diamond. There were differences in the script, though, but I could tell it was still Hebrew.

I wanted to study it more, but I realized I was staring longer than was appropriate. I blinked as I tore my eyes away from it.

It wasn’t until my eyes returned to his face that I realized he was glaring at me again. I cleared my throat, blushed, and turned my attention back to the stew. The rustle of fabric made me realize he was putting his shirt back on.

“There’s a shower,” he said in that familiar gruff tone. “But there’s no hot water.” At least he hadn’t commented on my stare. Relief flooded through me enough that if I had been standing, my knees would have felt weak.

“Oh.” I gave the pot a good stir to buy me time to pull myself together. “That’s not a problem. That whole ranch experience. Sometimes the pilot light went out in the water heater, but we still had to get ready for school. It’s nowhere near as cold here as it was then.” And a good cold shower would knock some sense back into me. “I’ll clean up after we eat.”

I would have liked that cold shower now, but I couldn’t trust that the stew wouldn’t scorch. I could have asked March to stir it, but I had started this. I would finish it.

I finally got brave enough to look over my shoulder. March had taken a seat on the couch and was watching me. I liked the way he looked at me. It was as if he was studying me as closely as I had just studied him. The real question was why. Did he look at me because he liked what he saw, or was he trying to figure out what was going on with me? Whatever the reason, I had to admit that I preened a little under his scrutiny. My cheeks felt warm again, but I smiled.

“What?” I asked with a hint of a smile.

There was a moment of silence and I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but finally he huffed. One corner of his lips actually pulled upward into something resembling a smile.

“You just surprised me,” he answered. “I thought I’d have to do the cooking.”

Even I could tell that wasn’t what he’d been thinking. I accepted it, for now, though.

March was cagey as hell when it came to anything about himself. But I let him get away with it. Sooner or later, I’d get him to reveal something.

“Hey, if you want to…” I joked then made as if to get out of the way.

He held up a hand as he shook his head. “By all means. You wouldn’t want to eat my cooking anyway. That smells better than anything I would have made.”

A compliment? The first time he had said anything nice to me!

On the inside I felt like it was just announced that I was the winner of some big contest. I felt like there should’ve been confetti and shouts of triumph. I knew I was overreacting, but I did smile for the praise.

“Thanks,” I said, and meant it.

Why his approval over something as small as a stew meant so much mystified me. I didn’t feel inclined to go out of my way to get his accolade, but I wanted to know he thought highly of me. It was ridiculous, and a bit demeaning. I was an independent woman, strong and proud of myself and my accomplishments. I did not need anyone’s approval. But I wanted his.

I was an idiot.

“It’ll be ready soon,” I called to him over my shoulder.

And there was that smile again. It was such a rare thing to see on March but now that it did appear I realized it made him even more handsome. Part of me wanted to see it more often. More than that, I wanted to be the reason it was there. I was beginning to think, or maybe hope, that I was. He seemed like the person who needed to smile more often. Needed a reason to smile.

“No rush,” he said.

I thought it would be nice to relax a little after all we had been through.

A little while later, we were both sitting at the small table in the kitchen with bowls of my homemade stew sitting in front of us. All things considered, it hadn’t turned out too bad. It could have used a few extra spices, but it wasn’t as if I had access to my organic rosemary, thyme, or basil. This was more like what we had in the field at the ranch. Yet another piece of nostalgia to fill my head.

At this rate, I could easily forget that we were being hunted by damned demons who wanted to kill me. I wanted time to hold its breath for a little while. Best laid plans of mice and mortals. I indulged in reminiscence for a few bites of stew then forced by brain back to the task at hand.

“What sort of place are you looking for to hide the diamond in?” I asked between one spoonful and the next.

I was fairly good with geography because part of being an Archaeogemologist included knowing locations and landscape. I had done a little field work during my undergraduate, enough to know what to look up. If I knew more, I could make a few suggestions.

“Someplace remote,” he said around a mouthful. I refrained from wrinkling my nose at his bad manners. “Hard to get to. When I originally hid them in Mount Asgard nobody had climbed it yet.” He grimaced in annoyance. It was different than other scowls he gave. I was becoming adept at identifying their nuances. “I didn’t think anyone would be able to. Even I had a hard time getting up there.”

All those pieces of information gave me a very incomplete picture that didn’t have anything to do with where the next hiding spot should be. This time when I stared at him it was with my growing curiosity.

What was he?

I set my spoon down as I tilted my head. “The tests on the sediment found along with the box indicated that it had been put there thousands of years ago. It hadn’t even been named let alone climbed.” It was almost an accusation, but it certainly was a challenge I wanted him to answer. “I saw the photographs of the site. The excavators were practically clinging to the side of the mountain.” I didn’t bother to hide the once over I gave him. He was born to play sports and perform physical activites, but rock climbing was not one of them. He was too big and too heavy.

“Why don’t you go take your shower,” he said abruptly. He even got up from the table and took our bowls, even though neither of us was finished. I watched him walk away from the table. “Don’t worry about this. I’ll clean up and store away what’s left in the pot.”

My brows knit together as I frowned at him. He wasn’t anywhere near as slick about avoiding the conversation as he had been before. There was something about the answer he didn’t want to give that would probably tell me more than he wanted me to know. The reason why was anyone’s guess, but I had a feeling it had to do with that brand on his shoulder. I didn’t know enough about Hebrew symbols to even guess at what it meant, but I made a promise to myself that I sure as hell would find out.

“Fine,” I said as I got up from the table. I didn’t bother to hide the disapproval from my voice, nor the suspicious expression on my face as I passed by him on my way to take the bathroom. If either bothered him, he didn’t show it.

Now all I wanted was a cold shower to cool my irritation instead of my libido. Men could be stubborn jerks, but March was their king.

That claim was backed up when I came back out from the small bedroom that the bathroom was attached to. The cold water dripped from my hair down my back under my shirt, but that wasn’t what caused me to shudder. March had used my notebook to leave me a message. He’d gone out again. The note read:

Went to cut up the rest of the meat. I’ll be gone a while. Don’t wait up for me. You can have the bed.

I crumbled up the paper then threw it into the fireplace. Grumbling under my breath I crouched there to stoke up, then bank, the fire against the back wall. Maybe I prodded the wood a little more than necessary with the poker, but I felt better. There wasn’t a grate, but a chain curtain which I drew across the fireplace just in case of sudden pops.

Still cursing about idiot men under my breath, I stormed back to the bedroom. Let him sleep on the lumpy couch then. It was petty, but I was satisfied as I slammed the bedroom door.


SIX
MARCH


Days passed, and we fell into an easy rhythm.

Almost too easy.

It seemed to me as if Brenna and I had done things together before. I knew we hadn’t. Not just because she was mortal, but because there was nobody in my lengthy past that had been like her.

Reincarnation was a fact that was difficult to prove if you weren’t immortal. I had met mortals I had known in other incarnations. They never remembered, but I recognized their souls.

Brenna was not one of them, and yet there was a familiarity about her I couldn’t explain. There were times when she seemed to anticipate what was needed. She cooked, handwashed our clothes in the kitchen sink, and tended to the fire. I never felt cold so that was for the best. I was likely to not make it warm enough or too hot. For her sake, I was glad she knew what she was doing.

Meanwhile, I patrolled the island and kept an eye out for any unwanted visitors. Human or Fallen.

The island had a supply of electricity, and with that, a DSL connection to the internet. Brenna had been pleased when I told her and immediately opened her laptop to get online. I warned her not to use it too often. Excessive use would alert the supplier who could then contact the cabin’s owner. When they learned no one was supposed to be here there was a very good chance they would send the authorities to investigate. I had teased that I didn’t want to kill a Mountie.

Either I was not good at making jokes or she had taken me seriously since she had given me a horrified look.

As the days passed, I watched her as covertly as possible. She was strong. Stronger than I originally gave her credit for. Brenna had acclimated to our remote location easily. Her explanation of growing up on a ranch showed. She would explore the grounds around the cabin for herbs she could add to the dinners she cooked for us. I didn’t need to eat, just as I didn’t need to sleep, but I did enjoy the taste of good food.

Brenna’s was exceptional for what she had to work with, so I ate without hesitation or in need of a ruse to seem more human. Anything else that she didn’t already know she would ask about. I would answer then she would take in the information, mull it around in that beautiful head and only then act. She wasn’t impulsive but thought things through. Not many humans could do that while in crisis. I admired her more for being able to keep her wits about her during our current situation.

Nights were difficult for me. I had always been a loner, so normally I would pass the time while she slept enjoying the silence.

Strangely, this was not the case. I missed her voice at night, her laughter. The silence that I had always relished in, I now resented. Dawn was something I looked forward to, and the creak of the bedroom door as she opened it was like a switch that activated the life of my day.

I felt these things so overwhelmingly that some nights I found myself in the bedroom watching her as she slept. She was beautiful to begin with, but when she slept in peace, she was angelic. That was not a word I used lightly. Her hair sprayed out over the pillows in a way that made it look like a photograph of her standing in the wind. Sleep parted her lips just a little, but also plumped them. They looked utterly kissable, and there were moments when temptation almost overtook me.

I would have to leave the room when such moments came. I would not betray her trust like that, and I also didn’t want her to know what I was doing.

There were times when her sleep was not peaceful. Some nightmare or disturbing dream would make her whimper or rustle. Those times pierced my heart in a way that scared me. Not for her, but for myself.

Without thought I would reach out to calm her either with just a touch of my hand, or a stroke to her hair. I had felt protective of her before, but this was something new. Something I had never felt before for anyone or anything. After so many millennia of existence there wasn’t much I hadn’t experienced, but the universe proved that it could still surprise me.

I knew what it was. I cared for Brenna, not just about her.

That was dangerous. It could make me distracted and sloppy. Not only that, but if any of my enemies learned about my feelings for her, they could use that against me. That would put Brenna in more danger than I cared to think about, and I knew I would do anything to get her back.

This was foreign ground.

The saying you fear most what you don’t understand was just as true for me as it was for anyone else.

While I knew what I felt, I didn’t know why. How had Brenna gotten into my head and heart so quickly and so easily? I wanted to fight it. I had even tried. I found that the more I tried the deeper my feelings became.

What did that mean? Was that even possible? It shouldn’t be. Not for me.

My kind were cursed. Damned. None of us cared about anything except ourselves. We bemoaned our failure and took it out on whatever we could, more often than not, mortals. I had taken another path eventually.

While I didn’t exactly fight against my brethren, recent events notwithstanding, I did what I could to disrupt their plans. That was why I hid The Ingress. The fallen wanted to use it to invade humanity and take over the mortal world.

No one from The Golden City had done anything to stop it, so I had. It wasn’t the first thing I had ever done, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Some might say that my actions deserved a reward. I knew better than that. I was one of the Unforgiven. The Fallen. And regardless of my deeds, I did not deserve…whatever this was that I was feeling for Brenna.

But if my feelings were real, I couldn’t act on them. She deserved a lot better than me. I couldn’t offer her anything. I was a traitor who was being hunted by both sides. I had pissed off the fallen so many times that I was sure Hell had a bounty on my head.

Those from The Golden City? They couldn’t care less, but there was no doubt in my mind that they would make an appearance if I dared to touch Brenna inappropriately. I hadn’t seen any of them since the war, and I didn’t want to. If there was bad blood between me and my fellow fallen there was oceans of it between me and those who remained above.

All of that meant I couldn’t put Brenna into that kind of danger. Our current situation was bad enough. She would have to be on the run for the rest of her life. Mortals were not made for that.

When she had managed to get online, she learned that she was considered missing and a person of interest. The museum filed a report when she didn’t show up for work the next day and that she and the diamond were missing. Initially, they thought she had taken advantage of their trust and made off with it, but there was doubt cast on that when they investigated the signs of violence in the parking garage.

There wasn’t a word in the articles about the blood that would have been found there. That told me that they were still trying to identify it. I wished them luck. It would never happen. We covered our tracks better than that. Any samples that had ever been collected disappeared under mysterious circumstances.

Brenna’s car was found hours later in the parking lot for the Staten Island Ferry. That was where the trail went dead. The cops were offering a reward for any information leading to her location and the recovery of the diamond.

The photograph for her museum I.D. was everywhere. That would be a mess to clean up later, but better that than spend the rest of her life on the run. She could even give them most of the truth, put the blame on me. No one would ever find me, and if I got my way, The Ingress. I would become one of this century’s great criminals. It wouldn’t be the first time.

No one has found the Ark of the Covenant or the Holy Grail yet.

I just had to stop Brenna from hyperventilating long enough to explain these little details to her.

Brenna was scouring the internet and the depths of her own mind for where I could hide The Ingress. I had some ideas but hadn’t mentioned them. They were locations I had looked at before but had never used. Most of them were still valid. Some had been razed, paved over, or otherwise destroyed. There was one that was under an apartment complex in China. Not exactly accessible anymore. I kept them in mind, but I wanted to see what Brenna came up with.

Ultimately, I would make the choice, and I did not plan on telling her which one I picked. The less she knew the better.

Once The Ingress was hidden and I returned her to her life, she could still be in danger. The fallen would want to know where it had gone, and they would stop at nothing to get the information from her. If she honestly didn’t know, they wouldn’t waste their time with her once they realized her ignorance. Until a choice was made, we would remain here on the island, or at least as long as we could before we were discovered.


SEVEN
BRENNA


I knew he watched me. March wasn’t as clever as he liked to believe he was. I even caught him watching me sleep a couple of times. His excuse had been that he needed the bathroom, but I knew better.

It didn’t bother me. It only made me curious. More often than not, March was gruff, stoic, and quiet. He preferred to keep his thoughts to himself. In that, we were a lot alike. As a research scientist, I kept my thoughts and presumptions close to the vest until they became facts and results. That practice carried over to my personal life and was one reason why none of my relationships had ever lasted longer than a month or two.

Most men expected their significant other to share pieces of herself with him. When that didn’t happen, they assumed I lacked interest in a committed relationship. That was far from the truth but being closed mouth was a difficult habit to break when you dealt with speculation until proven true in your choice of career. If I presented half formed evidence as an archaeologist, I would be laughed out of the field.

I could present conjecture but typically that was when you were applying for a grant. I was fairly sure my reason for being private wasn’t the same as March’s, though. But whatever the reason, we were comfortable with not sharing with each other.

The only problem I had with March watching me like he did was how much I enjoyed it.

I found a man’s comb in the bathroom, and after thoroughly washing it I went to work on unknotting my hair. Which was fine as far as it went. It had been necessary, but I made an extra effort to comb my hair more than necessary, braid it, tie it up, whatever it took to look nice. I hadn’t even realized I was primping until I had done so for a few days in a row. As if that wasn’t bad enough, I recognized that I was doing this because I knew March watched.

Good lord, I want to look good for him! What was wrong with me?!

I tried to keep busy. Cooking was a good distraction since it took time to make a meal under these conditions. My pride in my work was stung a little with the lack of ingredients, so I had gone out to look around for herbs I could use. There were more than I expected to find, and our dinners got better. I hadn’t realized this was anything out of the ordinary until March complimented my skills. It reminded me that most people who live in cities would have no idea how to survive like this. His compliment flattered me, and his praise was always unexpected. Yet another thing I wanted from him. I felt like I was turning into a sap. I didn’t need anyone’s approval or admiration. I didn’t need to look pretty for anyone. But dammit I wanted it. All of it. And only from and for March.

My logical mind liked to interrupt these thoughts and feelings to inform me of some scientific facts. He was a man. I was a woman. We were in a crisis situation. My body knew that it was in danger and sent out certain chemical reactions in response.

Breed! Replenish the species before you die! And oh, look! There was a male on hand who had all the attributes that indicated healthy reproduction.

Stupid body. Stupid science.

But they did have a point. March was hot. Wide shoulders. Narrow waist. Abs for days. Thick hair. Firm jaw. I could go on and on about what I noticed of his assets, but my point was made. I found him incredibly attractive. I would just have to remind myself of the science so I wouldn’t act on it and make a fool of myself.

There was something other than the physical that attracted me to March, though. Something a lot more personal. He seemed lonely. Sad. I saw it when he thought I wasn’t looking. It was during those times when he looked at me as I was cooking or…well…doing anything, really.

There was a longing in his eyes that seemed foreign compared with the façade he preferred to show. It was as if he wanted to do or say something, but he kept himself in check. I wanted to ask him about it, wanted to offer something, but just when I would gather up the nerve, he would return to that closed off demeanor I was more used to from him. But I knew it was there. Maybe a moment would come when I didn’t remind myself of science and I would blurt out the question that burned on my tongue. If nothing else, it would be interesting to watch his reaction.

Meanwhile, I had been doing as much research as I could. The DSL connection, aside from not wanting to alert anyone to our presence, was sketchy at best. I was too used to the highspeed internet available anywhere near the city. Cooking and gathering took up a lot of my time.

Sometimes I missed the window with the best time to access the web. I was looking for locations for March, but also answers to the mystery that was the Black Orlov. Correction. The Ingress. I suppose I had accepted all this paranormal, supernatural, mumbo jumbo. If I wanted an end to this mess I had to.

To continue to argue the improbability of it all would just waste time. But to really accept it, I needed answers. What did the cuneiform translate to? What did the Seal of Seven Archangels do? What were the Fallen, and what could they do?

This was a huge rabbit hole with a maze of information tunnels that, even with reliable internet, would take me a while to decipher. I wanted to keep my research to when March was out doing whatever it was he did outside the cabin. I didn’t have much to go on right now. What little information I did find was conflicting. It was difficult to match up common details at this junction. I would keep at it. So long as we had the time I would continue to search for answers.


EIGHT
BRENNA


We had been on the island for a little over a week now. The only thing of substance that had changed was that we needed to leave. Soon.

March was convinced that the longer we remained in one place the better chance the fallen had at narrowing in on our location. I took his word for it since he was more experienced with them. We would find a location for The Ingress soon, and with that in mind I kept my herb gathering to an as needed basis only.

Harvesting took me farther from the cabin each time so I wouldn’t over-pick any one spot, which led me closer to the caribou herd. They were used to me now and didn’t startle when I got close. They were different from the elk I had seen in Montana. They were shorter, fatter, but seemed more aware as a unit than any individual. Elk didn’t herd together like the caribou did. My experience told me that they would be our first alert to any changes in the area. There hadn’t been any sign of a natural predator that I had found. I assumed the herd was here for hunting purposes.

When I went out to pick things for the dinner I had planned for the night, I found a small patch of wild strawberries. I couldn’t use them in the meal, but they would make a nice treat. Of course, I had to sample them to make certain they were ripe, not sour. It had nothing to do with the fact that strawberries were my favorite. Not one bit. And for every two berries I put in the basket I had with me one went into my mouth.

The caribou passively watched me as I picked and nibbled.

“What?” I asked them.

A guilty giggle escaped me as I popped another berry between my lips as if I needed to prove to the beasts that I could do what I want. Not that I thought for one moment that they cared what I did so long as I left them alone, but it amused me anyway.

I went back to picking strawberries and herbs, but a few minutes later the herd drew my attention. All ears had perked up and all eyes had turned in the same direction, away from me so it wasn’t my actions that spooked them. A heartbeat later every caribou in the herd broke into a run at once.

It wasn’t March that made them bolt. They were as used to him as they were to me. The only reason they were more wary around him was that he had killed one of the herd. That had been a while ago. He hadn’t needed to cull any more for food so they would not have responded to his presence like this.

Then the reason became clear.

A wolf ran after the herd, and I felt my throat go dry. Where there was one wolf there would be more. How many were in the pack would remain to be seen. Every instinct in me told me to run for the cabin as fast I could. My experience told me otherwise. To run would not just give away my presence but label me as prey. They would abandon the hunt on the caribou for the easier meal. Me. I had no sharp hooves or thick antlers to contend with. I would be a lot easier to bring down and the wolves would know that.

I assessed my situation quickly. There were small clusters of brush, but they were tall enough for me to hide in provided that I hunched. The basket with the berries and herbs was abandoned as I made my way toward the cabin while keeping to the brush. My heart pounded in my chest. Adrenaline flooded my body. I told myself it would come in handy when I had to run across the clear cut.

As I came around the thicker section of brush, I saw that three wolves had broken from the pack. They’d picked up my scent and were stalking me. Now that they saw me, the hunt was on for real.

I wasn’t out of the brush yet, but it was thinner. There was nowhere to actually hide. I had to move faster, but I tried to keep the brush between me and the wolves. I took a gamble to take my eyes off the wolves and see how far away I was from the cabin, but it wasn’t even in sight yet.

There was only the slightest chance for me to survive this, but I would not just give up. If the wolves wanted a meal, they would have to earn it. The branches of the brush kept the wolves from getting to me, but I couldn’t stay in them forever. Sooner or later, they would break through, or I would run out of cover. With no space to work with it would be over quickly.

I went from brush to brush as I felt panic build within me until finally, I could see the cabin. It wasn’t as close as I would’ve liked. There was too much open space between here and there, but I had run out of options. I spared a moment to look around for where the wolves were. They were close, but not right on me yet. There was no time for second thoughts. I burst out of the brush into a full sprint for the cabin.

Fight or flight shoved adrenaline into my legs which gave me more speed than I would normally possess. I would hurt later if I were still alive. But I would welcome the pain. My lungs and heart worked overtime, and for one wild moment I thought I had a chance.

Then I heard the growls behind me.

It was only a matter of time.

I didn’t know why, but it scared me more than when I’d gotten attacked in the parking garage. Most likely it was because I knew what wolves could do. I had seen their handiwork firsthand on the ranch with my father’s stock. There hadn’t been much evidence left beyond paw prints, some blood, and fur. What was left of the carcass had been torn apart and stripped to the bone. I didn’t need to rely on my imagination to know what would happen to me. So, I ran.

One snarl was closer than the others. I expected its owner to bite into my calf. Instead, a large paw swiped my legs out from under me. It sent me into a sprawl then a roll from my momentum. When I came to a stop, I curled up into myself in an effort to protect my most vulnerable spots.

I survived an attack by a demon only so I could die by wolf attack? I thought as I waited for the wolf to snap my spinal cord with a bite to the back of my neck.

Only it never came.

The wolf’s growl turned into a loud yelp of pain. The surprise brought me out of my fetal position to see what had happened. My breath caught in my throat for the second time when I saw that March stood almost entirely over me. His sword was in his hand and dripped with blood. One wolf lay on the ground nearby, headless. March had another by the throat and held it off the ground. The third circled for a better vantage point.

I didn’t know how March knew I was in danger. He could have seen me running for the cabin with the wolves on my heels. Even if that were true, he would have had to have moved like the wind to get his sword and out to me in time to keep the wolves off me. I wasn’t going to argue about it. If not for him, I would be wolf chow. With my heart in my throat, I looked up at March in fear and relief.

I couldn’t say what exactly happened in that moment. Whether March shifted in place or I did, the sun cast him in full silhouette. What I saw burned into my memory. For that one instant, I swore I saw a great pair of feathered wings, banded in color like a hawk, that spread out from March’s back. They were somewhat transparent in the same manner that stained glass was. The sunlight glistened through the various shades of brown that colored the wings.

It fascinated me. I would have liked to have studied them more but then time and sound returned when March moved. The wings disappeared in the indirect sunlight, and I was left to wonder if my relieved mind had made them up, cast March in the role of angelic hero. If I hadn’t been in such a panic, I might have laughed at that thought.

It was over quickly. The sounds that March made matched the remaining free wolf, but the canine growl was cut short. The wolf leapt at him then March swung his sword in a backhand to remove its head as well. A sharp twist of his wrist brought a crack from the wolf he had by the throat. He let it drop to the ground, limp and with a broken neck.

Blood splattered the legs of my jeans and seeped into the ground nearby, but none of it really registered. I was still in shock. I watched March crouch down, and saw his lips move as he said something, but the pounding of the blood in my ears kept me from hearing him. I gave him a blank look.

“—aid, can you walk?”

March repeated himself, and this time his voice penetrated. I shook my head, not as a reply but to clear the fog away. Exhaustion slammed into me once my body realized I was no longer in danger. I felt like I could lie down and sleep right there on the blood-soaked grass. Still, I was determined to get to my feet. I held up my hand to March to silently ask him to wait then moved to stand. But with a cry of pain, I landed right back down on my ass. My ankle throbbed out a protest about being used. I didn’t remember anything happening to it, and a quick look proved it wasn’t bleeding, but I would definitely not be standing on it.

“Hang on,” March said.

I could hear concern in his voice more clearly than I ever had before. It made me look at his face where I saw that worry echoed in his eyes. That was new. He was protective of me, sure, but only over the fallen coming for me. He kept me from being killed by the wolves, but an injured ankle was incidental.

Why that worried him enough to show it baffled me.

His eyes held the remnants of a golden glow. I wasn’t able to study that for long though because he abruptly scooped me up off the ground. He was strong enough to hold me easily, even with just one arm. But I didn’t want to be too big a burden, so I clung to him with both arms.

His other hand was occupied with the sword that still dripped blood and had wolf fur in the guard. I tore my eyes from the sword as I felt my stomach give a small lurch. I had seen a lot worse than that since I met March. Plus, I had grown up on a ranch where we slaughtered and hunted our own food. But with the adrenaline high gone, any little thing could make me throw up. I didn’t want to lose that much pride, so I buried my face against March’s shoulder, and took slow, deep breaths through my nose.

He smelled good. Really good.

The wolves weren’t much of a workout for him. He hadn’t even broken a sweat. But what exertions he had made enhanced his natural scent enough for it to go straight to my hormones via my nose. I took in a deep breath of him, soaked my lungs with him. It made my head spin a little, but mostly it made me want to crawl inside his shirt with him.

“It’s alright. You’re okay.”

March’s voice was a rumble in his chest that vibrated my own as I clung to him. I belatedly realized he was reassuring me. He must have thought I was still scared or something.

Oh god, he couldn’t be more mistaken.

I pulled my head back out after a quick, internal debate with my stomach.

“I know,” I said. My voice was shakier than I thought it would be. He could be forgiven if he didn’t believe me. “I just…” Just what? I had no idea. I had to come up with something quickly. “Where did wolves come from?” It sounded stupid, and March laughed. I felt like hiding my face again. He had to have known that I wasn’t thinking about that.

“Extra low tide,” he replied. His steps made a slight bounce, but nothing more than a horse would. He was most likely going slow for my sake. “They probably swim over from the mainland from time to time to pick from the herd.”

That made sense. Something had to keep the caribou population in check beyond human hunters. Otherwise, there wouldn’t have been brush let alone herbs and strawberries to find. I was disappointed in myself that I hadn’t realized that sooner.

I lived in the city for too long.

“Thank you,” I said in a hushed tone. “For being there.”

Nothing but the sound of his feet through the grass was my response at first. I watched his face from inches away. Various minute reactions flickered through his eyes and twitched along his jaw until finally he gave a small nod.

“Just don’t squirm or I’ll drop you on your head.”

I had seen so many things there. Worry had turned to relief. Battle fury to fondness. I wouldn’t have caught them if I hadn’t been this close.

How long had this been happening? How many times before now?

There was no chance I would ask or point them out. March would shut down, and I liked seeing this part of him. So, all I did was smile as I put my head back down on his shoulder and breathed him in.
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It took a little maneuvering to open the cabin door. In the end, I turned the knob for March then he was able to hip-check it open. It was so domestic I wanted to laugh, not to mention the implications of him carrying me over the threshold. Being near death apparently inspired amusement in the absurd.

March probably wouldn’t find it as funny as I did, so I kept my laughter in. Then I moved my leg with the injured ankle. The abrupt pain was a reminder that this situation was the farthest thing from humorous.

March took me to the couch where he laid me down as gently as he had been fierce just minutes before. It was a little surprising. Most people with physical strength didn’t have that kind of finesse, especially if they’d had it for a while.

In this, as well as other qualities, March was different from anyone I had ever met. It had occurred to me that he didn’t have to carry me. He could have simply offered an arm for me to lean on as I hobbled back to the cabin. It would have been slower, but it would have been less personal. Yet it had been the more intimate option that he chose. Another mystery to add to the list of cryptic qualities that made up March.

He pushed the two shabby throw pillows behind me to help me sit upright then he stood up.

“Stay put,” he said, with a stern look that said he knew I wouldn’t.

“Yeah, no problem,” I assured him. I had no intention of getting off the couch.

The small snort he gave me suggested that he did not believe me for one moment, but he still left.

While he was gone, I decided to check my ankle. As carefully as possible I untied then removed my shoe…and instantly regretted it. Pain shot from my heel up through my knee. I clenched my teeth together and breathed through the throb until it settled into a dull ache. Only after that did I begin to prod and feel my swollen ankle with light touches of my fingers. I couldn’t be entirely certain without an x-ray, but it did seem to be only sprained. Broken would’ve been a whole different world of pain. I knew the difference ever since I broke my foot when I was a kid. My foot got caught in a stirrup when my horse spooked. Sprained was a dull ache that throbbed in time with your heartbeat. Broken was a sharp pain you couldn’t think through.

“What did I tell you?”

I started in place.

March was back and had a disapproving glare on his face. He didn’t have his sword. He must have gone to clean it.

The look on my face as I snapped my attention to March had to be similar to a kid who got caught with her hand in a cookie jar.

My knee was still bent and hugged to my chest and my hands were still wrapped loosely around my ankle.

“I didn’t get off the couch.” My protest sounded weak even to my ears.

“I said don’t move,” he grumbled as he came to the side of the couch. March crouched down next to me with his attention focused on my ankle.

“No,” I countered. That ill-timed amusement made a return. “You said stay put. I didn’t get up.”

He glowered at me. His lips formed a tight, thin line.

“You know what I meant.” The chastisement was mild.

He seemed more worried than annoyed which made me want to smile. I didn’t, though. I thought if I let it out, he’d tell me to take care of myself then storm out, and a growing part of me wanted to feel his touch. I wanted him to stay with me.

“This isn’t funny.” Something of my amusement must have shown through.

“I’m not laughing,” I replied in an attempt to be firm.

“You’re smiling.”

I opened my mouth to counter but couldn’t. If I tried to talk, I would end up laughing after all. March already looked and sounded disgusted with me.

“Just lean back and let me look at this.”

He even went so far as to push me back with a gentle shove of his hand to my chest. Some wildly inappropriate part of me wanted to shift position so his hand was just a little bit lower, but I behaved myself.

It all disappeared as soon as he lifted my foot and pain once more made its presence known. I gasped against it then bit my lower lip to keep from whimpering. March muttered an apology as he examined my ankle with touches of his fingers that were slightly less gentle than my own, but that could have been because I wasn’t expecting it. It always hurt worse when someone else poked a bruise.

“It’s just a sprain,” he said confirming what I suspected. “You’ll be fine, but you’ll have to stay off your feet for a couple days at least.”

Then he removed his shirt. My brows shot up in my surprise.

“Wha—uh—what are you doing?”

“I need to wrap your ankle.” He sounded so matter of fact as he ripped his shirt into strips. “There’s a first aid kit here, but all it has are old bandages.”

I felt my lips part but was useless to do anything about it. Worse, I couldn’t help but stare at him. I had seen March shirtless before, but never this close. Those scars I had noticed before stood out even more. I wanted to reach out and trace them with a fingertip.

Which was utterly ridiculous, but just the same, that was still how I felt.

It didn’t even hurt when he wrapped my ankle with the shreds of his t-shirt. I was mesmerized by how his muscles moved under his olive, tanned skin. The subtle rippling from his efforts was better than any anesthetic. I could’ve watched him all day. More than that, I wanted to feel them move under my hands.

That thought led to another, even more inappropriate one. My imagination teased me with what his back would feel like under the palms of my hands, how I could pin his waist between my thighs. March was a big man, but his girth wasn’t as big as straddling a horse, and I had grown up riding on the ranch. I might be a bit out of practice from living in the city, but some things were a muscle memory been within me.

Of course, all this thinking about feeling March’s muscles move against me reminded me that it had been months since I had had sex. The survival aftermath, the very real image before me, and the thoughts my fantasy supplied woke my libido up enough to make me let out with a small moan that was part desire and part embarrassment.

“Are you okay?”

“What?” March’s question caught me off guard. Why is he asking that? Did he notice that I was turned on? He couldn’t have. I hope he didn’t.

“Did I hurt you?” He gave me an odd look, and I must have blushed because his confusion deepened.

Oh! My ankle! Oops.

“No,” I answered finally, and truthfully. I hadn’t felt a thing. “I’m fine.”

“It’s the best I could do with what we have on hand,” he said as he nodded to my foot. “Just try not to move it too much.”

I peered down to see that he had my ankle wrapped up fairly well in the strips of his shirt. A small experimental flex told me that it would hold as long as I did as he suggested. I looked back to his face and gave him a smile.

“Thanks.”

Silence fell between us. I had expected March to get up, go take care of the wolves’ corpses or something. He had already cleaned his sword, or so I assumed that was what he had done earlier. Instead, he remained where he was beside me. It was almost as if he couldn’t decide what he should do. I could had been mistaken, but for the first time since I’d met him, March seemed indecisive.

I had enough of us dancing around each other and the elephant in the room. Maybe it was presumptuous of me, but I was willing to bet he was as attracted to me as I was to him. If he weren’t going to do anything about it then by damn, I would.

With that smile still on my face I reached out to touch my palm to his face. I had just enough time to feel the slight stubble of his beard before he pulled away.

“Don’t,” I said as my hand grabbed for his shoulder.

His brows creased down into a frown as he turned his head away. March didn’t look angry. It was similar to how someone would look when they didn’t want to talk about a painful subject.

“You don’t know what you’re doing.”

Even his voice sounded different. Quieter, more uncertain.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I do.”

His frown deepened as he shook his head. “It isn’t right.”

With any other guy this would have been laughable. Wasn’t it supposed to be the girl who played coy? With March, I didn’t want to hear excuses. I just wanted him.

“Look,” I said. “I don’t know what you are, but you saved my life twice. That’s good enough for me.”

Something about what I said brought his attention back to me. He looked a little surprised, but it changed to concern as soon as his eyes settled on my face.

“You don’t know me.” His voice was almost a whisper, as if he were running out of protests.

“I know enough.”

This time I didn’t give him a chance to pull away. I reached out for him with both hands. The gesture made me lurch forward. March was either concerned I would fall from the couch or wanted this as much as I did since he caught me with his hands around my waist. My hands had bracketed his face, and I leaned in to kiss him.

That familiar spark of a first kiss exploded in my chest. It was exciting, new. I always felt there was something magical with that first taste of someone. Whether it was purely physical or with my heart involved, it could never be recreated.

I had that moment literally in my hands. The taste of March was much like his scent. Wood smoke and black pepper. It was like nothing I had experienced with the other men in my past. There had always been a salty quality with them. With March, it was exotic. Unique. I wanted more and made that known through the kiss. I welcomed his lips with my own but encouraged more with light touches of my tongue and teeth.

Based solely on what I knew of his personality and his massive form I expected his kiss to be rough, demanding. But he wasn’t. He was eager enough, and he’d obviously stopped fighting against this, but he matched me in desire, urgency, and curiosity. His tongue explored the inner lines of my lips. It tickled in a way that made me squirm, but not because I didn’t like it. My body had a perfectly good idea of what that would feel like lower on my body. I moved my hands to his shoulders to pull him even closer. He must have had the same idea because he pulled me down a bit on the couch by the waist.

His shirt was gone, but mine was still in the way. I had the thought to pull back to take it off, but the next thing I knew, March had moved his kiss to my neck. I suddenly knew what that touch of his tongue felt like in other, more sensitive areas, and the thrill of it pulled a gasp from me that parted my lips.

My body arched toward his of its own accord. I wanted more of him. So much more, but he seemed content to tease me with those light touches of tongue and teeth. Little nips below my ear made me shudder, and the bastard dared to let out with a quiet growl of a chuckle. He knew how much he teased me.

Jerk!

In retaliation, my nails dug against the flesh of his arms just enough to let him know they were there.

March pulled back. For a moment, I thought he was going to stop, leave me in a state that even a cold shower wouldn’t help. Instead, he grabbed my shirt by the hem then hauled it up over my head. Before I could even try for it, his fingers flicked my bra clasp open. It too was pulled off then tossed to God knew where. I didn’t care. I forgot all about clothing or the chill in the air as March placed his mouth around my nipple on my left breast. His heated breath warmed my skin while the tip of his tongue toyed with the tender nub. By now my heartbeat had escalated, along with my breathing, and I was certain he could feel my pulse for being so close to the source.

Ever since I laid eyes on him, I wanted to know what his hair felt like. Now that I had that opportunity, I didn’t waste it. While he nipped, kissed, and teased at my breast, I cupped the back of his head and sunk my fingers into his dark brown locks. It was softer than I expected. The thickness came from quantity instead of texture. His hair had a silky feel that was beyond anything I could achieve with my own no matter how many products I put in it.

A part of me that could still think made note to ask what he used on it.

Later.

Much later.

Right now, his mouth and tongue were holding all of my attention as they played around one nipple then moved to the other as if he were curious if it tasted different than the other. I didn’t care about the reason. I just thoroughly enjoyed the sensation.

I don’t know when he did it, but at some point, he’d gotten my jeans undone. The next thing that I knew, they were removed along with my panties. He was cautious with the injured ankle. I didn’t feel so much as a twinge, but that could have been from the delicious distraction he created with his fingers between my legs.

I was so wet already, so hot that his fingers were just a few degrees cooler. Their touch made me jerk for that difference, but also in surprise for the bolt of pleasure that shot through me. My back arched again which forced my pelvis into his hand in a blatant plea for more attention. I could feel the laugh he gave in response to my unspoken appeal more than heard it. It was a warm rumble against my flesh before he returned to my neck.

“What do you want?” he asked.

The question was more of a demand in a quiet growl under my ear.

I had to swallow against a throat gone dry before I could even attempt to answer. Just when I would have replied his finger pressed against my clit. Instead of words all that came from me was a whimpering moan. It made him chuckle again then repeat himself.

“What do you want?”

This time his fingertip made a clockwise circle. Slowly. Too slowly. Every brief little touch brought out a shudder from me that could have been mistaken for a convulsion.

“This?” he asked. “Tell me. I want to hear you say it.”

He had one of my arms pinned. I grabbed at his arm, the one that was currently tormenting me. Delightfully so, but all the same. It became apparent that he wasn’t going to do anything more than tease me until I answered him. That in itself was a thrill. It was a sense of being powerless, of not being in control, but at the same time I knew he wanted to expose me, bring out a part of me that no one usually saw. The vulnerability of my desire laid bare asked for a lot of trust, but I did. I trusted him. If I didn’t, we wouldn’t be where we were.

“Inside,” I finally managed to get out. “I want your fingers inside me.” As if to prove that, I pushed my pelvis down against his hand again.

I could feel him grin against my neck before he placed a gentle kiss to my skin. “You don’t want all of me inside you?” But as requested, he slid a finger inside me.

I gasped at the sensation.

“Not yet.”

My answer either surprised or pleased him. Maybe both. He didn’t say anything, just moved his finger inside me, curling his fingertip each time he pulled outward. The gesture created a fantastic pressure that made my head drop back. More of my neck was exposed for him to explore with teeth and tongue. In time, a second finger joined the first to fill me up more and engage more nerves. The thrusts and retractions came faster until my ragged breathing contained small cries of want.

Desire no longer had a place here. It was too delicate a word, too dignified a feeling. We were well past that into more primal needs. At least, I was. Before, I had been curious what attention from March would be like. Now I wanted to know everything he could do to me. Sure, I could use a good fucking right this moment, but that would come. I wanted the full experience, not just the quick ride.

I don’t know what changed, but once again March pulled back. He removed his fingers, which made me open my eyes.

How dare he.

I was outraged, left naked and wanting. That all changed to a satisfied grin when I saw him put his fingers into his mouth. The look he gave me was all heat and hunger. He wanted me. I didn’t need to see the bulge in his pants to know that. March slid his hands under my thighs, nudged my legs far apart, and kissed my exposed folds.

Oh, God!

I knew how warm his breath was from when he’d toyed with my nipples, but this was a fire that didn’t burn. It joined and stoked my own. He grazed his teeth across my clit as he forced his tongue inside me. It was amazing. He flicked the roof just inside. I huffed out a sound in time with each touch. But then he gave a firm lick to my clit. My whole body spasmed, but this time when I cried out it was from pain. I bumped my injured ankle against the couch. I like a little pain once in a while with my sex, but not like that.

March pulled away which drew another cry from me, this time of frustration. No way would I let one stupid sprained ankle end what we had started.

“Hang on,” I growled then shifted on the couch.

He stopped from moving and picked me up off the couch in one smooth motion.

“What are you—”

“Just shut up,” he interrupted.

He made certain I went silent by kissing me again. This one was urgent, more involved, and exploratory. I tasted myself on his lips and tongue but didn’t mind. In fact, it just reassured me that this was real, actually happening. There could have been a good chance that he would have used my ankle as an excuse to stop our play. I was glad he didn’t. I wanted him, and judging by his kiss, he wanted me just as much. This wasn’t a give and take, not something to just make me feel better.

His hands were around my waist again, and I was forced to wrap my legs around him. I was mindful of my ankle and supported it with the other leg. Just as I had imagined days ago, I loved the feeling of him between my legs. We seemed to fit even though he was so much taller than me. I wanted to know how well we fit together, but I wasn’t sure where he was carrying me to.

I hopped the bedroom. But, I wasn’t sure the bed would be any better than the couch. There would be more room, sure, but my leg could still flail.

It didn’t take long for me to get my answer when my back was placed against the wall. March crouched down enough to put my legs over his shoulders. When he straightened, he lifted me with him. I laughed a little at his solution, but my amusement became a gasp. He hefted me up a little more with his hands under my ass, and once more his mouth was on me, licking, nibbling, and thrusting with his tongue.

My head pressed back against the wall as I sucked in breaths. My heart pounded against my chest. It was a good thing he was strong, or my legs might have hurt his neck for as much as they twitched and tightened whenever he touched me exactly right with his tongue.

My fingers threaded into his hair in encouragement. Every so often they curled, his locks clenched in my fists. I had to forcibly loosen my grip so I wouldn’t hurt him, but not once did he even flinch. He just continued to work at my clit and entrance with faster and faster laps of his tongue.

It wasn’t long before I could feel myself approaching that peak. No man had brought me to a climax with such litter effort before, but March was doing just that. He seemed to realize that as well since he focused on whatever made me react the most. My orgasm drew a shout from deep inside me. Absolute pleasure pulsed in time with my heartbeat throughout my body, radiating from my groin. I could feel my inner walls contract at regular intervals as I rode that wave of ecstasy for as long as possible.

I hadn’t had to worry about absorbing as much as I could from my climax. At some point while I was lost to ultimate pleasure, March had undone his pants to release his erection. The next thing I knew he had my legs pulled around his sides as he guided himself into me. Once inside, he supported my legs with his hands under my thighs then slowly thrusted into me.

I was stretched, almost painfully so. It had been a while, and my last boyfriend definitely didn’t have March’s girth. Maybe March could tell, and that was why he’d brought me to orgasm before we moved on to this. I was wet enough now to receive him and judging by the feel of my pelvis against his, he was in all the way.

Whatever.

I would worry about any sort of tearing later. Right now, it felt so good to be as filled as I was, to be pinned against the wall and fucked.

March hunched enough to claim my mouth with his in a kiss that was taken, not given. I didn’t mind. He could take whatever he wanted right as long as he kept thrusting into me like he was. His withdraw was more like a bow being drawn, energy created for him to use when he pushed back into me. He found a rhythm that suited us both, a metronome of mutual pleasure. I had to break the kiss so I could breathe, and he just moved his lips to my neck. I lifted my chin to give him better access, knowing I would be rewarded with more delightful sensations.

In time, even he had to stop kissing me in order to draw breath. He had his forehead pressed against the wall next to my head, and I could hear sharp yet quiet groans in his exhales. Knowing that he was enjoying himself as much as I was made this all the better. I liked that he found pleasure in me. I wanted to give him more, so I tightened my legs around him in an effort to tilt my pelvis more to welcome him inside me. It must have worked because I felt his shoulders stiffen under my hands. It also allowed him a deeper penetration which rewarded me every time he hit my G spot with the tip of his cock. All new levels of delight took hold of me, and I almost cried to feel them.

His thrusts came faster with obvious urgency. I felt my own orgasm building once more brought along by March’s efforts. After a few, sharp plunges from him I exploded over that edge into ecstasy. My throat released grunted cries to give voice to my orgasm. I felt it not just in my groin, but through my arms to tingle in my fingertips and eve down my legs like a flow of cleansing water. This was like no other orgasm I ever experienced before, and that wasn’t just because this was great sex. I seemed to feel this in my soul.

He followed me into that bliss not long after. The pulsing of my body surrounding his member must have been what finished it for him. Whatever it was that set us both off, we both drifted on the waves of our joined pleasure. I don’t know how it was for him, but for me it was pure.

I clung to him, panting for breath. He was in the same condition as me, but in addition a slick sweat covered his back and shoulders. If I thought his scent was nice before, it was magnified now. I wanted to bottle it, turn it into bath salts, perfume, anything so that I could smell it whenever I wanted. My head swam with it as I took in deep breaths to saturate my lungs. I wanted this moment to never end.

I turned my head to place lazy kisses on whatever bit of his flesh was closest to show my appreciation and approval. After a few moments, he turned to receive my kiss and return it with his own. Neither of us said anything. Nothing needed to be said. As far as I was concerned, the moment was perfect. Words would just ruin it. So, we exchanged kisses, still joined together, and pressed against the wall.
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For the first time in what seemed like forever, I fell into a deep sleep. A very contented and satisfied sleep to be exact. There was nothing quite like great sex to wear me out enough that I relaxed into a boneless slumber.

The next morning I woke up slowly and reluctantly, but as awareness came, I realized I was using a large chest as a pillow. A lazy smile curled my lips as I sighed. March had an arm wrapped around me. Our legs were a tangled mess under the blankets. All in all, it was warm, comfortable, and I did not want to move let alone wake up. I gave in to the inevitable though and opened my eyes.

I shifted enough to peer up at March through tangled strands of my hair. He was awake and looked as if he was well rested and as content as I was. His amber-brown eyes, so stunning at this distance, looked back at me and he smiled.

He smiled. An actual, recognizable full out smile. And I put it there. Go me.

“Hi,” he said. His voice still had that gravely quality, but he sounded calm.

I returned his smile as I rested my chin on his chest. “Hi.”

His scent wasn’t quite as strong as it had been after our intimacy, but it was still there enough to remind me of what we’d done. Any other time, my desire would have awakened from that memory. Right now, I was still satisfied and worn out. It was a great feeling.

He brushed my hair back out of my face. The gesture was so tender it closed my eyes again. It was tempting to fall back asleep, or at least into a mild snooze, but I reopened them instead of drifting back into a world where no one was out to kill me, I wasn’t listed as a person of interest in a jewel heist, and I wasn’t squatting in someone’s hunting cabin.

Reality reared its ugly head and dragged me with it. Besides, I thought it would be the best time to ask March some of those burning questions I had been sitting on. Like when and why did he start hunting demons? How old was he? What was he? And where did he get that brand on his shoulder, and what did it mean? But, once again, they were going to have to wait.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Hmm?” For some reason, I hadn’t been expecting him to ask that. I laughed. “Like a cat in a sunbeam.”

I squirmed a little closer to him, as if that were possible. That was when I realized that I was fine. Perfectly fine. No soreness. No tearing, but more importantly, my ankle didn’t hurt. I lifted up a little more as a puzzled expression settled on my face.

But before I could say or ask anything, March pulled his arm out from under me.

“Why don’t you get a shower and I’ll make us something to eat.” He punctuated the suggestion with an affectionate kiss to my hair then got out of the bed.

I only vaguely remembered him carrying me to the bedroom, but that was less confusing than my miraculous healing.

I sat up on the bed with the quilt pooled in my lap and watched as March pulled his jeans on. For a moment all I could do was stare at his beautiful back in admiration. I remembered what it felt like under my hands, how the muscles bunched whenever he had thrust into me. That was a pleasant distraction, but I hauled my senses back where they belonged.

“Okay, but…”

“Don’t use up all the cold water.” March smirked over his shoulder before he left the room, the door pulled shut behind him.

My brows came down. “Funny,” I said to myself.

With a sigh, I flipped the blankets off me then swung my legs over the edge of the bed. For a moment, I was nervous that I had imagined things about my ankle not hurting, but a tentative touch of my foot to the floor proved that it didn’t hurt one bit. I filed that away as yet one more thing to ask March about, then went to take that shower.

The cold water woke me up the rest of the way. It killed the afterglow unfortunately, but it allowed me to reflect on earlier. I still couldn’t decide when March gave in.

Was it the initial kiss, or before that? Maybe it was when he carried me. Maybe it was even earlier than that.

He had given me odd looks when he thought I wasn’t watching. Plus, I’d caught him in the bedroom when I was sleeping more than once. There was no reason for that. He said he had been on his way to the bathroom, but once I thought about it, the only time I ever saw him use the bathroom was for showers. He ate, so he should have the normal needs that came with that, but not once had that happened.

What is he?

He definitely wasn’t human. He had admitted that much. Maybe not directly, but he’d made it clear when he said he’d been the one to hide The Ingress. I knew from the research and tests on the dirt how long it had been there. He’d mentioned King Solomon as if he’d known him. He talked about the fall of the rebel angels as if he’d been there. There were other things he’d let slip that pointed to him being more than ancient, but I had no idea what he was.

All of that could have been tossed up to coincidence, March inserting himself into a narrative, but he would have had to have known so many details ahead of time. No one was that good at improv. He would have given himself away somehow. Combine that impossible knowledge with how he fought off the fallen that had attacked me in the parking garage, then activated The Ingress to get us here, and then how he fought off the wolves with just a sword and his bare hands. There were the wings, too.

I saw wings.

I hadn’t imagined that, even though I hadn’t gotten a solid look at them before they disappeared again.

I. Saw. Wings.

Is he an angel?

With how he talked about them and heaven I doubted it. Family could hate each other, talk crap, but not like how March did. That was personal. He had absolutely no respect for them or those who lived in what he called The Golden City.

He hunted the fallen so he couldn’t be one of them. Right? They were evil. March was rough around the edges, but he wasn’t evil. For that matter, they were out to kill me. March fought against them and has for who knew how long. If he were one of them, they would have gotten to him before now.

Also, he could have taken The Ingress at any time and stranded me on this island. He could have let the wolves have me. He hadn’t done either of those things. Instead, he protected me. Took care of me. He cared about me. He could be an asshole at times, but how he looked at me after I woke up…I would bet good money I meant more to him now than I had.

I turned off the shower without any more answers than I had when I went in. In fact, I had more questions, and more that formed off of the originals. My clothes were on the bed when I came back into the bedroom with my hair wrapped in a towel. He’d brought them in for me.

Definitely not the actions of an evil person.

An evil person would have hidden my bra at the very least or hid my clothes so I had to walk around naked. That thought put a smirk of amusement on my face as I got dressed.

I could smell breakfast when I stepped out of the bedroom. It reminded me of something we would have eaten on the ranch. I smiled at the memory as I joined March in the kitchen.

“Hey. Smells great. Maybe I’ll make you do the cooking from now on.” I grinned at him as I sat down at the small kitchen table.

March chuckled as he set a bowl in front of me. It contained a grain meal with chunks of caribou meat and some beans. For as unappetizing as it sounded, it really did smell fantastic. I was hungrier than I thought. One sniff of what he’d prepared made my stomach growl.

“You still do a better job than I would,” he said.

He paused beside me to run his hand over my hair. I liked those little gestures. The small touches, the stolen glances. I had missed them, and I hadn’t realized it until this moment. My heart warmed. I let him see it in the smile I turned up to him.

Before I could say anything, March kissed my hair.

“I’m going to take a shower,” he said then left the kitchen.

I turned in my chair to call out to him, ask him to hold off for a little bit to talk with me, but he could be quick when he wanted. Before I could even form a word in my head the bedroom door was shut. I let out a heavy sigh as I turned back to my breakfast. As if my frustration were its fault, I stabbed at my meal with the spoon. My eyes then turned to my laptop and notebook.

“Fine,” I muttered.

If I couldn’t get answers from March, I’d return to my research.

The internet connection was always more reliable in the mornings than any other time. It didn’t make any sense to me why a DSL connection had better access at one time of day over any other, but that was how it was. I plugged into the ethernet, opened my laptop, then found in my notes where I had left off.

According to my most recent entry I had been studying demons from a PDF copy of a book called The Ars Goetia: The Lesser Key of Solomon. It was an anonymous grimoire that had been compiled in the mid-17th century and drew on materials from other books that were older than that. I hadn’t gotten further than that as far as the reference information was concerned. I had been focusing on the names and sigils of the demons it listed, what they could do, what they were the master of, and their ranks in Hell.

There were a number of spells that could be done if you had their proper name and seals from containment to making them do your bidding. Not that I wanted to try any of them, but I had felt that the knowledge could be helpful.

According to the document, there were seventy-two of the fallen of various ranks. Each one had a certain number of demons they ruled over, sometimes they were even rulers of other Fallen. They even had their own specialty. Some of them represented one of the seven deadly sins. Some were actually supposed to be helpful. They could teach you things or perform a task. Some were thoroughly malevolent while others were actually benign. But all of them were dangerous. Screw something up, make the wrong deal or leave out an important detail, and they’d own your soul. They wanted humanity enthralled or gone.

I had gotten into the thirties on the list of fallen when I had left off. Between bites of my breakfast, I scrolled the PDF and made more notes. When I got into my research, I tended to get hyper focused. Some of the time what I was writing down didn’t register until I went over my notes later.

This time I had just taken another spoonful when something caught and held my attention. I felt my brows come down as I scrolled back to the beginning of the section I had just read. Then the spoon fell from fingers that had gone limp. My eyes widened as they took in the words on the laptop screen.

MARCHOSIAS.—The Thirty-fifth Spirit is Marchosias. He is a Great and Mighty Marquis, appearing at first in the form of a Wolf having Gryphon’s Wings, and a Serpent’s Tail, and Vomiting Fire out of his mouth. But after a time, at the command of the Exorcist he putteth on the Shape of a Man. And he is a strong fighter. He was of the Order of Dominations. He governeth 30 Legions of Spirits. He told his Chief, who was Solomon, that after 1,200 years he had hopes to return unto the Seventh Throne. And his Seal is this, to be made and worn as a Lamen, etc.

Beneath the description was an image I had become familiar with. I had felt it with my fingers. The Seal of Marchosias matched the brand scar on March’s shoulder. The implication…to Hell with that, literally…the truth was right there in front of me.

Inside a circle was a horizontal line with circles on either end. Over this was what looked like a stylized cross with two K’s on either side, mirroring each other. Two lines extended down vertically from the horizontal line with some kind of squiggle on the ends.

March was Marchosias, one of the Fallen.

My hand covered my mouth as I stared at the screen in shock. I felt sick. March was a Demon. Capital D. A fallen angel.

And I…oh, God. Yeah, I don’t think I would be allowed to call on that name anymore. Not after I had sex with a…nope. I was not going to complete that sentence, not even in my mind or I would be sick.

My attention snapped to the closed bedroom door when I heard the water shut off.

“Shit.”

I had to get out of there. Now. I scrambled to the living room where I found my bag and shoved things into it, including The Ingress. What I would do with it I had no idea. I was running on panic, so it didn’t even occur to me that I was on an island with no way to the mainland. All I could think to do was get out of the cabin and away from—

“March!” I snapped. He startled me when the bedroom door flew open. No doubt I looked like a deer caught in headlights as I stared at him. He only had a towel wrapped around his waist and he dripped water onto the floor.

God, he’s hot.

I shook my head.

Stop that.

“Brenna?” March looked both worried and confused as he stood in the bedroom doorway. “Is everything alright? I sensed your distress.” He looked around, no doubt searching for the source of my panic.

“You lied to me.” I shouted. I remained where I was but kept the couch between us.

He blinked at me. “What?”

“You’re one of them.” My voice cracked a little, and I hated it. I didn’t want to show how hurt I was, or how scared. “One of the Fallen. Baron Marchowsen or whatever it is.” I made a grand dismissive gesture that mocked his damned highness.

Realization washed over March’s face, mixed with disappointment.

“Marquis,” he sighed out.

“Whatever,” I yelled and he flinched. It was childishly satisfying to see that kind of reaction out of him. “You’ve been playing me from the very beginning. You probably put me under some kind of spell, or tried to lure me—or…” I broke off as something else occurred to me. “Oh, God you aren’t an incubus or something, are you? Because why would I…” I had to swallow hard.

“Brenna,” he said in a calm voice that pissed me off even more. “Please, just sit down and I’ll explain.” He held out a hand in a pacifying gesture then motioned toward the couch. “Please?”

I had never heard him so passive before, but I was too frightened to trust it. It could’ve been a ploy to keep me under his control. I clutched the straps of my bag in a tight grip, as if it were the only thing keeping me alive and sane at the moment.

“Why should I?” I asked.

“Because you owe it to me to let me explain.”

He grimaced when I glared at him for that. I didn’t owe him shit. Maybe a thank you for saving my life, but that was all.

He tried again. “Honestly, where are you going to go? You’re on an isla—”

I stopped him by putting out my hand and then shook my head. I turned for the door to the cabin. I’d rather stay with the caribou at this point.

“Brenna, wait,” he called after me. I paused then glanced over my shoulder. March took a step toward me with his hand still outstretched as if he were begging. “I haven’t tried to kill you or hurt you in any way. Have I?” He lifted his brows at me.

The smile he offered was the most human expression I had seen from him yet. It hit me in the heart and pulled a resigned sigh from me. Finally, I moved to the couch then perched on the edge of the cushions as if I were ready to bolt at the first thing I heard that I didn’t like.

I had to give March credit. He didn’t try to sit with me on the couch. Instead, he took a seat in the nearby chair. I was so upset that it didn’t seem strange that he was still only wearing a towel. I just wanted answers.

“Yes,” he began. “I am one of the Fallen.” He looked at me as he spoke.

I could tell he was ashamed by what he admitted, but it seemed it was a guilt that he’d carried for a long time. Not just because he’d hidden it from me. I could always tell when someone carried a burden a while, or when their shame was fresh. Long term guilt always settled in the eyes. I had seen it in my father about his drinking. I saw it now in March. He was ashamed of what he was.

“I was cast down after the war along with the rest of my brothers that had fought on the side of Lucifer. I was one of the Dominion.” He turned enough to show me the brand scar on his deltoid. “This used to be gold. A tattoo from The Golden City. It was burned away when we lost.”

A look of confusion came to my face. My knowledge of Judea mythology was limited. He saw that and continued.

“The Dominion deliver God’s will.” He lifted his brows, but I still didn’t understand. “Sodom and Gomorrah? Egypt’s plagues?” March sighed as he shook his head. “Those were after my time, but the Dominion still exists. I’ve been working to earn my way back.”

This time my confusion held more curiosity as I tilted my head. “Is that even possible?”

What little I knew about the theology, damned was damned. There was Purgatory, but that was for human souls. None of the fallen had earned their way out of Hell. At least, none had been recorded. That would have gotten a whole lot of attention.

March shrugged. “In the beginning, I used to think so. After a while it didn’t matter. I got suckered into a war that we lost. I was given power and a rank in Hell, but I didn’t want it. I don’t think I’ve spent more than a handful of years there, and I definitely never used the authority I’d been given. But if I wouldn’t stay in Hell where I belonged and couldn’t be forgiven then I decided to do what I could against the Fallen to protect humanity.”

His eyes lowered from my face to the bag I held close to my chest.

“The fallen strive to rule Earth and humans,” he said. “They hate the creations that got them evicted from The Golden City, even though it had been their own choice to side against the others. That diamond, The Ingress, it was created by the damned soul of a necromancer to open doorways to and from Hell. When I learned of it, I knew what they wanted to do. They would open doorways to Earth, lead legions from Damnation to take over and eliminate or enslave humanity. I knew no one in The Golden City would intervene.” March scoffed and his expression went dark and disapproving. “Free will. It wouldn’t matter that the mortals didn’t stand a chance. So long as they died martyrs, stayed solid in their faith, they’d have a place in Paradise. Who cared that they suffered? Bastards.”

I got the impression that was one of the reasons March had chosen the side he had. He didn’t approve of humans being left unprotected. It wasn’t that he envied our free will like some of the theologists speculated. We are vulnerable creatures compared to him, the fallen and the angels. But now I was the one who was speculating. His motivation was an important point.

“You put yourself between us and the fallen. Maybe even the angels. Didn’t you?”

March nodded. “Someone had to. I don’t know how I’ve lasted this long, to be honest. Maybe I’m smart. Maybe I’m better. Don’t know. Don’t care. So long as I can keep killing as many demons and fallen as possible, I will.”

For the first time since I learned what he was I actually smiled again. My grip on my bag eased, and I scooted back on the couch. March looked relieved. He visibly relaxed and smiled in return. The threat of me leaving had really affected him.

Me.

Not the diamond.

Me.

Once again, his expression went serious as he nodded to my bag. “Until I stole The Ingress no one knew my real intentions. I knew it would blow my cover, but I couldn’t risk leaving it in Hell’s hands just so I could stay inconspicuous. That was when I learned that I could use it to teleport around Earth.”

March sat back in his chair. The motion made the towel come untucked. Fortunately, it stayed on his lap where it covered his more distracting attributes. We both seemed to be more relaxed than we had been just moments before. I found myself shifted on the couch to a more comfortable position as I listened.

“Originally, I took it to Sumeria. They had sorcerers there with knowledge as ancient as the war. I left it with them for safe keeping. That lasted for a while, until the empire faded. Before it could fail entirely, I retrieved the diamond.” His gaze settled on a spot of nothing in the air as he fell into his story. “That was the beginning of the great kings in Israel. I gave it to King Saul where I had hoped it would be placed in a temple, hidden behind Jerusalem’s faith. Everything was fine until Solomon.”

March frowned as he leaned forward again. He rested his elbows on his knees. I thought he looked frustrated enough just telling this story. I wouldn’t have wanted to see him when it had actually happened. “King Solomon was notorious for marrying outside the faith. Which was fine. Whatever. But he started dabbling in mysticism and magic, a big no-no back then.”

I gave a small sound of derision for that. Any sort of magic or association with it had been frowned on by the Christian faith for centuries with a wake of burned, tortured, and hung people behind it. He referred to pre-Christian times, but the prejudice seemed to originate then. Still, I wasn’t going to interrupt.

“He began to use The Ingress to summon demons to fight his wars for him.” March shook his head. “Idiot. He could have let the fallen into the world in his ignorance and pride. When I found out I demanded he give it back to me. Solomon argued. I threatened. I won. After that, I decided The Ingress couldn’t be trusted in anyone’s hands. It was possible that it had corrupted Solomon along with whatever magic he’d been working. But when I had a chance to look it over, I realized that its use had fouled it even more. It wanted to be used.

“I couldn’t destroy it, so I decided to hide it away. But first, I needed something to keep the fallen from finding it. Solomon’s father had managed to get some poor woman in Endor damned to immortality just for using the diamond to summon Samuel’s spirit for advice. I thought she might be interested in some payback.”

Why does power turn people stupid?

It sounded to me as if this was a constant from day one of human history. Not only did March have to protect humans from the fallen, but he had to protect us from ourselves. No wonder he was so grouchy. After all this time I would be, too.

“Did she help?” I asked.

March nodded as a smirk came to his face. “You’d have liked her, I think. She was a lot like you.” He turned that cheeky look to me. “Stubborn.” His smirk became a grin for my vocal protest. “Gorgeous. But brave and independent, too.” I was mollified by what he followed up with, but just to be as stubborn as he accused me of being, I kept my arms crossed. He just laughed.

“She’s the one that made the box and sewed the Seal on the fabric.”

I tilted my head as something occurred to me. “You talk about her in the past tense. What happened to her if she was made immortal?” I hadn’t missed that little detail.

He shook his head. “I don’t know.” He sounded mystified and surprised by his lack of information. “I couldn’t find her after that. It’s possible she’s hiding as well. And if she doesn’t want to be found I won’t betray the favor she did me by looking for her, and possibly leading others to her.”

That made sense and I smiled at March again. He really was a good guy under all that surliness. Fallen angel or not, I knew what my experience with him has been. No, he wasn’t the most outwardly kind person, but he had never hurt me. Aside from keeping these secrets from me before, he was giving them to me now, and hadn’t outright lied about anything. I began to reassess the label of asshole I had given him.

“The rest you know,” he said. “I hid it in Canada thinking no one would ever get to it.” March gave a derisive snort. “Until human ingenuity and curiosity proved me wrong.” The look he gave me said he lumped me in with that group.

“Oh, hey!” I protested. “Don’t give me that look. It’s our world and we’ll explore it if we want to.” I couldn’t quite keep the amusement off my face, so I stuck my tongue out at him.

March laughed at that. It was a nice sound, I decided. It matched his smile. Honest, but with an edge of rakishness that made me wonder what kind of trouble he could get me into.

I apparently had a thing for bad boys.

“Fine,” he conceded with amusement in his voice. He sobered again quickly. “But having it brought back into the open alerted the fallen to its presence. Fortunately, it also alerted me. It became a race to see who would get to it first.”

I nodded as I pieced timelines together in my head. “The museum only had it for a couple of weeks. It had been excavated months before but had changed hands a number of times. Everyone who had it died. Horribly.” And now it made sense why. The fallen must have caught up to them, but somehow, they had sent the diamond on before they’d been killed. Humanity stayed one step ahead out of dumb luck.

“There are things you need to know about that diamond,” he warned. “More than just what it does. The necromancer put a failsafe into The Ingress. I learned that the hard way when I tried to take it back from Sumeria.” He sighed as he rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. Strands of his drying hair fell over his hand. “If or when the diamond falls into mortal hands it can’t just be taken back. The owner must either give it willingly or be killed.” I didn’t understand the pointed look he gave me, so I cocked my head a little. “You’re the current owner of The Ingress, Brenna.”

I felt my eyes widen. “What? No, I’m not.” But even as I denied it, I knew it was true. I just didn’t want to believe it. “The museum owns it.”

March shook his head. “An institution can’t own anything. I could take it now if that were the case.” His expression was apologetic, but firm at the same time. He wasn’t going to let me have my delusion. “I’m sorry, but as soon as you took it out of the lab it technically became yours. That’s why they want to kill you.”

“Oh, come on.” I stood up from the couch but left the bag behind as I paced the small living room. My mind raced as I chewed on a thumbnail. It was a bad habit I had since childhood. Every time I got nervous or scared my fingernails paid the price. “You could have just asked me to give it to you,” I pointed out.

“I did,” he replied bluntly.

“Well, you could have told me this earlier.” I half glared at him as I paced by.

He watched me with a calm expression on his face that annoyed me for some reason.

“And you would have believed me?” He lifted from his leaning position on his knees. “Brenna, you barely believed anything I said, and you were adamant about keeping possession of the diamond. The best I could do was include you in the plan to hide it which meant giving you enough information to make that happen.”

I scoffed in outrage as I came to a stop a few feet away and glared full out this time. “That is so manipulative.”

“Demon.” He held his hands out and shrugged.

I blinked for a moment. My argument had been brought to a dead stop by that. I looked at March and didn’t know what to do. I felt helpless and alone.

March got up from the chair, a sympathetic expression on his face. The towel fell to the floor, but neither of us cared. I was so upset by all of this that his nudity didn’t exactly register in my mind. He came to stand in front of me then tipped my face up with his fingers under my chin.

“I would never hurt you, Brenna.”

He not only sounded sincere, but as if his heart were behind his words. It was the difference between a promise and a vow. This was a different March than I’d heard before. He’d never spoken to me with such earnest concern. It melted any annoyance I had with him, enough so that I lurched forward to wrap my arms around him and hug myself close.

Reason pushed itself over my panic and fear. With this new knowledge I was able to come to some solid conclusions. He could have killed me at any time. He could have left me to the wolves. He didn’t. He could have explained all of this before, but he was right. I wouldn’t have believed him. I had accepted the existence of demons, magic, and spells, but the rest of it sounded like some kind of dark fairy tale.

In the beginning he was brusque, even outright mean at times, but now he showed real concern, real fondness.

“March?” My voice was small and muffled against him.

“Yeah.”

“You’re naked.” His chuckle vibrated through his chest against my cheek. It made a smirk of amusement curl my lips. It was such a ridiculous point to make, but it seemed the only one I was capable of. When all else failed to make sense, grasp onto the ludicrous.

“So I am.”

He suddenly pulled me up into his arms, so that I was face to face with him. I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms over his shoulders. There was a remarkably interesting look on his face that sparked a familiar warmth within me.

I believed the term was lust.

This time it was me who laughed before I closed the small distance between us to press a kiss to his lips.

I had obviously forgiven him for keeping secrets. Talk about bad taste in men. I was not only falling for a demon, but one of the original fallen at that.

Oh, he was hot, like a supermodel mixed with a body builder. Shouldn’t that be expected from someone that personified temptation? But it was more than the physical. He was grouchy, impatient, demanding, independent, stubborn, but also gentle, attentive, protective.

Bonus? He seemed to think I was worth more attention than just to keep me alive. It showed in how he kissed me back. How he walked toward the bedroom with me in his arms. I knew what was about to happen: the same thing we did just a few hours ago.

I was looking forward to it. I anticipated the intimacy that would bring us closer. Maybe there was something to that whole survivalism creating strange bedfellows thing. I wasn’t going to argue with it.


ELEVEN
BRENNA


“What about Cambodia?” I asked.

We sat on the couch. March had one foot on the floor, the other spread out. I was leaned back against him and had my laptop open. We were going over some of the places I had found that might work as a location to hide The Ingress. After I had woken up from a much-needed nap after the marathon sex with March, we decided to put our focus into high gear. The sooner we agreed on a location, the sooner we could get out of here and on with other important things, like how to clear my name.

“You want to put it in Angkor Wat?” March asked.

He had his chin on my shoulder and his arms wrapped around my waist, holding me against him. It was a comfortable position, one I could get used to. I could’ve happily stayed like that until the sun burned out, but sooner or later the fallen would find us and ruin everything.

“Sure,” I said as I clicked on a link. “It has the benefit of being a place of strong faith, and lots of places to hide it in.”

March let out a sigh that contained a grumble. “I looked at that place once. The monks are adamant that they want to be left out of everything to do with us. And since they have ways to kick our asses that I don’t understand I’m not going to push it.”

I turned my head enough to look at March with an incredulous expression. “You mean there are mortals who can kick your ass?” A note of amusement colored my question.

March suddenly grabbed me by the waist and squeezed me in his arms while I let out a squeak.

“Yes, smartass. We’re not invulnerable.”

I laughed lightly then kissed his cheek in apology before I turned my attention back to our search.

“Fine. No Buddhist temples. Then how about Lapland? It’s remote, and there are a number of locations of faith scattered all over.” They varied from the old religion of the reindeer herders to modern Christianity, but all that mattered was that the faith was strong enough to work with whatever bindings and charms we used on the diamond.

“That has possibility,” March said. He pointed a finger to some links on the screen. “Bring those up.” e reached over me to get to the keyboard but I swatted at his hand.

“Stop it.” I laughed as I pushed his hand away. “What did I tell you about touching?”

March’s laugh was decidedly naughty. He pressed his mouth against my neck and made me wriggle in place.

“You told me a lot of things about touching, but I thought we were supposed to be working instead of playing.”

“You know what I mean.” I scrunched my shoulder up in an effort to get him away from my neck, but I was still laughing. It was difficult to form a stern protest when I really enjoyed what he was doing. I did manage to click on a link to locations in Lapland in an effort to get back on track. “Behave. And let me drive.” I bounced the shoulder he had his chin on which caused him to chuckle again.

I enjoyed our new closeness, the familiarity that brought about easy banter, light teasing, and casual touch. It was almost like a real relationship. I trusted him more, felt more comfortable around him. That stupid giddy feeling that came with getting to know someone better had formed within me. There was no way I could know where we would go from here or after we hid The Ingress, but for right now I was happy.

“There,” March said and pointed to a name on the screen. “That one.”

I clicked on the link to bring up the location, then read aloud. “Hitonhauta.” My pronunciation was atrocious. “Also called The Devil’s Tomb. Located in Laukaa, Finland, it is the largest gorge in the country being 30 to 40 meters wide and even 25 meters deep. It’s believed to have been created when a cast out angel hit the Earth.” I gave March a side eye, I received a bland look in return.

“Don’t believe everything you read.” He gave a derisive snort. “But that looks like a good place. Lots of little cave systems, and belief in the ridiculous would add to the protections.”

“Speaking of,” I said. We had talked so much about where. I didn’t know anything about what we were going to put it in. “You said the seals were weakened from being opened so we can’t use the original box and fabric. What are you going to put it in once we decide where to go?”

March gave a heavy sigh. “I haven’t gotten that far yet. The Earth is running low on talented mystics. I’ll probably have to do it myself, but my mystical signature would be all over it.”

“Says you,” I said then opened another search window on the laptop. “Allow me to introduce you to a great little shopping place.” It was one of my favorite places to find unusual things and custom-made items.

“Tesy?” March looked at me like I was out of my mind.

“It started out as a place to buy secondhand clothes then evolved into an online marketplace for handmade items.” I typed Seal of the Seven Archangels into the search bar and within a couple of seconds had thousands of results from rings, earrings, and other jewelry to altar cloths, and tapestries. “There. Pick something.”

March huffed in astonishment. I could tell he was impressed by his silence. Since he was being so serious, I let him operate the arrow keys so he could scroll through the site at his own pace. It allowed me to relax against him and enjoy the feel of him wrapped around me. I was the type of person who was very tactile in a relationship. I would give small touches as I walked by, steal the occasional kiss or hug. More than once I had been accused of hogging the bed or blankets for snuggling in close. I never regretted a thing.

After a few moments I thought I’d add to his options.

“If it just has to be made by someone of faith or a mystic there are all different kinds of things you could find on here. Most of them are already made. All we’d have to do is order it and have it sent wherever you want.”

“I have a number of P.O. boxes around the world, but one of them should be close to one of the sellers.” He seemed fascinated. If there wasn’t such an urgency it would’ve been fun to explore the site with him. Maybe after this was all over, we could open a bottle of wine and hide away for a week or seven, and I could show him all of the things I liked.

And not just online.

I could also ask him some of my more burning questions. One of which I wasn’t going to let wait.

“March?” I waited until he looked away from the monitor. “How come my ankle isn’t sprained anymore?”

A smug smile crossed his lips. “I healed you.”

“Healed me?” My brows lifted with my surprise. “You can heal people?” That was definitely a good thing to know.

“Ah…sort of.” He took in a deep breath then let it out slowly. It almost seemed as if he didn’t want to talk about it. “How to put this…you’ve heard of the Florence Nightingale Effect, right?”

“It’s when a caregiver like a nurse or a doctor falls in love with a patient.” Now I looked at March. My heartbeat felt like it was holding its breath waiting for what March was going to say next. I wasn’t sure I was ready for some declaration of affection. It seemed far too soon for that.

“That’s not what it was originally.” Now he really seemed reluctant. “TV shows, movies and books tweaked it to make better drama. Originally, the story went that intimacy by a caregiver with a patient that they had feelings for would cure them.”

He looked at me expectantly, waiting to see if I understood what he was saying. I didn’t at first. I had to think about it. Once it came to me, I felt like an idiot that it took me so long.

“Nu-uh!” He was obviously holding back amusement as he nodded. “You’re saying that my ankle was healed because we had sex?”

“Well…” March smirked. “The trope originated somewhere. It’s a perk of my kind.”

“You’re telling me that Florence Nightingale was a fallen?” That I did not believe for a moment, so I gave him a dry stare.

“No,” he admitted. “But she was a celestial. I don’t know how she snuck out of The Golden City to do what she did, but she did get recalled rapidly once she got caught.” He gave me a cheeky wink. “To answer for her actions.”

“Oh, come on.” I shook my head with a chuckle. There wasn’t a way for me to disprove what he’d told me, but there was no reason for him to make it up either. The truth was my ankle was healed and that happened after March and I had been intimate.

“You know what that means, right?” March asked.

“That sex with you is literally magical?” I grinned in return.

He gave a quiet huff of amusement as he picked up my hand. “It means I care about you.” His eyes locked with mine as he brought my hand to his lips.

The smile that came to my face had nothing to do with amusement this time. I knew what he was saying, and yet I found myself asking the obvious.

“Really?” I asked, excitement instead of panic filling my chest.

March chuckled again with his lips against the back of my hand. He kept hold of it and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“Yes, really.” He seemed frozen, as if he were afraid of how I would react. “Is that okay?”

I felt my smile light up my face as I touched my hand to his cheek.

“Yes, it’s fine,” I said. My voice contained a happy chuckle, then I leaned in to kiss him.

It was a gentle touch of our lips, and I could feel the difference in it from those that we exchanged when we were physical. This kiss held more of our emotions rather than an attempt to trigger desire. If I had been asked, theoretically, if a creature like a fallen angel was capable of a delicate emotion like love, I would have said no, based on what little I knew of the mythology.

Apparently, I would have been wrong.

I liked being wrong.

March broke the kiss first, but only so he could look into my eyes with a soft smile on his face. I knew how fierce his expressions could be. His actions could match them. I had seen him kill without mercy or hesitation. All of that was impressive, confident, and independent, which I respected since I valued those qualities in myself. But, it was this tenderness that he showed me that earned him back my loyalty along with my trust. I didn’t need to know that it was his emotions that healed my ankle to know that he cared. I saw it now in his eyes and in his smile. I hoped it never went away.

But the moment passed because it had to. Time continued to be against us, so March cleared his throat then looked back to the laptop.

“Show me how to pick through all these things, and we’ll place an order.”

“Sure,” I said. My voice was thick with my own emotions. I had to swallow hard to help get my focus back. “I don’t know how to tell who is real and who isn’t.”

I ticked off filters to help narrow down our search. Handmade and ready to ship brought our results down to hundreds instead of thousands. It was still a lot, but there wasn’t an option for real thing.

“I’ll know,” he said. “There will be keywords or symbols that will identify them.” I looked at him with my brows lifted. He smiled at me. “Some things never change. I may not know anyone currently working, but that’s because I didn’t need to. That doesn’t mean they don’t connect with each other. After the inquisitions they created a network with a covert way of communicating. I don’t see why that would have changed.”

I was skeptical, but it wasn’t as if I could dispute what he said. “You’ll have to tell me when you see something.” I shook my head.

“Maybe you could let me opera—”

“Not a chance.” I interrupted his suggestion with my hand over his mouth. “My laptop. I run it.” I laughed, took my hand away, then kissed him before we got back to work.

Once March had pointed out some of the symbols or words the real mystics and workers used it was easier to narrow our search. There weren’t any filters to apply, but what we needed to look for was there in the item descriptions.

Then he had to decide what would work best. Not many people used Sumerian cuneiform anymore, but he felt that Enochian, the language of the angels, would work just as well. We found a box made of live oak with containment spells in Enochian carved onto the lid that March felt confident would do the job.

He wanted one more thing like he had used with the embroidered silk. Strangely enough, there were plenty of altar clothes available with bind runes made from the Norse Elder Futhark. We thought it would fit nicely with the location we had chosen to stash The Ingress.

March muttered something about those crazy Northmen, chuckled, then instructed me to add one to our shopping cart. After I made certain he didn’t want anything else I placed the order, paid for it with a credit card that March had on hand, then instructed the sellers to ship them to a P.O. box in Indiana. When I asked why Indiana, he said it wasn’t New York.

It like as reasonable an explanation as any so I just shrugged.

“Okay,” I said as I closed my laptop then set it on the coffee table. “Two days then we can go pick up our stuff. If for some reason there’s a delay we’ll be notified by email.”

I returned to my position of leaning back against him, and he put his arms around me once more.

I could feel him brush his mouth against my hair, heard him inhale. He did that a lot now. It made me smile. He seemed to enjoy my scent as much as I liked his. I vowed that I would find the shampoo that was left here to keep the memory of this place and our time here going. Once again, I wondered if there would be a life for March and me after this. I was going to ask that very question when he spoke first.

“We’re going to have to use The Ingress twice more, you realize.” His voice was a quiet growl against my hair. “Once to get the containments and once to get us to Finland.”

“I know,” I said as I lowered my eyes.

“It’ll draw attention.” He moved so he could put his chin on my shoulder.

“I figured.” A sigh escaped me.

“We should expect a fight.”

“I know,” I responded a little too harshly.

March lifted in surprise for my outburst. “Brenna—” he began, but I cut him off.

“Look,” I started as I turned to face him. There was a bit of leg maneuvering to keep me close to him. His expression looked as if I had slapped him. “I know there’s probably going to be some epic final fight to this whole saga, and I know I’m all but useless to you there. And I also know there’s a really good chance I’m going to get seriously hurt or…uh…die.” He opened his mouth to speak, but once again I cut him off. “So I don’t need you rubbing it in, or making promises you can’t keep or—"

“Brenna.” This time he cut me off by cupping my face with his hands to make me look at him. His beautiful golden-brown eyes locked with mine, and I couldn’t help but smile when I saw the affection in them. I felt comforted even though I shouldn’t have. Nothing had changed for the outlook of my future, but those eyes made me believe it would all turn out okay.

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” he said. His voice was gentle, but with a reassurance behind it. “I can handle whatever the fallen bring us. I have for a long time. Now I have more reason to be at my best against them. I will do everything I can to keep you safe. Do you believe me?”

I looked at March’s face, searching for I didn’t know what. Hesitation? Conviction?

I did believe him. I knew he would do everything he could to keep me safe as well as see this through. What I didn’t believe was that everything would go the way we wanted. Murphy’s Law had been a very real thing for us so far. I didn’t see why that would change just because we had been intimate and had grown closer. But because he needed me to assure him that I had faith in him, I nodded.

“I believe you.”

He seemed more reassured than I was. Apparently, he needed my belief in him more than I needed to trust him. Maybe the two combined would be enough to make this work.

Him. Me. And our conviction.

Okay, so three things.

March smiled then leaned in to kiss me. It was just a quick kiss, affectionate not sensual. I liked it more than the prelude to sex. It meant more. Is this moving fast? Probably. But extreme circumstances demanded extreme actions. I wasn’t going to judge it. It felt real. That was the important thing.

Neither of us were lying about our feelings because one of us needed to be with someone or wanted something from the other person. Between my parents, and the lessons I learned about the importance of self-confidence growing up on a ranch, I never felt I needed anyone or anything to give myself value.

I was, however, going to ask about what came after.

“March,” I said as I put my hand on his cheek. “What happens after this is all over?”

I watched sadness form a shadow in his eyes. I didn’t like that. In the next moment it was gone, replaced by that stoic nothing I was used to seeing. I liked that even less. Even though he smiled, I knew it was empty. I had seen the difference. I knew what his real smile looked like. This was not it.

“What do you mean?” he asked evading the question.

My brows came down as I took my hand back. What we shared with each other had taken us far past being able to dodge around uncomfortable topics, and I was not going to let him get away with it.

“You know what I mean, March.”

He sighed as he lowered his eyes. I felt his body tense as if he wanted to get up from the couch. I was not going to move. I was not going to let him escape me. Not this time. We didn’t have much time left, and I wanted answers before everything went sideways.

I reached out to touch his face again to get him to look at me once more. I wanted to encourage him to talk to me, not force him to. We needed to discuss this because I had some very real feelings on the matter, and I wanted to know how he felt. I didn’t speak again until his eyes were on mine. My voice was even but firm, quiet and slow.

“What happens to us after we do this?”

March’s sigh seemed to deflate him, and he took my hand from his face. He kept hold of it with both of his hands, which settled down the panic I was feeling.

“Brenna...” He seemed to struggle for a moment. A kiss pressed to my fingers appeared to be more for him than me. “When this is over, I will take you back to your life in New York. I will make sure that you are cleared of suspicion, and that you get your job back. And then—”

“How?” I interrupted him from continuing to plan out my life for me, exclude me from having a choice. “You’re going to just what? Turn yourself in? Take my place in jail? And how will you get the museum to take me back? Threaten the board? And what do we tell them about the diamond? None of it will make any difference without a diamond to give the museum.”

It was his turn to frown as he gave my hand a squeeze. “I’ll figure it out. If I have to go to jail well, it wouldn’t be the first time, and there hasn’t been a prison yet that could keep me in. Whatever I have to do so you can have your life back. I want you to be happy.”

“Happy?” Now I was outraged. He physically jerked in surprise, but I still didn’t move. I was not letting him off this couch. “How could you possibly think I would be happy without you?”

“Brenna—”

“No!” I pointed at him with my free hand. “You don’t get to sit there and tell me the plan as if I were a child in a custody battle.” He tried to talk, but the look of warning I gave him shut his mouth. “This is my life and I get a say in what happens. And I say I want you in it.”

Sometime later I would be highly amused by the fact that I managed to make a fallen angel look like a chastised little boy, but not now.

The sigh he gave pissed me off more because it indicated he was going to argue with me. I was over him telling me what to do.

“I said I want you in my life. And if that means I don’t get to go back to the one I had then so be it. It is never going to be same after this anyway. Do you really think I’ll be able to work in a lab knowing what’s out there?” His frown had deepened, and he turned his face away from me. “Hey. I’m talking to you.”


TWELVE
MARCH


Brenna was absolutely stunning when she was angry, but even I knew better than to tell her that while she was berating me.

I might not have been a prime example of what a woman looks for in a man, and I was gruff by nature, but I wasn’t dumb. I let her vent her spleen on me to get it out of her system, but I was going to be firm on this. I couldn’t take her with me even if I wanted to. She would be in too much danger, too much of a liability. I would make stupid mistakes trying to protect her which would probably get us both killed or worse.

She deserved better than this life, anyway. Better than being stuck with someone like me. She would come to realize that in time, after she got back into the swing of a normal life.

I was going to tell her all of that, but then I felt it. The feeling was similar to when you realized you were no longer alone in a room, but with an edge of corruption. It would make the skin crawl on anyone else. To me it was familiar. My brethren. The fallen. It was possible that they were just working a spell that was focused on us, but I had to be sure.

I wasn’t aware of it, but my eyes took on that golden glow my kind exhibit when we flexed our powers. I extended my senses out past the cabin to search for the source of what I felt.

“I’m talking to you.”

I shushed Brenna verbally as well as lifted my hand. There. This wasn’t a spell. It was too strong, and too close. I frowned as I detangled myself from Brenna then went to beside the window. I heard her sound of protest but ignored it. I needed to focus, and not on her. My jaw clenched as I peered out from behind the tattered curtains, then my eyes confirmed what my senses had already warned.

“Shit.”

“March?” Brenna sounded scared, and I couldn’t blame her. There were three of my brethren approaching the cabin, swords drawn.

“We have to go,” I growled. “Now!”

I rushed back to Brenna then grabbed up the things I knew were important. Notes, wallet, cards. The rest could be left behind and easily replaced. It wouldn’t make up for the stores we had used, and it would definitely give away that we had been here, but none of it would point directly at us.

“What’s going on?” she asked in an anxious voice, but at least she shoved things into her bag as well.

“They found us,” I answered as I handed her the laptop. That was one thing that could not get into the any fallen hands. “Take your notes and laptop and hold the diamond.”

Brenna’s face had gone pale from fear. Her eyes were wide, and she was shaking, but she wasn’t frozen. I couldn’t help but smile with pride. That’s my girl. Her courage grew swifter than any human I had known before. I had met soldiers, warriors, hunters, and the like. They were brave because they were taught to be. This wasn’t Brenna’s life. It would be entirely understandable for her to cower. Instead, she stepped up knowing she was so far out of her element and outmatched.

Dammit, she is sexy.

There were moments that were technically just a blink of the eye but seemed to last hours. This was one of those moments. It only took seconds for us to grab up what we wanted, but they seemed to stretch into minutes as my mind came to a few conclusions.

I realized that I wasn’t just trying to stand in my brethren’s way, keep them from accomplishing their mission, I was trying to protect Brenna. I’d been doing that this whole time, but mostly because she was the owner of The Ingress. Now, after we’d had sex, I felt a connection that went deeper than any fondness. It took a mortal threat for it to appear, but now I wasn’t just protective of her, I would do anything to be by her side. Not keep her with me, keep us together. There was a difference, just a slight shift of intention, but in that moment, my mind put the pieces together.

Brenna was the key to my redemption.

I wasn’t supposed to feel that way about anyone, but especially not a mortal. Humans were forbidden, out of reach even for the angels. We were supposed to protect them, guide them, practically worship them, but never take part in anything with them. It was what had led to the war. Yet here it was. Not only did I care about Brenna, her happiness and safety, not only did I want to be part of that, I felt as if I could. That was supposed to be impossible.

I didn’t have time to explain or contemplate what any of that meant, maybe later after we’d successfully hidden The Ingress. Right now, we needed to leave. I could feel the fallen getting closer.

“You have everything?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with a nod.

I wrapped my arm around her, held her close, then put my hand over hers to activate The Ingress.
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It was much warmer when we reappeared, but that was what happened when you teleported to the Middle East from Canada. I released Brenna when she gasped and felt out with my senses as I turned in place to scan the area for any fallen that might be nearby.

We seemed to be in the clear.

“We’re at the Temple Mount,” Brenna said in hushed tone. That didn’t last long, thought. “We’re at the Temple Mount!” Now she sounded as if she accused me of something.

It was true. We stood in the courtyard of the Temple Mount with the Dome of the Rock fifty feet behind us. It was the middle of the night which meant we were alone, thankfully. It would have been a bitch to explain to the authorities why the tourists were screaming about people just appearing out of nowhere.

“This is one of the places I’m most familiar with since I had worked closely with Solomon.” As I explained my choice, I glanced to Brenna to make sure she was okay. She looked stressed out, and who wouldn’t, but she wasn’t panicked. She was, however, staring at me as if I had grown a second head. “What?”

She shook her head as she held her bag close. “Nothing. I just forgot for a moment…”

“That I’m as old as dirt?” I smirked, but the bland look she gave me told me that she was not amused. “Not funny. I know. But in this case, it worked for us. I’ve spent so much time here I didn’t have to think hard about a location. And this is a place of strong faith. It’ll take them a while to locate us.”

Brenna’s eyes lit up for a moment. “A place of faith. Can we hide the diamond here?”

It was an excellent idea, but I still had to shoot it down with a shake of my head. “Too much conflict over the location. The strife has sunk into the ground. Makes it magically unstable. It’s the only reason why I can even stand here.”

Well, that and I had worked with a man who had the place built. It hadn’t been comfortable, but since I’d had the king’s permission, I had been able to endure it. There were still enough residual energies from that time thanks to pieces of the original temple scattered all over that I was able to draw on that now.

“So now what?” Uncertainty joined fear in Brenna’s eyes, paled her face again.

I wanted to gather her into my arms, kiss her hair, and tell her everything was going to be alright. But I couldn’t lie to her like that. Not anymore.

“The containments won’t be ready for another two days.”

I ran our options over in my mind. There weren’t many, but we had a few. I didn’t like them, but they were the best we had before the Fallen found us again. They wouldn’t waste any time now, and they probably still had locator spells running, which meant we needed to make quick choices.

“We need a place of strong faith. An old place with generations of belief and ritual sunk into the foundation. An old church or something. Notre Dame would have been perfect, but the fire…” I decided to think out loud. Brenna had a quick and clever mind. If she had something to add I wanted to hear it, but she had to know which track my mind was on. “I…won’t be able to get into it. It would have wards and protections against things like me so the faithful have a safe haven. It means you’ll have to go in alone.”

I walked closer to Brenna as she stared wide eyed. Those lovely lips were parted, and I wanted to kiss them so badly. Instead, I looked down at her as I put my fingers under her chin.

“I can buy you time. Keep any of the fallen that show up busy. They won’t be able to get in either, but they’d wait for you to come back out.” I did kiss her now and could feel her calm down through the touch of our lips. I kept it brief, though. The smile I gave her when I broke it was a bit on the vicious side. “Remember. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

The smile she gave me in return was so trusting it almost hurt to see. I didn’t deserve that kind of trust from her. Or anyone, really. And yet there it was turned directly at me. I couldn’t deny that Brenna had her own mind about things. I remembered how stubborn she had gotten about being returned to her life in New York.

Was it flattering that she wanted to be with me? Hell, yes. Was it practical? Not in the least. Was I going to continue to argue with her about it? No, and for a few reasons. She wanted it, and it was getting more difficult to deny her what she wanted. If my conclusion about her being my redemption was correct, I needed her with me.

But mostly, I wanted to be with her.

“Oh!” Brenna’s face suddenly lit up as she got excited about something. “I have an idea. It’ll work.” I felt my brows lift as she bounced in place with a big grin on her face. “Egypt. The Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza.”

I didn’t follow and tilted my head. For some reason that made her laugh.

“Listen. There are hundreds if not thousands of items on display and in their inventory that all have seals and protection spells on them. Curses, too. I could put the diamond in any one of them and they’d never be released even if it were found. Someone would consider it part of the collection without so much as a second glance.” Brenna reached out to put her hand on my arm and gave me an intense look. “They still believe in the inscriptions there. There’s enough faith to protect the diamond. And with how their belief works, it would be the dead that own The Ingress. You try getting them to give it up.”

“Are you sure?” I knew I sounded hesitant. “We only have one shot at this.”

Brenna nodded. “You would even be able to get in. The curses only work if you try to take anything away so it’s perfect for this.”

I still wasn’t sold. The Egyptian magic was something I had avoided at all costs. I had never understood how it worked, but Brenna seemed confident. I was going to have to trust her this time.

“We’ll have to break in,” I said by way of letting her know I accepted her plan.

“No, we won’t,” she said as she beamed a smile up at me.

She seemed awfully proud of herself. It was adorable. Amusement filtered into my sense of urgency but didn’t override it. I watched her dig into her bag.

“The museum gave me full security access which carries over to any other museum connected to it. It’s a way for the museums to all have access to each other’s research.” She pulled out her plastic ID card, then held it up with that smug smile lighting up her face. “Which includes The Grand Egyptian Museum.”

I grinned as I hoisted Brenna off her feet and into my arms.

“That’s my girl. My clever, clever girl.”

As if pulling her into an embrace wasn’t enough to let her know that I approved, I gave her a deep and thorough kiss.

I kept her in my arms after I let her up for air. She wasn’t complaining. She just looked a little out of breath. Dazed, but pleasantly so if I judged by the look on her face.

I felt as smug as she had seemed a few moments ago for having put her in that stunned state. I only had a handful of talents, and this was one that I didn’t get to brag about very often. The last time had been before electricity. I was due a bit of pride in myself so that feeling remained as I put my hand over the diamond, flexed some power, and took us to Giza.


THIRTEEN
BRENNA


I was never going to get used to being teleported around. It didn’t seem to bother March at all, but I was always left feeling as if I’d been turned upside down and shaken. This had only been the third time, and I realized that didn’t make me an expert on the subject, but the queasiness I had made me not want to make a habit of it. For that reason alone, I was more than willing to give one hundred and ten percent effort into hiding The Ingress away.

Maybe if it hadn’t been so unpleasant, I might have picked March’s brain for how to reproduce it. It would’ve been nice to be rid of traffic jams and long flights for good. But even if it could be duplicated it came with the side effect of attracting demons. Nausea and hell beasts. No thanks.

We appeared in the main courtyard of the museum grounds. Off in the distance, the pyramids could be seen lit up in the night. The main entrance was closest, and I could see a security guard idly pacing around just inside the door. It would have been easier to gain access through an employee entrance, but I didn’t know where they were, and the place was too big to go looking for one. Time wasn’t something we had a lot of.

If the guard gave me any trouble, I still had my pepper spray. Or March could knock him out. Yeesh. I was getting a little vicious these days.

March had let me go as soon as we appeared. I placed my hand on his arm to get his attention.

“There’s a guard,” I whispered. “My ID should be enough, but with it being after hours I’ll have to come up with a story. Let me do the talking, okay?”

“Why don’t I just knock him out?” March suggested.

I gave him a bland look. “Trying to avoid damaging people, here. If I can get us in, great.” This time he gave me the look that said I should know better. I sighed. “If he starts giving us a hard time you can knock him out.” I grimaced. “Just…try not to kill him.”

“Yes, dear,” came March’s sarcastic reply. I couldn’t keep the smirk contained. March saw it and snickered. I rolled my eyes.

“Come on,” I said then walked toward the entrance.

The night was quiet which raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I lived in New York for so long now that I was used to noise all day and night. The island had no buildings, so I hadn’t expected any commotion there. That had been what I was used to on the ranch growing up. But Giza was a city. Buildings and roads were all around the museum complex, with the exception of the Nile River side. There should have been sounds of life, but it was as quiet as it had been on the island. That was absolutely unnatural as far as I was concerned. There was the occasional motorist, but they seemed far away.

It didn’t help my nerves any that March walked right next to me. He had his sword out despite our agreement not to hurt the security guard. He also had hold of my arm. It was like having my own bodyguard. My own almost seven-foot-tall bodyguard. He was pretty intimidating in stature alone, but with the sword in his hand the guard would no doubt see him as a threat. I was about to suggest that he put the sword in the sheath on his back when March pulled me to an abrupt halt.

I started to ask what was wrong, but he hushed me before I could even form a word. I felt my heart rate speed up when I noticed March’s eyes begin to give a golden glow. I figured out by now that he was using some kind of power whenever that happened.

Something had gotten his attention and not in a good way.

I stayed still and quiet as I waited for him to tell me what was going on.

Then I heard it.

And felt it and smelled it.

There was a sound similar to the pop and whoosh when you open a can of soda, only louder and faster. Five of them, actually. Accompanying the sound was the feeling of someone not just walking over your grave but holding a tailgate on it. Goosebumps went up my spine and down my arms. It made me shudder even in the heat of Egypt. Then the smell. I had thought teleporting made me nauseous. This was downright gag inducing. Nothing was worse than the smell of burnt sulfur. Brimstone. Rotten eggs. It made me cough for the want of fresh air.

But it was what had caused the assault on my senses that made my heart stop. Five of the fallen had appeared in a semi-circle behind us, right about where we had arrived. They all looked similar to March: overly tall, broad shoulders, builds like bricks, long hair of various dark colors that I couldn’t quite make out in the night, and each of them carried a sword. They wore modern day clothing. If not for their unusual height and build they might have blended in with a crowd. Until I got a look at their eyes. Unlike March, they didn’t bother to hide or dismiss the golden glow their eyes emitted. That would give them away as not human. They advanced on us quickly. Not a run, but they probably felt they had us cornered.

They weren’t entirely wrong.

“They must have picked up on the last jump,” March said in a fast, clipped tone. He pushed me behind him. “When I give you the word, you run for the door as fast as you can. I’ll hold them off.”

I had anticipated his instructions. The diamond got shoved into my bag, then the straps were hooked cross-bodied over my shoulder. My ID card was clutched firmly in my hand to get me inside, and I walked backward toward the main entrance of the museum, coincidentally away from the five fallen.

March took a few steps forward to get their attention on him instead of me. It didn’t quite work, though, since one of them let out with a roar that I felt in my bones.

There didn’t seem to be a thing about these guys that wasn’t unpleasant. That sound he made was straight out of a nightmare. Anything that looked that human shouldn’t have been able to make a sound like that. The best way I could describe it would be to take the sound of a motorcycle being revved but without a tailpipe, combined with the wail of an old air raid siren, then add a bass note so low it only registered by being felt. Fingernails down a chalkboard would’ve sounded like an aria by comparison. And now the creature that it came from ran toward me.

“Run!” came the shout from March that I had been waiting for.

I didn’t hesitate. Granted, having a giant demon dude running at me with a big sword was enough incentive to put on speed. Fortunately, March was faster than he was. He got between me and the Ffallen. Sword hit sword in a loud clash that was soon drowned out by the shouts of the rest of the fallen. My hands flew to my ears to block out the roars as best I could as I ran while March put himself into position so they would have to go through him to get to me.

I got to the main entrance and took a moment to look back. My heart sank when I saw March facing off against the five fallen on his own. He was good. I’d seen him in action with the one that had attacked me in the parking garage. But the odds were against him. I wished I had a gun. I thought of the security guard but looking to the door showed me that he’d run off. Five giant guys with swords and those hellish noises would do that to any sane person.

So, what did that say about me? Regardless, the guard and his gun were gone. I would have to trust that March would break away if it looked as if he would lose in a very permanent sense.

My hands shook as I put my ID card to the scanner next to the door. It seemed to take forever for the light to turn green. The door gave a click as it unlocked, and I didn’t waste any more time. I hauled it open then darted inside. I ran through the foyer before the door closed and locked, but my anxiety was relieved to hear that instead of a big crash of glass as a fallen burst through.

A large statue of Ramses II stood prominently in the main lobby. I felt as if it watched me as I ran past.

“Ramses, step on them for me, will ya?” I said to the statue.

I had to make the joke, or I was going to start screaming.

Now that I was away from the main fight, my instincts told me to find a deep, remote corner to hide in and stay there until this was all over. It was what I called the magic blanket defense. Every little kid believed that if you pulled your blanket up over your head the monsters couldn’t get you. I likened my urge to hide with that childish belief in the magic blanket.

Neither would work in actual practice, only there had never actually been any monsters when I was a child. There were five very real ones outside that wanted to rip my guts out. Needless to say, I kept running.

The museum wasn’t finished. There was still construction going on which meant I would have to be careful. Half-finished flooring, equipment, and power cords that were left out were just the beginning of potential obstacles that could trip me up. I would have to be mindful of my surroundings if I didn’t want this to end in a spectacularly stupid and messy way.

I had seen plans for the finished project which meant I had a general idea of where everything would be, but once inside I realized that meant little to nothing. I had to stop at the lobby’s map to figure out where I had to go, and I was fortunate that there was one. The contractors probably needed it, too.

What I was looking for wasn’t on the map, but I knew where it most likely would be. I found the best spot for what I needed then mapped my route in my head. I nodded as I chanted the turns under my breath, then took off running once more.

The lighting was minimal. Shadows cast ominous shapes and darkened corners. Being that the museum was desert-themed, the lights were a soft amber yellow which made the ambiance that much more menacing. The contractors had left some of their flood lights on which hardened the edges of the shadows, and painted alcoves pitch black. My imagination populated those places with all manner of nasties from Hell. I avoided them as much as possible even though I was almost certain there was nothing to fear.

Almost.

Why take the chance?

A grand staircase led from the main lobby up to the exhibits. It was designed so that displays that lined the walls on either side would take the visitors from modern day Cairo then progressively back in time through the ages. The bottom of the staircase was the widest point, then led upward with landings at various levels for the items that would be placed there.

Normally, I would have appreciated the design and metaphor of traveling back in time. Right now, however, there were just too many damn stairs.

The amber lights cast V shaped patterns up the walls to the glass ceiling several stories above me. Inverted pyramids of light with dark ones between. Good versus evil. The metaphors just didn’t stop.

The exhibit rooms would pick up from there at the top of the stairs. They would start from pre-history then proceed through Egypt’s history to Greco-Roman. I honestly didn’t care what point in time I picked. I just needed the right room with the right door.

I still chanted the turns to myself as I took a right into a hallway. There were no lights to guide me, but the large floor to ceiling glass windows to the right let the lights from the city paint the hallway a muted blue. From there, I could see the fight going on in the courtyard, and I slowed to get a look.

One of the fallen was motionless on the ground. He looked dead from where I was, but it was dark, and I was half a football field away. Another fallen had retreated and was holding his side. March must’ve gotten a good hit on him. That left three that March was fighting. His left arm seemed to hang strangely. I frowned as I put my hands to the glass and leaned forward as if I could get a better look.

But then I was spotted.

One of the fallen saw me at the window. His mouth opened, and I didn’t have to imagine that bone rattling roar since I could feel the vibrations of it through the glass beneath my hands. He gave March a hard shove toward his brothers then ran in my direction. At first, I wasn’t worried. I was a few levels up, but then I realized the landscaping was a slight incline from their level to high enough to make this guy a real threat. I jumped back from the window.

“Shit.”

I didn’t look to see how close he was. I just took off running down the hall and picked up my internal GPS navigation chant.

Being as familiar with museums as I was, I knew that all exhibit rooms were connected, or at least dumped you out into a lobby area shared with other rooms. I could improvise my route if necessary. I ducked into the first room on my route with that in mind just as I heard a loud crash of glass back down the hall. I squeaked in fear and definitely improvised. Anything to put walls between me and that fallen.

If I took as many random turns as I could, maybe I could lose this guy in the labyrinth that was the museum. I heard more than one voice and realized that March had come through with him.

Good. Buy me time, big guy.

The rooms were in various stages of completion. Some were finished and ready with pieces on display already. The archaeologist part of me would have liked to have stopped to admire the artifacts they had acquired. The survivalist part squashed that part thoroughly. Some rooms were in progress, while others weren’t more than studs and drywall. As I ran from room to room with thumps, crashes, growls, and worse noises chasing behind me, my logic dictated that I would find the right room from one that was in progress.

As I continued to search and stay ahead of the fight, it occurred to me that there had to be more security than just a scanner at the doors. My entrance wouldn’t have triggered them, but the broken window would definitely have tripped something. The more sensitive security systems like pressure plates in the floor, laser grids to detect movement as well as vibration monitors in the display cases wouldn’t have been installed yet or activated even if they had been set in place. The construction would break them too easily.

There was no doubt in my mind that silent alarms were going off in some police station, and all of this was being recorded by cameras. It would make great viewing, and probably give the authorities migraines for days. If we’d have had time to plan, we would have been able to get around that. No use for that now. They would be able to identify me easily through the use of my ID card then visual confirmation. No way I could either go back to a real life or continue my pursuit in a career in Archaeogemology. I had just solidified their suspicions that I was a thief. March wouldn’t be able to argue this time unless he wanted to send me straight to jail. No matter what, we now had the arrival of Egyptian authorities to keep in mind, too.

This just got better and better, and I felt as if my luck was running out.

It seemed as if I had run through the entire museum before I found what I was looking for. The sounds of fighting were a bit more distant which was a huge relief. I just hoped they hadn’t broken too many relics.

The room was partially complete with a few items already on display. I recognized a gold vulture pectoral as the one found in the Valley of the Kings KV55 from the 18th Dynasty. Before I realized what I was doing, I had slowed down to take a look. It was only for a moment before I chastised myself.

“Not now.”

Against a wall in the back of the exhibit room was a door with a plaque on it that read STAFF ONLY in four different languages, English being one of them, fortunately. Elation shot through me as I ran through the room. Before I reached the door, I had my ID card out and aimed for the security pad next to the knob. I let out with a quiet cheer when the light turned green then I hauled the door open.

After I ran through, I pulled the door shut instead of waiting for it to close on its own. Hopefully, none of the fallen saw which way I went. If they still had to spend time looking for me that was more time I had to do what I had to.

I found myself in an access hallway. Security lights gave it a Stephen King look, as if it stretched out longer than it was. At any moment, I expected zombies or other monsters to lurch out of the doors that were on either side.

I gave a small whimper as I started down the hallway at a jog. I didn’t want to run right past what I was looking for, have to double back, and then potentially run right into a fallen.

Here was where my luck ran out. None of the doors were marked to identify what was behind them. I would have to open them one by one, as I came to them.

The first one was a janitor’s closet. Not what I was looking for. The next was an office. So were the next three I came to. Another was an office supply closet, then another a supply closet for the exhibition room containing clear acrylic stands, blank plaques for engraving information, things like that.

I was getting frustrated, and words that would have made my mother gasp in indignation fell from my mouth. The next door I came to had another security pad next to it.

“Finally,” I said in a harsh whisper. My ID card was placed to the pad, the green light came on then I was through the door.

Here was another hallway, but this one was more clinical. Clean tiles made up the floor and the walls were hard laminate. Long fluorescent bulbs lined the ceiling, and only every third set was lit, probably to save energy and money after hours. These offices that I found had windows with chicken wire in them. All of them were dark, but they were not what I was looking for anyway. I ran right past them. The final door I wanted was at the end of the hall where one last security pad waited for me. I ran toward it and felt like I was in one of those dreams where no matter how hard you tried to run, all you did was slow down and go nowhere. It wasn’t true, but my sense of urgency wasn’t satisfied.

When I finally reached the door, I repeated the whole process with my card, then tugged on the door before the light even turned green.

“C’mon. C’mon. C’mon!” The lock clicked open, I yanked on the door and got through, but before I could shut it, I heard something excessively big and very solid slam into the door.

I paused in fear and shock. The door was struck again, and this time cracks formed. The next hit would break it apart. That came just as I slammed my door. I knew it wasn’t March. He would have called out to me. One of the fallen must have gotten away from the fight to find me.

That or something had incapacitated March, which was something I really didn’t want to consider. If he was out of this, I was doomed. Even if I managed to hide The Ingress securely, there was no doubt in my mind the fallen would kill me anyway.

They seemed just that stupid.

If they were smart, they’d keep me alive, torture and/or threaten me to force me to reveal the location, and give it to them. I was glad they were stupid. A quick death would be better, in my opinion.

The fact that my life had come to making these kinds of decisions was a horrible reality.

I turned with relief to find myself in a storage room for the antiquities. All of the items in the room were already cleaned, preserved, identified, and tagged, waiting to be put on display in the appropriate exhibit. In this case, they were all in the 18th Dynasty. There were at least a dozen rows of shelving, six on each side, most of them held items ranging from vases to larger items like chairs, and even pieces of a chariot. Any jewelry would’ve been locked away in a safe somewhere. But there were specific items I was looking for, and I had no doubt I would find them.

I rushed along the shelves and located them just as the first heavy crash hit the door. It took a little work to accomplish my mission, and just as the fallen broke through the door I had come back out from between the shelving.

I took one look then screamed. I had expected to see a large, angry man with a sword. Instead, what stood menacingly before me was well over seven feet tall and nothing like a man. It still bore a humanoid form, but that was where the similarities stopped. Instead of feet, it had cloven hooves that left dents and cracks in the tile floor. Tufts of wiry hair emerged from the knobby knuckles above the chipped and ridged hooves. The legs had reversed knees above which more of that course hair grew thicker. Its thighs held the girth of tree trunks with powerful muscles beneath the hair-covered, almost black skin. It looked weathered and dry, as if one wrong move would make it crack and bleed, but its hide just moved with each step.

It must have ripped or shed its clothing when it transformed because it was nude. However, there was no genitalia to be seen. Its groin was smooth and led to its abdomen muscles which were so solid they seemed artificial. Its chest and shoulders showed the threading of the muscles, and it’s arms bulged grossly. The creature’s joints were bulbous on the elbows and wrists. Instead of hands, it had claws and talons like a great bird of prey. It shouldn’t have worked with the rest of the anatomy, but I was far beyond trying to puzzle it out.

The worst was its head and face. The creature’s broad skull resembled a large steer, complete with spiraled horns protruding backward. But its face was the worst. Its eyes swelled out from the sockets; whites showed around human looking eyes that glowed that golden amber light. Nostrils that would be the envy of any gargoyle flared with each breath and dripped a slime down around a grotesque mouth. Its lips seemed too large and flapped loosely around broken teeth that were stained brick red, from what source I did not want to know. Finally, a long, narrow tongue lolled out of its mouth to wag around in a vulgar manner.

All in all, it was a sight that would haunt me for the rest of my life. But as if that weren’t bad enough, along with it came a stench of burnt sulfur. The smell emanated from its body, and with each exhale, rotting meat joined it.

Its very existence seemed to assault all of the senses, including what the mystics would call the spirit, because the feel of absolute evil filled the storeroom. Take every phobia there is, blend them together then experience them all at the same time, and that was what being in this thing’s presence was like. I had no idea how I wasn’t reduced to babbling insanity in a corner. Somehow my wits held on by a thread.

The fallen must have picked up on my fear. It grinned as it let out a sound that was its version of an amused chuckle. It sounded more like a bad starter in a 1972 Oldsmobile. As it took a large step in my direction, I backed up to between two rows of shelving.

“Do you like what you see?” Its voice gave it the complete demonic package. Deep, stone grinding and slithery.

Ick.

“This is what you laid with.” Its eyes closed and its nostrils flared as it took a deep inhale. “I can smell him on you.” A hum seemed to come from it as its talons raked over its chest and abdomen. “And you seemed like such a good little girl. What a pleasant surprise.”

I kept walking backward. All that seemed to do was encourage the fallen to follow after me. It was too big to fit between the shelving, but it also blocked the only escape route I had. This was all kinds of fucked, and not just because of what it said.

It stretched out an arm, claw up as if it beckoned for me. “Be a good girl, now. Give me The Ingress, and perhaps I will give you better than what he did.” It flicked the tip of its tongue in rapid movements.

“Okay, ew,” I said. “Do you practice that in the mirror or is dorky frat boy just your nature?”

I couldn’t help it. It just came out. Provoking demons who wanted to eviscerate me seemed to be part of my nature.

Self-preservation apparently wasn’t.

And since it had stopped, I had, too. My hands were placed on the shelves on either side of me as if to keep me steady on my feet.

Evidently, it didn’t like being taunted. It let out with a lesser version of the growl I heard outside.

“Enough games. Give me The Ingress. Now,” It snapped.

“I don’t have it.” A smug grin formed on my face. It was true. I didn’t own it anymore, and it definitely wasn’t in my possession.

“Lies.” it roared as it gripped the shelving I stood between with its claws. “I’ll tear you apart piece by piece until I find it.”

“Be my guest.” I shouted back.

My hands clapped to my ears as the fallen let out a roar at full blast. Items on the shelves rattled from the volume and echo. I couldn’t be sure, but I might have screamed, not that it could be heard. One claw shoved the shelving it held so it could make a grab for me with the other. A few artifacts fell from the hard jostling which almost made me cry when I heard them hit the floor and shatter. I wasn’t out of reach, but the rest of my plan kicked in, much to my relief. If I had been wrong…well, at least I wouldn’t have lived to see humanity’s fall because of my mistake.

A low hum grew louder, enough to drown out what remained of the fallen’s roar. Among the shelves directly around me cartouches and hieroglyphs glowed a pure white-blue light. Canopic jars, magic bricks that were used in burial chambers to protect the dead, remnants of papyrus scrolls, carved stone tablets, and anything else that was inscribed with spells of protection ignited with that light in response to the fallen’s action and intention.

It was the fallen’s turn to scream in fear this time. That sound was just as hideous as anything else that came from it. High pitched and screeching, it was in response to its claw bursting into flames. The relics protected their own, and The Ingress was now part of that since I had placed it in one of the canopic jars. Those curses that science scoffed at became very real and skewed to the scale of force. Whereas when humans removed the items from the burial sites they died of disease or some mysterious reason, a fallen was a bigger threat. It required a bigger show of power to dissuade it.

Its claw and forearm were ablaze and turned to ash. Its shriek of pain just continued as it foolishly didn’t move. Not at first. But when the fire ate its way up the arm, the fallen thrashed it around as it backed away. The further it got from the jar that contained The Ingress, the more the fire diminished, and my fear made an appearance.

So long as I stayed near the jar, I should’ve been fine, but all it would take is for the fallen to knock the shelving down, and it could get at me. There was a real doubt that I could make it to the door before that, but at least The Ingress would be out of its reach, even if the jar broke. It belonged to the ancient Egyptians now, and they did not give up their prizes easily.

The fallen’s arm ended in nothing but a charred stump that still smoked. Chunks of burnt flesh and a black ooze that must have been its blood dripped and fell. Wherever the excretion hit the floor there was a slight hiss as it scorched the tile.

I really didn’t want to see what it would do to my skin.

It snarled at me, bared chipped and stained teeth. So much for its offer of pleasure beyond belief. All I could do was stare until it jerked its damaged arm to send some of that discharge at me. I shrieked as I ducked and raised my arms to protect my face. It missed this time, but I was a sitting target, and the fallen knew it.

I backed up as far as I could until I hit the wall. I peeked out between my arms to see the fallen down at the end of the row. It grasped hold of the shelving again and was prepared to toss it aside like so much trash when suddenly its growl got cut off. Its back arched its shoulders back as a sword protruded through the front of its chest. More of that black blood splattered around, but any that got close to the items with the glowing hieroglyphs burned like shooting stars before it could strike them.

The fallen let out with a sick gurgle before it too burst into flames. I had to cover my face with my arms once more to keep the heat from singeing my skin, but I peeked between them to watch as the fallen dwindled to dust and ash that blew away in an invisible wind then dissipated into nothing. With the threat gone, the white-blue light dimmed slowly to nothing.

What remained was the owner of the sword that had eliminated the Fallen.

“March.”

I had never been so relieved to see anyone before. I ran forward then leaped for him before I had even reached him. Whether he caught me or not, my arms wrapped around his shoulders, but I was glad to feel his arm hold me close. My heart pounded almost painfully against my chest and I felt my breath sob out of me. I shook, which made him hold me tighter. All of my fear, the tension from the life-or-death situation flooded through me for a much-needed outlet. Only belatedly did I wonder if we were still in danger.

I pulled my head out to look at him. My cheeks were wet, and I couldn’t remember when I had started to cry.

March looked tired, angry, and worried.

“Is it over?” I asked in a tone that begged him to confirm that we were safe, finally.

He nodded then gave me a weary smile. “They’re dead.” He sounded as tired as he looked. I hugged him again as yet another sob escaped me. His arm tightened around me once more. “Sorry it took a while for me to get here. I…got lost.”

That was the most ridiculous thing I had ever heard. I pulled my head back out to look at him for a long moment then burst out laughing. Laughter took me so much that I had to put my forehead down on his shoulder.

“Hey.” His indignation only made it worse, but my amusement was catching, apparently, since he laughed along with me. “Stop laughing at me. This place is huge, and I didn’t see which way that bastard had gone.

All I could do was shake my head for a few moments before I could get my amusement under control. When I brought my head up again, I was crying for a whole different reason.

“Should I have left a trail of breadcrumbs?”

“Oh, you’re a riot,” he said. That fondness he saved for me entered his eyes just before he kissed me. There was a desperation to it, but it was so gentle and tender that it made my heart thud again. It didn’t last for long, but I would say that it was the best kiss I had gotten from him yet. “I’m glad you’re okay.” He smiled at me then lowered me to my feet.

Once I was on the floor again, I realized he’d been holding me with the arm that held his sword. That confused me for a moment, until I looked at his left arm and saw his sleeve stained with blood. Human-looking blood, not that black globby stuff the fallen bleed.

There was far more of it than I cared for. That was when I explored visually and with my fingers for how many other injuries he had.

“Whoa. Brenna.” March flinched away from my hands as an amused laugh came from him. “Ow. Stop. I’m fine. Hey.” He backed away a little and laughed more. “That tickled. Stop it.”

I planted my hands on my hips and gave him a stern look. “Maybe if you’d hold still, you big baby, I wouldn’t be so rough.”

One brow arched upward, and I hoped my expression looked something close to the look my mother would give us when we’d gotten in trouble. I knew I wasn’t particularly good at chastising. Someone once told me I wouldn’t intimidate a mouse. Judging by the smile on March’s face, I still didn’t.

“I’m fine,” he insisted as he expertly slid his sword into the sheath on his back. “Look.” He lifted the hem of his shirt to show off a slice on his left side which explained why he hadn’t been using that arm. I stepped forward to get a good look at it and realized that it was in the process of healing. The amount of blood that stained his shirt indicated that it had been pretty deep. The pale edges of the gash where it had already healed showed how long it had been. What hadn’t completely healed was closed. The skin around it was still a lurid red, but nothing was seeping, and it wasn’t hot to the touch. I had to be satisfied with that.

I sighed as I straightened up. “Fast healer, huh?” I let out with an amused but derisive snort when he just shrugged. “Alright, fine.” A smile formed on my face as I felt myself relax off my guard even more. “I’m just glad you’re in one piece.”

“We do need to go,” March said. A note of urgency had returned to his tone, but it wasn’t the same as when danger was nearby. His attention turned to the doorway that led back to the access hall. “I heard sirens earlier. The trail of dead fallen should slow them down some, but we need to be gone before they work their way through the museum.”

I bit my lip as I nodded. I was an international jewel thief now. Getting arrested was not something I wanted to happen. “There will be an employee entrance around here. We can use that, but there’s no guarantee we won’t walk out into a group of cops.”

March looked back to me as he shook his head. “They’ll have everything they have out front or inside. They’re looking for—”

“Me,” I interjected.

March sighed. “Regretfully, yes. But they’ll also be looking for me. Sorry, love, but there is no way you could kill those guys, and I’ll be on camera, too.”

Love? He called me love.

He might not have meant it in the big L kind of way, but it was definitely a term of endearment. I smiled as I looked up at him, but a giggle escaped me as he looked a little uncomfortable and rolled his eyes.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said as I reached out to take his hand in mine.


FOURTEEN
MARCH


We sat in an old local café in Cairo. I knew the family that owned it for generations. They knew what I was, but their outlook on demons was vastly different from most other people’s. I did them some favors over the years, and they gave me safe haven from time to time. I didn’t know what they thought of me bringing Brenna in with me this time, but they hadn’t asked any questions.

The matron of the house took her aside to get her cleaned up, and into different clothes. I never liked burkas but, in this instance, it served to hide Brenna’s identity. She didn’t seem to mind so I didn’t say anything.

She sat at a table with one of the owner’s daughters. They were around the same age. The daughter spoke English, so they were chatting away quietly over a cup of the rocket fuel that passed for coffee in Egypt. I hated the fact that Brenna was a wanted person. Since the crime was now international, her face would be with every agency in the world, and some of them were a lot less scrupulous than others. I wanted her cleared, but that was going to be impossible without a black diamond to hand over. The best I could do would be the solution I was talking about with the owner of the café.

We came to an agreement. I nodded as I thanked him. We shook hands then I went to join Brenna at the table. The daughter gave me a smile, wished Brenna well then excused herself to go back to work.

“Making friends?” I asked her as I poured myself a cup of coffee.

“Jomana is sweet,” Brenna said with a smile. Inside, she didn’t need to wear the veil part of the burka. I liked seeing her face. “She wants to work in the museum when it’s finished. I gave her some tips.”

It was good to see Brenna rested and relaxed. This was a part of her I hadn’t actually seen yet. Her beauty was magnified without stress pinching the corners of her eyes. I also found it amazing that she could be this calm while being a wanted criminal. Maybe a life with me wouldn’t be such a bad thing. I had to admit, I wanted her by my side, but there were things she needed to know.

First things first, though.

“Jabari has a plan,” I said after I took a sip of coffee. Bitter. Not my favorite, but it was polite to drink it as a guest. “Some people he knows owe him some favors. He’s going to cash them in on our account.” More for Brenna, really, but Jabari owed me, too. “Are you absolutely certain that—”

She cut me off. I knew she would.

“Yep.” Her tone said she was tired of repeating herself. “Don’t care. Continue.” There was a spark in her eyes. She was amused.

Stubborn woman.

I sighed, but I couldn’t help but smile in return. I was glad she was sure about this. “Fine,” I said then rolled my eyes. “At this time tomorrow you will be declared dead. They’ll need you to give a dental impression.” I chuckled as she made a face.

“Those things taste like crap.” She accompanied her complaint by sticking her tongue out, and I laughed again.

“Maybe, but necessary crap.” I reached out to put my hand over hers on the mosaic decorated tabletop. “You’ll be supplied with a new identity including paperwork.” She smiled as she looked at our hands then turned her own over so she could give mine a squeeze. “You’ll be able to do whatever you want.”

“I told you—” she began but this time I cut her off.

“You want to stay with me.” I lifted her hand so I could place a kiss to her fingers. “Brenna, I want you to stay with me. We make a good team, and I can teach you things to help you protect yourself. We’re probably public enemy number one in Hell right now. They will come after us.”

After they get done licking their wounds and answering to the boss for not getting The Ingress, that is. The diamond was out of their reach completely, now. They screwed up, and they were going to have to account for that.

“There’s more, though.” Brenna gave me a worried look, but I kissed her hand again in an attempt to calm her. “Remember when I told you I was trying to earn my way back into the Dominion?” Now she looked puzzled as she nodded. “Something changed to make me believe that might be possible.”

I set my coffee down as I considered, not for the first time, how to explain this so she could understand. She must have seen my hesitation because she put her hand to my cheek to encourage me to look at her. I didn’t fight her touch. I turned my attention to her to see her gentle smile. There was more there to see than just those beautiful lips. She trusted me. Believed in me. Seeing all that in her face put me at ease.

“You, Brenna.” I put my fingers under her chin. “I don’t know what it is, but I have a connection with you. I can feel you.” I tapped my chest. “In here. I want to protect you. I want to keep you all to myself. I was able to find you in the museum because I followed that connection.”

Her brows came down as she shook her head a little. “I don’t understand.”

I knew I wasn’t making myself clear. I was going to have to just spit it out.

“The fallen aren’t capable of love, but I am.” I looked her right in the eyes. “I do. I love you, Brenna. I don’t know how it happened, or when, but it’s true. It’s the first step in my redemption, and if you can inspire that in me then there’s hope that I can achieve total deliverance.”

I was practically holding my breath as I waited to hear how she responded. For all that mortals’ lives were brief by comparison, they preferred to take their time when it came to love. As if they had all the time in the world to share or find it. If they knew the truth, they would experience love every chance they got.

It was a rare thing that only they could have outside of angelic celestials. It had been God’s gift to them along with free will. And yet, they seemed to take it for granted all the time, as if it would always be there.

I supposed, for them, that was true. Everyone, even the loneliest of hermits, had love in some form or another. Humans didn’t realize how unique it was. How could they, really? They weren’t even aware of how many types of beings were out there, and that none of them could experience love like they could. So, they waited. Held onto their love for who they felt was worth it. I wasn’t asking for hers. That would be for her to decide. I simply wanted her to accept mine.

Brenna leaned toward me to press a kiss to my cheek. She had to stand up a bit from her chair to reach it.

“I love you, too,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone, then plopped back down in her chair.

I blinked. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.” Brenna picked up her coffee for a drink. She regarded me over the rim of her cup. I stared back at her. “What?”

I chuckled a little as I shook my head. “You’re weird.”

“Pot and kettle, darling.”


AFTERWORD
MARCH


Four months later found Brenna and me in Austria. We traveled from one place to another at her insistence. She hadn’t ever been out of the states and wanted to see as much as she could. That worked out fine since I wanted to avoid the U.S. for a while.

Brenna’s “death” was still fresh on the news, but the focus was more on the loss of the Black Orlov. The Metropolitan Museum of Art put up a substantial reward for the return of the black diamond, no questions asked. They only wanted the significant find back.

If the curators of the Grand Egyptian Museum found it among their antiquities they would never let on, not since it would have been found in a canopic jar of one of their most famous pharaohs. The diamond would be safely kept away from Hellish hands.

So, I indulged Brenna’s wish to travel. I had the means. Over the centuries I acquired and hoarded wealth in various forms. Once society worldwide changed from barter to payment it became necessary whenever I needed to move around.

I could teleport, but that would mean using my court in Hell as a steppingstone. No, thanks. And definitely not now. I would never take Brenna anywhere near there. And credit cards were far easier to obtain and use. It was easy enough to access corporate accounts if you knew the right people, and I did.

Currently, Apple was paying for our rental cabin with all the amenities.

We bounced around from one place to the next, wherever Brenna’s whim would take us.

It was getting close to Christmas, and she wanted to celebrate the holiday in a real, old world village. Or in this case, a cabin near a real, old world village. I had insisted on solitude for a variety of reasons. I hated crowds, but mostly it was because I wanted to spend time alone with her. In that, I got my way.

Yes, I was smug about it.

That morning she was sitting on the balcony watching the snow fall. There had already been a layer on the ground since winter started early in the mountains, but she loved to watch it. She had told me autumn and winter were her favorite seasons. If I had to grab the sky and shake it like a snow globe Brenna would have a white Christmas.

She was wrapped up in a thick quilt, but I brought her another blanket anyway. I didn’t feel the cold, but I knew she would. It had become a running joke between us that I was convinced she was always freezing. I also brought out a pot of fresh coffee. She already had a mug and all the sugar she could handle. I liked mine black, so I was all set.

I set the pot down on the table between our chairs then kissed her cheek as I tucked the blanket around her. She laughed. I grinned.

“Good morning,” I said as I took a seat. “Safe to assume you’ll want to go to town for the first day of their Christmas market?”

“Yes.” Brenna’s eyes lit up with excitement. “I want to get decorations. A tree. Garland. Lights. Everything to turn this place into a winter wonderland!”

I grumbled a little then mumbled into my coffee cup. “It’s going to look like Santa threw up.”

“What was that?” She gave me a suspicious look. I smiled in return.

“Nothing.” A quiet chuckle followed as I took a drink. “Good thing we have a Land Rover.” Also rented. “This looks like it’ll last for a while, and those roads aren’t fun normally.”

There were a few moments of silence as we enjoyed our coffee and watched the snow. “Is it weird that you’ll be celebrating Christmas?” she asked. Brenna did this from time to time. Some question would come to mind, and she’d just blurt it out. Regardless of where we were or what we were doing. Sometimes that became very inconvenient.

“No,” I answered. I tried before to give succinct answers and had learned my lesson. Brenna would just follow up with more questions until she was satisfied. It was easier to just volunteer more details. “No more than it would be to celebrate Hannukah, or Kwanza, or Yule. It is what it is. I never celebrated before so this should be fun.” That made her smile, and I hoped that ended her questions about religious holidays.

“Will you show me your true form?”

That caught me off guard and I choked on my coffee. I had to set the cup on the table and stand up as I coughed. A glance her way showed that she was waiting patiently and drinking her coffee. Minx. She did that on purpose. It was a new tactic to get information from me. One I would have to be on the lookout for. Not that I wanted to keep anything from Brenna. I just liked breathing.

“Brenna…” I coughed a final, few times. “What do you think I normally look like?” I was interested in where this line of questioning came from.

“Well,” she began as she looked up at me with innocent curiosity on her face. “The Goetia said you look like a wolf with griffon wings, but that fallen in the storage room said you looked like him.”

My brows shot straight up. I hadn’t known that the fallen had spoken to her. Now I wanted to know everything he’d said then kill him all over again for speaking to her. That was pointless right now. It seemed I had to set a few things straight.

“Okay, first?” I began with a grimace of a smile tightening my lips. “The author of the Goetia lost a bet with a high ranking fallen. The book was dictated to him and was embellished to a ridiculous degree. There’re more lies than truth in there so don’t pay any attention to it. Please.”

I gave a heavy sigh as I crossed my arms and leaned against the railing of the balcony. I would have liked to have sat back down, but I felt that I should let her see all of me as I answered her questions. “This is my true form. Mostly. I do have wings, but they’re pretty much useless and can’t be seen except in shadow.” I wrinkled my nose as I frowned. “The wolf thing is a dumb joke. So, whatever that fallen told you? A lie. That form you saw was his true form. Not mine or anyone else’s.”

Brenna listened attentively, and I could imagine her writing notes in her mind. She tilted her head as I explained. That was one thing I loved about her. She thought everything through. I supposed it was the scientist in her.

“I saw them, you know,” she finally said. “Your wings. Back in Canada when you fought off the wolves. I saw them for just a moment.” A smile graced her face. “They were beautiful. I wish I could see them all the time.”

Relieved, I smiled in return then retook my seat. “I wish I could show you all the time if you like them that much.” But my smile didn’t remain. “After I fell with the others, I lost the use of them. I can’t do anything with them. I feel lucky they’re even just shadows.”

Brenna reached over to place her hand on my arm and offered me one of those sweet smiles that never failed to turn me into mush.

“Maybe they’ll come back,” she suggested. “You know. That redemption thing we’re working on. Maybe they’ll come back as that continues.”

I couldn’t allow myself to hope for that. The loss of my wings was one of the things that made me regret the side that I had chosen in the war. But all of the decisions I had made over the course of millenniums led me to her. I couldn’t regret any of them if it meant never meeting Brenna. Besides, I liked to think I was doing some good in the world of mortals, protecting them from Hell’s machinations.

She meant well so I gave her a smile as I reached over in a silent bid to take her hand.

“Maybe,” I said as she took my hand. It was a pleasant moment of peace we’d found here. I wanted to hold onto it for as long as possible. For her sake. We would stay here for the holidays, then figure out where to go next. Maybe Monaco. I thought she’d like it there.

“So what do you want for Christmas?” She’d told me what she wanted to buy. Deck the halls within an inch of their lives. But she hadn’t told me what she’d like as a gift. I looked over to her expectantly.

She took a long drink of her coffee then turned an innocent looking smile to me. “Jewelry.”


EPILOGUE
DUKE VALEFAR


It wasn’t the first time I’d been summoned into a king’s presence. As a Duke of Hell, I got called into a court whenever one of their majesties got a bur stuck in their ass. Then it was up to whichever one of us got summoned to fix whatever put their nose out of joint. Their majesties couldn’t be bothered to get off their collective thrones to do their own dirty work, and Lucifer help us if things didn’t turn out the way they wanted. It was always our fault. Our failure. Our punishment. Fuckers.

This was how hierarchy worked in Hell, and apparently my number came up.

The Infernal landscape was fluid. It changed for an endless list of reasons. Who was looking at it. What mood the ruler of the plot was in. The current era. Someone sneezed. Pick one.

If you observed the landscape, you could get an idea of the general atmosphere of the territory, but you couldn’t trust it. The influence should never be assumed. As I appeared on the flagstones outside King Purson’s place, I noted that his mood had definitely colored the territory. Why that was remained to be seen, and no doubt I would find out soon enough.

Mortals loved their metaphors. Whenever there was a bad storm they liked to say that the sky was boiling. It was meant to describe the activity of the clouds. Looking up at the sky over Purson’s corner of Hell, the sky was boiling. The atmosphere was hot enough to burn up there. It made the clouds roil so that it did, in fact, look like a pot of boiling sludge.

There was no precipitation. It wasn’t that kind of storm. That was what let me know that it was a reaction to Purson’s temper tantrum and not just a whim. Lightning danced through the pea-green and gray clouds then leapt out to strike within the forest that surrounded the battlements. Little fires broke out because of it, but instead of the crackle of flames that would be the typical result in the mortal realm, what was heard here were the shrieks of the damned souls that made up the trees. The fire, smoke and smell didn’t last. The souls regenerated so they could be struck again. And again. Business as usual. This didn’t bode well for me, and I sighed as I made my way up the flagstones to the gatehouse of the fortress.

Members of Purson’s demonic legions lined the jagged stone walkway that led from the gatehouse to the main building. Nothing but humanoid shaped beasts without a single intelligent thought in their collective, ugly heads. I ignored them as the underlings they were. I had to, or they’d smell weakness. I wasn’t worried that they’d attack me. That would get Purson in trouble. I outranked the bastards and for them to lift a finger against me without direct orders would cause political unrest.

Yes, there were politics in Hell.

Weakness would be whispered into Purson’s ear and then everything would go to shit. I’d have to worry about invasion, displays of strength, blah, blah, blah. So, to keep from having to deal with an annoying instigation, I ignored their slobbering snarls. Even if it was tempting to tear the head off one of them and toss it at Purson’s feet.

I knew the way to his majesty’s court room. Because, of course he wanted me to come to court. He had to keep up an appearance of rank and strength by making me kneel at his stupid throne in front of whatever courtiers would be present, trying to gain his favor. It wasn’t like I didn’t do the same thing in my territory, but at least I didn’t have a massive, ostentatious display of rank like this piece of shit castle.

Rumor had it that each stone contained a soul that Purson himself collected. I doubted that.

More of his legions stood guard at various points on the way to court. I ignored them, too. This whole thing made me wary which pissed me off. I wanted to get this over with and go about my business.

I could move fast if I wanted to, and I wanted to.

I reached the courtroom in record time and didn’t wait to be announced. Everyone knew I had arrived by now anyway, but a mock-surprise hush fell among the attendees as I pushed through the crowd. I thought I recognized a few faces but since machinations were as common in Hell as flies on shit, I didn’t bother trying to figure out why they were here.

When I reached the very edge of what was an acceptable distance nearest the throne, I dropped to one knee, but I did not lower my eyes. I had my own rank which allowed me this little bit of defiance. It was satisfying to hear the mutterings ripple through the infernal crowd behind me as I looked up at the great King Purson on his throne. I was reminded of a mortal film that opened with some barbarian king on a stone throne, except this king lacked the physical bulk.

Purson was thinner, more wiry and nervous. He kept his thin, dark hair longer than most of us and in a single braid that he had pulled over his shoulder to pool in his lap. The braid didn’t help it look any thicker. It just made it look ready to fall off from the first stiff breeze. Skeletal fingers twitched and drummed on the arm of the chair of bones that was much too big for his frame. His amber glowing eyes were little more than pinholes in a pinched, pale face, and they constantly shifted from side to side as if he expected an attack at any moment.

I had to give him this much, he had every right to be nervous. Part of Purson’s power was being able to see into the past, present, and future. If I could see who would be coming for me, I’d be a little twitchy too.

“Duke Valefar.” Purson’s voice matched the rest of him.

There was nothing commanding about his lispy hiss. It was everything I could do to keep from laughing. Then the bastard kept talking without giving me permission to stand up.

“It has come to our attention that you possess certain talents that we find desirable.”

Ah, the royal We. Arrogant prick.

“What talents are those?” I had to respond, but I wasn’t going to just hand anything over to him. I had a lot of talents. Which one he wanted would tell me a lot about what he wanted from me…and whether or not I could refuse.

Purson’s fingers drummed on the arm of his chair. “We have heard that you hold a special rapport with the thieves of the mortal world,” he hissed at me. His patience must have been running thin, but why?

“Ah, yes,” I answered. I allowed a proud if vicious smile to pull my lips to one side. The mortals he mentioned did fall into my expertise. They were fun little pawns of chaos. If Purson wanted them he would definitely have to go through me. I wouldn’t let anyone touch them for any reason. They were too useful. “What do you want with my thieves, great king?”

“The Crown Jewels.”

All amusement and sarcasm I had disappeared with those words. He was mad! Even for Hell! It wouldn’t be the first time a sovereign became unfit to rule. They were normally dethroned by their own legions. After that, any number of things could happen. Purson didn’t seem that far gone, however. Just deluded.

“Assuming that you’re referring to the Infernal Crown Jewels—”

“Of course, I am!” Purson’s whiny voice suddenly became sharp and loud.

I flinched. I was not normally so easily spooked, but I was on my own here. I hadn’t brought an escort. Stupid. I hadn’t been instructed not to. I just hadn’t thought I’d need them. My mistake. This meeting had gone from annoying to potentially dangerous. I needed to take this more seriously.

“The Infernal Crown Jewels—” the king continued—“have been in the hands of the mortals long enough.”

I silently asked if I could stand, and fortunately received a nod from my host. It would have sucked to have to remain with a knee on the rough stone floor while we had this conversation. I cleared my throat as I stood up then put my hands behind my back.

“We’ve always known that the thirteen stones were on Earth,” I said in a calm tone. Only one of us should be manic at a time, in my opinion. “We even know where some of them are, but attempts have been made to retrieve them before. Sometimes they work. Most times they don’t.”

I never understood why the stones were created in the first place, but since I hadn’t been involved in commissioning them, I didn’t think I’d ever know. Whatever the reason, at various points in time, thirteen gemstones had been created in Hell. Each one did something different. Each one had been lost somehow to the mortal realm. And every so often, someone got it into their heads to try to get one or more back into infernal hands.

I understood why. Possessing just one of the stones would give a sovereign more power. But no one had ever gotten one back, or at least not for very long. It was a waste of time as far as I was concerned.

I had no interest in helping Purson.

“One was recently located. They went after it. Now it’s lost to us. Permanently.” Purson shifted on his throne as he let that sink in. My reaction was exactly what he no doubt expected. I was surprised then intrigued. Never had we lost a stone permanently. It wasn’t supposed to be possible. Now that he really had my attention he continued.

“The Ingress,” he said, the word emphasizing his lisp. “You know what it is.” It was more statement than question, but I nodded anyway. “It had been located finally, after centuries of being lost. Brought into the open. It became a race to obtain it, but the traitor got in the way.”

Purson sounded disgusted and even I sneered. Marchosias. He was a rank below me and had abandoned his realm. I had heard hadn’t stepped foot in it for more than a decade. But because it was technically still his no one could just walk in and claim it.

There were rules, and unless we wanted the big guy himself to get involved, we kept our hands off.

Worse than not taking his proper place in the hierarchy, Marchosias kept to the mortal realm and purposely got in our way. He’d killed some of us. Mostly just minions, but he had managed to take out some ranked hellspawn.

Now, Purson claimed that the traitor had destroyed one of the thirteen. Ridiculous. Marchosias wasn’t that powerful. No one but the big guy was that powerful. I was missing something.

“How did we lose The Ingress permanently?”

Purson looked like he wanted to get up and pace, and it was then that I noticed no one but me was anywhere near the great king. Not a good sign at all. He remained seated, however. He was making a huge effort to remain in control. He was under pressure from something for him to be this twitchy. I came to the conclusion that this was not his idea. This was becoming more and more interesting.

“He had help,” Purson said through clenched teeth. “A mortal woman.”

A collective intake of breath went through the crowd behind me. They were surprised by this information. So was I. It wasn’t unusual for there to be mortals of power. Some were born with it. Some cultivated it from other sources…like us. I wasn’t one of the infernal who bestowed power like that on humans so I wasn’t sought after, but there were plenty of my brothers who could exchange power for something in return. Usually the mortal soul. And still there were other mortals who got power from things even older than us. Regardless the source, no one had ever heard of a mortal helping one of the fallen.

Purson shot a glare around the room to warn everyone into silence then turned it on me.

“She put the bloody thing beyond our reach.” I tilted my head. I wanted to know more. Purson the weasely sighed as he rolled his hand in the air. “The Egyptians protect it now.”

There went that shocked gasp again, but this time it was followed up with muttering. The Egyptian pantheon, and their magic were one of the few things from old that were still active and could stand in our way.

This mortal woman was clever. That or Marchosias gave her more information than Hell would be comfortable with. Probably a bit of both. I got an idea of what was wanted from me, but I wanted him to say it.

“That is unfortunate,” I commented. On the face of it, it was the stupidest thing to say, but it meant get on with it.

Purson leaned forward on his throne to sneer at me. At this distance I could tell that his lips were little more than a slit in his face.

“Your mission is to get your thieves to track down and steal any or all of the remaining twelve.”

The court went dead silent as the point was finally made. After having heard the opening story, I had a feeling it had been leading to this. Either the others present hadn’t known, or they were excellent actors. Either was possible. I didn’t care. I looked Purson dead in the eye then gave my answer.

“No.”

The room erupted into pandemonium. Courtiers gave loud displays of shock, outrage, or astonishment. Someone even fainted or gave a good performance of it.

I was of a lesser rank than Purson. I should’ve done as I was told, be honored that his royalness was requesting my services. Beyond that, anyone else would have launched into the bargaining part of the discussion. I had absolutely no interest in this. The Infernal Crown Jewels were nothing but trouble.

I didn’t trust the smirk that came to the great king’s face. He still held a few cards, apparently. “You have no choice, Valefar.”

I huffed in mockery and indignation. “Oh, yes I do,” I shot back then turned to leave this ridiculous court. As far as I was concerned, I had done my duty. I answered the summons. I heard the request. I gave my answer.

The crowd of courtiers parted for me, but I only got partially through before Purson’s voice hissed out to me with satisfaction coloring his tone.

“The command comes from the highest court.”

All eyes were on me as I stopped in place then turned enough to glance back at Purson. The furious and suspicious expression I had must have been intimidating since some of those closest to me backed away. Cowards. But they weren’t worth even a snarl. I narrowed my focus onto the great king.

“You lie,” I accused.

“Would I dare?” Purson countered.

He had a point. It was one thing to claim that another king was involved, but to bring Him into it without it being true would be a huge risk. He didn’t take kindly to his name and power being taken for granted, and he always found out.

This was getting decidedly dangerous, and I didn’t like it one bit. But if the big guy had requested my involvement, then Purson was right. I didn’t have a choice.

I stalked back toward the throne with little care for protocol anymore. I’d get right in the bastard’s face if I wanted. This had gone far beyond opportunism.

“No more games, Purson,” I growled.

“King Purson,” the major domo snapped at me.

I turned a real growl at the little pissant which made him cower behind the throne, tail literally tucked between his legs. With that, the court fell as silent as the grave. I cast my eyes around. No one would make eye contact. Good. I might have been of a lesser rank, but I would not tolerate being taken to task by anyone other than my superiors and even then, there better be a damn good reason.

I looked back to Purson on his throne of bones. It really was an ostentatious piece of furniture. Spiraled ivory tusks rose from either side of the back to frame the occupant. The creature they came from had gone extinct before the first two mortals had been given the boot from the garden. The rest of the bones were a mishmash of human and animal with skulls on the ends of the armrests. Every tick of Purson’s fingernails made a hollow click. For once, his fingers were still.

“The Lord and King of Hell, Lucifer the Morningstar himself gave the edict to seek out the remaining twelve Infernal Crown Jewels and return them to Hell.” Purson pulled a rolled-up parchment from within his surcoat then held it out to me. I took it with a scowl firmly in place then opened it.

Lucifer’s seal was easily recognized, and no one dared to use it without permission. No one in Hell, anyway. Mortals used it to attempt to summon him. That never ended well, but Lucifer tolerated it since he was able to harvest souls so easily. The rest of the parchment was indeed an edict, written in Enochian script. It gave the order to the kings of Hell to make every effort to retrieve the Infernal Crown Jewels before any more were lost. That was it, though. It left a lot open to interpretation. No limitations. No jurisdiction. This could get ugly. Fast. And if I had my druthers, I’d take a cue from Marchosias, close up my territory and skip realms until this all blew over. Too late now.

I rerolled the parchment then handed it back to Purson.

“Do you have any particular stone in mind, or do you just want me to cast out my thieves hither and yon?”

Only the kings of Hell had received Lucifer’s marching orders. No doubt the others were clamoring to form their alliances, scheme against each other and grab up us lower ranks for their own means. I probably had five other summonses sitting on my desk, but Purson’s had come first. Like it or not, I was his man now. I could have done a lot worse than this king. I could tell the others to go rot without fear of retaliation.

“As a matter of fact—” Purson said as he tucked the parchment back within his surcoat— “I do.” His lips formed into a reptilian smile as he leaned back in his throne. “Tell me, Valefar. What is the one thing in all of creation that keeps Hell functioning? The one thing that tortures all souls?”

That was easy. I huffed before I answered. “Hope.”

Without the souls having just an ounce of hope of redemption, escape, or rescue, their torture and punishment meant nothing. They had to believe that there was a chance, no matter how remote, that they would be lifted up from perdition. Dashing that hope over and over was the real horror that Hell offered, because once they came here, they were here for good. There hadn’t been a redemption since a certain Israeli carpenter did his thing. If there was one constant in the universe it was the existence of Hope.

Hell just twisted it in on itself.

I realized which stone Purson wanted. None of them would be easy to get to, but this one? I would have rather gone up against the Egyptian gods.

I crossed my arms as I squared my shoulders and planted my feet. “That’s only part of the whole, and no one knows what happened to the other pieces.” It wouldn’t be enough. But again, I had underestimated Purson. I needed to stop doing that.

“You forget,” the great king said with a grin. “It is within my power to find things as well as look into the past, present, and future.” He didn’t deserve those abilities. “What the mortals call the Tavernier Blue was cut apart, it’s true. We’ve always known where one piece of it is, but it means nothing without the others.” Purson lifted his chin proudly. I really despised him. “I looked deep into the past, Valefar. I saw when the Tavernier was broken. And I tracked the missing piece.” His eyes landed solidly on mine. “I know where it is, and I want you and your thieves to retrieve both pieces and bring them to me.”

I was surprised once more. Only two pieces of the original? I would bet my territory that it would have been cut into smaller and smaller stones. Only two pieces would make this a lot easier. “Tell me, then.”

Purson was so satisfied with himself. He gave a chuckle that under any other circumstances could have been mistaken for mockery. “The State Diamond Fund of the Russian Federation.”

“Oh, come on.” I tossed my hands into the air dismissively. Now I knew he was having one over on me. The Russians? After everything that country had been through, even if this were true, too much of their treasure was missing. They’d lost an entire room made of amber, and it hasn’t been found yet. An entire room.

“No, it’s true,” Purson said. He sounded like a child that was trying to convince a friend that they’d seen a unicorn. “That French jewel thief sold a piece of the Blue to one of the tsars who had it set in a ring for his wife.” He tilted his head. “I’m surprised you don’t know this.”

“Tavernier wasn’t one of mine,” I admitted. I wasn’t the only fallen who held sway over mortal thieves.

“Anyway,” Purson continued with a sigh. “They hid it under the Kremlin during the first World War, and it wasn’t found until after the Revolution. It was reset as a stickpin and put into the Diamond Fund. So. Go get it. And it’s big brother.”

I burst out laughing. In my periphery I saw some nearby courtiers startle from the abrupt sound. Purson made it sound like sending a kid to a corner store for a gallon of milk.

“What’s so funny?” The great king narrowed his eyes on me. The most ridiculous looking pout/frown was on his face. He didn’t appreciate the disrespect, and I could tell his patience was growing thin. I just didn’t care. Something had occurred to me while Purson gave me the history lesson.

“You’re asking me to set my mortal thieves on a mission to break into not one, but two high security facilities,” I laughed.

“Yes,” he confirmed as if this should be obvious. “So?”

“It’s next to impossible,” I countered as I crossed my arms over my chest once more.

“But not entirely impossible.”

“No.” It was my turn to smirk. “But it’ll cost you.”

“Outrageous.” Purson’s protest echoed through his courtroom.

“Hardly,” I said. My tone of voice was a quiet balance to his. I had done it on purpose. We were in negotiations now, and I had some cards up my sleeve.

“You have been given an order by your superior—”

I interrupted him by lifting a hand. “There was nothing in that edict that states I have to work for you. I can reject your request.” I snickered. “I can reject any request.”

“But you would eventually be brought before the Morningstar to answer for it.” Purson put on his idea of a genial smile and held a spidery hand out toward me as if he asked me to take it. “Work with me, Valefar. Not only can I make it worth your while, but I can protect you from the others.”

I hummed as if I were considering this. He hadn’t exactly made an offer. Yet. “I don’t know,” I muttered. “If you’re wanting my thieves, I’m sure Paimon or Baal have an offer waiting for me—”

It was his turn to interrupt. “Name your price!” he snapped out. Everyone knew that Purson, Paimon, and Baal were constantly taking jabs at each other. Sibling rivalry.

“I want the lost piece.”

This time the pandemonium came from Purson himself instead of the courtiers. The roar he gave rattled lose a piece or two of bones from his throne, and more than a few of his sycophants ran from the room. I just stood there and repressed the urge to yawn. There was only so far over the line I was willing to step.

“I’m sure any of the others would be willing to meet my price.” This was the negotiation, and a bluff. I couldn’t be sure that the other kings were wanting me. I could offer my services, but then my position wouldn’t be as secure.

“The Blue is useless without being whole.”

I had pissed him off. That was what I wanted. His annoyance would make him careless. I needed to keep him on edge.

“No.” A let a sly smirk form on my face as I took a bold step or two closer to Purson. “It can’t ever be fixed. Not all the king’s demons and all the king’s mystics can put it together again.” He was still annoyed but was also openly intrigued. He was listening. Good. I continued quickly before I lost the upper hand. “But the two together should still do what it was created to do.” I came to a stop right at the arm of Purson’s throne where the major domo should have been, but the twit was still lurking in the shadows. “I propose an alliance, great king.”

Purson snapped a frown up to me. I just smiled in return then he turned his eyes to the courtiers that remained. They could be a problem. They could spread gossip of this discussion, sell it to the other kings. They were Purson’s problem, however. “An alliance.” It was his way of asking for more information.

“You give me the locations. Some members of your legions to act as muscle for the thieves I’ll send out. They obtain the pieces of the Blue. I’ll bring you the bigger piece and keep the Russian one for myself.” My eyes took on that golden glow our kind gave off whenever our power came to the surface. “Together, with the Blue in our hands, we could unseat anyone we want.”

I could practically see him salivate at that idea. More territory would be good for both of us. To be honest, I didn’t care about or desire to make a power grab. I just wanted a piece of the Blue. What I would do with it I had no idea. Yet. But I knew Purson would hunger to get one of his brother king’s throne.

He still held a doubt, however. “But the Morningstar…”

“Only said to retrieve what remained of the thirteen.” My assurance was a quiet hiss in Purson’s ear. “Bring them back to Hell. It says nothing about giving them to him.”

His attention turned up to me once more and I nodded once as he realized what I said was true. I had read the edict. It had been very open ended. No doubt, Lucifer had done that on purpose. If forced to, I would say he was setting things up for another one of his internal wars. The big guy must’ve been bored. Whatever the reason, this was too good to turn away, and Purson was just stupid enough for my purposes.

“Members of my legions,” he said. I nodded. I would involve my own demons, but this way I could control what information Purson got while this was in the works. “You get the Russian piece.” I nodded again. “I have my own stipulation, or you leave here with nothing.”

I could leave here and make the same offer to any of the other kings now that I knew what was going on. So, there was confidence in my voice. “What’s that?”

“You go with them to make sure of their success.” It was his turn to smirk.

“What?”

“Do it,” he warned and pointed one of those skinny fingers at me. “And you’ll have your prize and an alliance. Reject it, and I’ll make sure the other kings know of your treachery before you even get to the gatehouse.”

My bluff was called. “Fine,” I said with a scowl for my new partner. “I’ll go. Run the operation from Earth then bring back the gems.”

Purson nodded. “The Russian for you.”

“The Hope Diamond for you,” I finished.

Son of a bitch.


TO BE CONTINUED!


Stay tuned for Big Girls Need Demons, coming next!

Join Our Mailing List for an email notification when it’s available!
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HOPE

It should have been an easy sell. 

He was just another client, a wealthy target.

I offered him what I had. 

He stole the rest.

Beautiful. Confident.

His Viking blood made him a conqueror.

He dominated my senses.

He planned to rule my body as well.

I didn’t have a chance at keeping my heart.

AXEL

Her name said it all. 

Hope.

She came to me in my darkness.

The compass that would guide me out of the storm.

The goddess, Freyja. 

She’s with me as I fight Hel, the enemy that took everything from me.

I am at war now, but the moment the dust settles I’m taking Hope as my prize.

She’s a challenge. Resistant. 

Catching her will be like catching the wind.

But my people were sea wolves. We know how to tame the wind.

And I’m a patient man. 

Victory is my only option.


Dirty Possession: An Enemies-to-Lovers Mafia Romance
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He's the mafia's best enforcer and she's the mafia's slave, a pawn used to bring pleasure to men. When love comes into the equation, can these two damaged souls find solace in each other? Will they allow themselves to feel again?

Hana Lee has dreams, dreams of a life greater than one she was born into. From a young age, she only knew poverty and death, yet she still had an education, and a chance to get out. That is until her father took those dreams from her; he sold her to the Korean Mafia in Seoul. Hana being his payment for the debt he incurred. For six years she's been a slave, holding up the facade of the wife to the Head's son Seo-Jun. She's never felt love or pleasure from a man, only pain.

Trapped in an existence that is slowly killing her, she sees death as her only way out. A shred of hope remains inside her heart, keeping her alive, she clings to it with desperate need.

Enter, Sean O'Connor, one of the four brothers running the Irish mafia in his dying father's stead. Being a hot-head, most disregard him as immature and selfish.

He's one of the best enforcers for his clan, but things change for him when he takes Hana. Seeing her as a means to flush out the head of the Korean mafia, and let them know who runs the west end. He never expected to have feelings for her, or that he would want to save her.


Lost Without You
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The strongest love is formed between two broken souls...

At only twenty-five years old, Nolan Darcy has his entire world in sync, he’s married to the woman of his dreams with a bright future ahead of them. 

Unfortunately, a chain of events rips it all away...

In 2005, one of the biggest cyclones hit the gulf coast causing many to lose their lives and forced families to deal with the aftermath. Now thirteen years later, Nolan Darcy has relocated to one of the smallest towns in Northern Louisiana, a town where loss isn’t foreign. Grieving his loss with the help of whisky and shattered memories; Nolan hits rock bottom without the drive to ever make it out.

On the other side of town, Josie Anderson is dealing with the loss of her twin brother, Joey. A youthful night filled with fun and heavy drinking claimed his life with the impact of a terrible car crash. The tragedy shook the small town of Frierson; it was a lesson that taught numerous young drivers to be more responsible.  

Now, five years later, Josie is hiding behind a daring personality with a smile that the most vicious storm couldn’t wash away. She’s drowning in a dark pot of her own demons. Demons that are destined to consume her soul until her path crossed with the town’s widower, Nolan Darcy.

In the wake of an instant flame, a love of the decade is formed. A love so prestigious it can mend broken souls.


Cold-Hearted: An Enemies to Lovers Romance
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She never should have stepped out of line, because now, I see her, and like everything else in my life, I won’t be satisfied until she’s mine in every way.

Gabriella

My future had always been set.

Like a road paved by skilled builders, without bends or intersections, I walked the path my parents laid for me.

My marriage to the future of The Outfit was all that mattered.

I didn’t have a choice. 

Belonging to the world’s largest criminal organization wasn’t easy but belonging to him was. 

With Jacob, I’d got lucky and as a mafia princess, I couldn’t have asked for more. 

Jacob was beautiful and kind and the road to him was bright with sunlight and sweet with the fragrance of flowers.

Until it wasn’t.

Until it became dark with shadows. 

Until the day he broke my heart.

He was a dream that turned into a nightmare.

And now, I’d do anything to get away.

Jacob

She was a job like any other job. 

Marry her.

Have an heir.

And in between all that, keep the world under my heel by any means necessary. 

I’d count myself lucky if I wasn’t covered in blood on our wedding day.

As a girl, Gabrielle was as bright eyed and bushy tailed.

That was until I took off the rose-colored glasses, broke them, and revealed who I truly was.

Now, the woman is as vicious as a cobra, but when she forgets her place, like a benevolent king, I remind her.

Her resistance goads me. 

Her words bite.

She never counted on me biting her back.

And I never counted on her tasting so good...

Rage became foreplay.

Sex became life.

And somehow, my job, she became an obsession.

Gabriella made me lose control. 


The Fighter: Love’s Trauma, Book One
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Once you make it to the top, there is always someone waiting to knock you back down. And, as fate would have it, it's a woman he never saw coming who is able to cause Wren's walled-up heart to feel.

Wren Deloryne’s life has never been easy, coming from a broken wreckage of a childhood, he’s never had much hope for anything and knows he’s the only person he can rely on. And finding a woman to satisfy his baser needs has always been easy as pie, despite his dark past, and as far as he sees it the only thing that matters is surviving since everything he’s ever gotten came from busting his knuckles. Catapulted into street fighting since his teens, he’s knocked his way through and made it to the height of fame.

Having everything at his fingertips that he can ask for, Wren thinks his life is made. But there is something that's missing. Something he can't put his finger on. As things begin to unfold in his life, it begins to seem as if the one thing he never thought to fight for happens to be the one thing he needs. 

Ambitious event planner, Alaira Saintarys, only wants to be successful at her own enterprise. Hoping to plan a fighting fundraiser, Alaira finds herself in an interesting business position, but nothing is as amusing as the enticingly mysterious Wren, who instantly steals her attention. But then, Wren’s left with amnesia after being peculiarly attacked leaving Alaira to question everything about her future and the man whose struck her to the core. 


Taming a Bad Boy: The McKnight Boys
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Ireland Steinburgen is absolutely determined to never love again. Happy endings only exist in fairytales, and she’s tired of being let down over, and over, and over again. The one common denominator?

Men.

Now that she’s moved her life from her small, Southern hometown all the way to the big city of San Francisco, she’s convinced she can make it in life, blissfully happy in her singledom. Of course, she’d be an awful lot happier if she could get a handle on her temper and hold down a job.

Which is how she ends up interviewing to be the assistant to the CEO of Knight Industries.

But when Zach Knight, billionaire playboy extraordinaire, steps through his office door and straight into her rollercoaster of a life, Ireland’s faced with the biggest challenge of her lifetime: resisting the charms of a talented bedfellow, well versed in the art of unclothing beautiful women.

She’s strong, a born and bred Southern Belle. She can be the perfect assistant to Mr. Knight and keep him firmly in his place and out of her bed.

Right?


Black Water Bayou
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Having enemies were common for the Gachette witches but they have always been able to conquer during adversity.

When the demon of Gehenna rises after being locked away for a hundred years, the great sage of Black Water Bayou falls, leaving the legacy of her ancestors in the hands of her granddaughters, Merigold and Majesty, still learning how to use their powers and juggling college, the Gachette sisters must go to war with a revengeful demon to save their people.
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To receive notifications and updates on the steamiest alpha male, bad boy, and mafia romances…

Join Our Mailing List!

Click HERE to join.


Pretty Booked, Inc. is accepting manuscripts from aspiring or experienced alpha male romance authors!

WHAT MAY PLACE YOU ABOVE THE REST:

Heroes who are the ultimate book bae: strong-willed, maybe a little rough around the edges but willing to risk it all for the woman he loves.

Heroines who are the ultimate match: the girl next door type, not perfect—has her faults but is still a decent person. One who is her own person, her own opinions and is fiercely independent. In other words, all the things that frustrates her match, but also the things he loves.

The rest is up to you! Just be creative, think out of the box, keep it sexy and intriguing!

For consideration, send an email with the first 15K words (60 pages) of your completed manuscript to admin@prettybookedinc.com for our review.
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